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INTRODUCTION

THE MIGRATION OF African Americans out of the South begins in earnest during World War I. Rampant racism, coupled with Jim Crow laws and lynchings, drive many black families to look north and west. Between 1880 and 1950, an African American was lynched more than once a week, and many of these atrocities remain unrecorded or undiscovered. The call of the opportunity to earn a living wage and the promise of a better, safer livelihood in cities in need of laborers to work in manufacturing and industrial production is answered by Southern African Americans. Ninety percent of African Americans live in the American South in 1910; for the next six decades 6 million African Americans would leave the South, cutting the population in half. And, ironically, by the time America elects its first African American president, African Americans are returning to the South and once again reshaping American demographics, economics, and political base.

John Brooks’s life benefits from the opportunities found north. Born in Vidalia, Louisiana, on July 31, 1910, he won’t remember much about his birthplace after moving to Chicago. But one memory does stand out. He recalls the feel of the Vidalia fields under his bare feet as he constantly ran around the small town. His feet are tough and his legs are strengthened. Track becomes a natural passion for John. Later he not only becomes an elite athlete but a coach too when he meets a local girl by the name of Tidye Pickett. John knows that a young African American girl in the United States will not be afforded the same training and coaching as her counterparts. Brooks’s life changes in his seeking refuge 839 miles to the north.
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African Americans stop near Shawboro, North Carolina, on their way to New Jersey, to pick potatoes. July 1940.



    In the 1920s, the Albritton family, too, leaves the South. David Albritton is just seven years old when his family moves from Danville, Alabama, to Cleveland, Ohio. He barely remembers the lanky kid he met one Sunday afternoon when he was five years old watching his brother play baseball. David has no idea this boy who lived in the next county over will eventually become his best friend and fellow competitor.

    Albritton meets Jesse Owens again in junior high school. Eventually both will board the SS Manhattan to compete in the Berlin Olympics.
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African American going in colored entrance of Crescent movie house on a Saturday afternoon in Belzoni, Mississippi Delta, Mississippi, October 1939.



Saying good-bye to the shackles and shadows of Jim Crow, the Brooks, Albritton, and Owens families are among many who refuse to settle for separate seating and even different Bibles from their white counterparts. The laws down South require African Americans to attend segregated schools and churches, to enter “for colored only” bathrooms, to eat in a designated area of a restaurant, and to always sit at the back of a bus.

By 1936, despite escaping the racism in the South, these families will be in a country grappling with the Great Depression. There is real worry for thousands of African Americans that they will never be able to obtain the American dream. The country, still many years before the civil rights era, does not consider African Americans as full citizens.

Hope is often found in athletes like John Brooks, David Albritton, and Jesse Owens. They are among the eighteen black athletes who journey to Berlin to compete in the 1936 Olympics. They will eventually grow up to become soldiers, scientists, principals, and politicians. Sixteen men and two women who take their memories and their medals from Berlin and allow them to become a springboard to combat segregation and racism back home in America.

At the most notorious sports event ever staged, eighteen African Americans challenge discrimination on the world stage. Their presence in Berlin is a blow to racial prejudice on both sides of the Atlantic. The unprecedented effort is largely unknown, and their stories forgotten.

The most unlikely of figures foreshadow Hitler’s defeat and a shift in American civil rights in the most spectacular of ways. Yet the world remembers only one of them, by the name of Jesse Owens.

This is the story of the others.






PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE THE GIRLS ARE FAST


1923

FOR MANY AMERICANS in 1923, times are good. The United States and the rest of the Western world roar through the twenties with their moving vehicles and motion pictures. The New York Yankees play their first game against the Boston Red Sox in “The House That Ruth Built,” the newly opened Yankee Stadium. Bessie Smith, “The Empress of the Blues,” sings her soulful hits on the radio. Magician Harry Houdini mesmerizes crowds with his stunts and tricks. The country unexpectedly inherits a new leader when President Warren G. Harding has a fatal heart attack on August 2 and Vice President Calvin Coolidge becomes the thirtieth president.

Yet amid an economic boom that doubles America’s wealth from 1920 to 1929, racial unrest only intensifies as Jim Crow laws take hold of the country, spurring the revival of the Ku Klux Klan, whose membership grows to 5 million people. The public becomes accustomed to Klan members, adorned in their hooded white robes and carrying American flags, marching down main streets in parades, proudly included as part of the festivities.

The Great Migration continues from the previous decade and manifests itself with a sea change in the culture and the core beliefs in the black community. Big cities such as New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and Detroit become highly attractive, and very soon black neighborhoods significantly impact metropolitan areas. The change of environment and the chance for new beginnings spur a creative cultural event known as the New Negro Renaissance, or the Harlem Renaissance as it’s more commonly called, where the worlds of literature, music, cinema, and theater all open doors to African American artists and voices.

Popularizing the phrase “the New Negro,” Alain Locke sums up this revolutionary era in a seminal essay with the same title. A Harvard graduate and the first African American Rhodes Scholar, Locke writes that “So for generations in the mind of America, the Negro has been more of a formula than a human being—a something to be argued about, condemned or defended, to be ‘kept down,’ or ‘in his place,’ or ‘helped up,’ to be worried with or worried over, harassed or patronized, a social bogey or a social burden.” Locke sees a sweeping change occurring where “the mind of the Negro seems suddenly to have slipped from under the tyranny of social intimidation and to be shaking off the psychology of imitation and implied inferiority. By shedding the old chrysalis of the Negro problem we are achieving something like a spiritual emancipation.”

With this renewed self-respect and self-dependence, the life of the Negro community is bound to enter a new dynamic phase. The Cotton Club opens in Harlem, the heart of New York, in the same year. The nightclub for white clientele will showcase many famous black performers. Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Ethel Waters, and many others come to grace the stage. The year also sees the publication of Cane, Jean Toomer’s hailed collection of poems and stories highlighting the African American experience.

The ripple effects of the Harlem Renaissance can be seen not only in the world of art, but also in the hearts of young African American kids growing up with a new sense of hope and promise. Two of these are Tidye Pickett and Louise Stokes.



“Go!” Charles shouts, loud enough for his voice to echo down the block of their Southside Chicago street.

Tidye Pickett’s eight-year-old limbs begin to sprint though she remains a few feet behind her older brother. With the sun shining on her face, Tidye moves as quickly as a breeze, catching Charles. For as long as Tidye can remember, she has been racing her older brother, trying to keep up. She’s never beaten him before.

    Young Tidye knows she’s fast, and today she proves it by reaching the finish line by the tree several steps ahead of Charles. As they catch their breath, Tidye’s cheeks climb her face, stretching into a smile. From that moment on, she will always be the fastest in the family.

    
[image: Image]
Tidye Pickett and her brother, Charles, on their tricycle, Chicago, Illinois.



The first time Tidye Pickett attends the Newsboys Picnic in Washington Park across the street from her home, she can’t imagine just how much she’ll learn about her speed. The Chicago Daily News hosts the picnic for its newspaper delivery boys and will do so twice a year. She and Charles turn their attention to the park, where box lunches are provided and they can play games and run races all afternoon. Tidye might be short for her age, but it doesn’t prevent her from entering the races.

Her neighborhood of Englewood is a thriving community with plenty of department stores and is home to one of the largest theaters around, Southtown Theater. It’s a time before the Great Depression and severe redlining policies that will drastically change the neighborhood in the near future. Tidye’s father, Louis Alfred Pickett, works as a foreman in a foundry for the International Harvester Company, and her mother, Sarah, is employed as a factory clerk.

By the time Tidye is born, Chicago has more than seventy playgrounds and parks along with a few beaches and pools. The city’s park system contains a number of facilities that become home to athletic programs and citywide tournaments. Kids like Tidye compete in a variety of sports such as skating, softball, and track. It is no coincidence that some of the country’s best track and field athletes of the twenties and thirties are products of Chicago’s athletic programs.

The first day at the picnic, Tidye enters one race and wins a baseball cap. Then she wins another. After emerging victorious in the third race she is awarded a camera. When she arrives home that evening, sweaty and tired from all the races she’s run, her mother sees her loot and demands an explanation.

“They had some races at the picnic in the park,” Tidye says.

“So, how’d you do?” Sarah Pickett asks her daughter, still not understanding where the hats and cameras came from.

“They give you a prize every time you win a race.”

Her mother looks at the winnings with amazement. It won’t be the first time the petite girl surprises someone with her speed. It is, however, the first time Tidye realizes she enjoys seeing that sort of reaction. Especially from someone she loves.



Louise Stokes steps onto the tracks and stares down them. The railroad stretches a quarter of a mile before intersecting with Pleasant Street in Malden, a Massachusetts town just north of Boston. The winter morning is cold enough for snow, but the skies are clear, her jacket too light to keep her warm from the steady wind. It doesn’t take the nine-year-old long to reach her school from her house at 55 Faulkner Street, especially when she runs part of the way. She sprints and steps over every single railroad tie, sometimes counting how many she crosses but eventually losing track after a few hundred. Louise practices every morning before school, and knows she’s becoming fast. Morning after morning, she returns to these tracks. Running feels as natural to her as breathing.

The tracks directly intersect the railways at Malden square, the downtown’s center, where F.N. Joslin’s Department Store (known as the Big Store), the Granada Theater, and the First National Bank are located. Louise’s grammar school is downtown as well. As a hub for manufacturing, Malden wields a population of more than sixteen thousand people, many who use the Boston & Maine and the Saugus Branch railroads to connect to Boston, four miles to the south.

Born in Malden, Louise is the great-granddaughter of slaves and the oldest child in a family of six girls and one boy. Her father, William H. Stokes, holds numerous jobs, including gardening and tending to the lawns of the wealthy in the summer while stoking their furnaces in the winter. Her mother, Mary Wesley Stokes, works all day as a housekeeper. Louise’s job is to pick up her younger brother and sisters from the nursery and take care of them until her parents return home.

Like most children, Louise longs to play basketball or run along the tracks instead of babysitting her siblings, doing chores, and prepping for dinner. Running along the tracks outside offers Louise an escape. For a few fleeting moments, she can even outrun her own thoughts and memories, though she can never lessen the pain of losing her younger sister, Alice. Running doesn’t allow her to escape the memory of Alice’s sweet smile, nor can it take away the guilt she carries as the older sister. The fire that took four-year-old Alice a year earlier will always be in her memory. Her sister was playing with matches when she lit her nightgown on fire, dying a few days later.
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Louise Stokes sitting with her sister.



The morning sprint to school is usually no different from her afternoon trip back home. Louise, who keeps to herself and is quieter than most others she knows, runs everywhere she can. After school, she routinely dashes over to Genevieve O’Mara’s house in Salem Place, rushing through the front door without knocking and calling for her friend to come outside. Then she and Genevieve dart over to Amerige Park, where they will spend an afternoon playing.

Today, she can’t avoid the sneers and the scorn from the neighborhood boys.

“You’re not that fast.”

“Who are you running away from?”

“Why don’t you race us? You can’t beat us.”

They’ve done this before, belittling someone younger and smaller than they are. Maybe it’s the fact that she’s a girl, and maybe it’s because she’s a black girl. It doesn’t matter. Louise knows better than to respond to their banter. She also knows the only way to silence someone’s scorn is to prove them wrong. Beating them won’t make them like her, but at least they could no longer make fun of her.

“I’ll race you,” Louise says to them.

The race is over seconds after someone shouts “Go!” The boys are too big, too quick. They all sprint ahead and finish long before she does. Now the energy behind their mockery only seems to intensify.

Louise knows she’s fast, but so are they. This isn’t going to slow her down, however. One of these days, she’ll be old enough to beat them. In the meantime, she keeps her feet fast to the pavement.



ACROSS THE NORTH Atlantic Ocean in a country decimated and in decline, an unlikely leader, average in appearance and unimpressive at five feet nine inches tall, attempts to overthrow both the German and the Bavarian governments. His name is Adolf Hitler.

As Germany reels from the crushing defeat of World War I five years earlier, turmoil and chaos consume the country. Almost 20 percent of the male population of Germany are casualties of the war, and by the twenties the downward economic spiral bottoms out. A dollar is now worth 4.2 trillion marks, as opposed to only 90 marks two years earlier. A single loaf of bread costs 200 billion marks. Communists and socialists alike riot over food shortages and political unrest. In the center of the violence and upheaval lies Bavaria with its Nazi Party, led by Hitler.

A year earlier, in October 1922, Benito Mussolini and his Fascist Party rise to power after a successful insurrection, the March on Rome. The following year, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party plot to seize control of the government and march on Berlin in a similar manner. His goal will be to take command of the Bavarian government and military in Munich, thereby forcing the hand of the state’s top officials, Gustave Ritter von Kahr, Otto von Lossow, and Hans Ritter von Seisser. The result leads to the famous Beer Hall Putsch.

On the night of November 8, 1923, as several thousand people fill a beer hall for a rally being held by the Bavarian leaders, Hitler and his uniformed men storm into the building and burst through the thousands. Hitler jumps onto a chair and stands in front of the crowd, firing off a round from his Browning and commanding everyone to be silent.

“The national revolution has begun!” he shouts.

With the crowd watching in silence, Hitler informs everyone in the beer hall that they are surrounded by six hundred of his storm troopers (the Sturm Abteilung, or SA) and that no one can leave. He then declares the Bavarian government deposed and the armed forces now under his command. He is both lying and exaggerating.

A standoff ensues. However, Hitler is unsuccessful at convincing the state’s officials, Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser, to join his side. He calls on the truly captive audience in the hall, pleading for them to join him in the German revolution. Being a master orator, Hitler wins over the crowd and temporarily regains momentum.

Before the night is over, however, the furor dissipates, leaving Hitler with few options. He decides to appeal to the public by marching with three thousand of his men in the streets of Munich. They sing songs that proclaim “Deutschland! Deutschland!” as they proceed through the stone streets. Once again, he feels confident this will work. Yet after they are met with resistance that includes both the police and the army, a skirmish turns into gunfire, leaving four policemen and one Nazi dead. Hitler narrowly escapes death himself, with the man next to him shot in the chest.

As quickly as it began, the rebellion is now over. Two days later, on November 11, Hitler is arrested, accused of committing high treason.

The deposed leader of the Nazi Party is sentenced to five years in prison. Soon Hitler sits in a cell, his hate only fueled by his confinement.

“The right to personal freedom comes second in importance to the duty of maintaining the race,” he writes.






CHAPTER TWO A SINGLE INCH, A CROSS ON FIRE


1924

THE CLEAVER CUTS through the fish head with ease, the sharp blade sticking firmly into the wood. The fourteen-year-old moves fast, getting rid of the waste with one hand and placing the cleaned fish among the others. This April day on the south side of Chicago is hot, but the tall teen has barely broken a sweat after an hour of work.

Ralph Metcalfe no longer thinks about the smell of the fish even though the scent will linger on his hands the next day at Wendell Phillips Junior High School. It doesn’t bother him when one of the girls teases that he reeks. Cleaning and chopping fish in the market pays well, and they let him start in the afternoon once he is released from school. He finds himself skillful with his hands, though his legs will eventually become his claim to fame.

Work comes natural to Ralph. From the time his family moved from Atlanta to Chicago in 1917, when he was seven years old, he has found jobs in the city and has grown to know his way around the streets. They relocated to the quaint Douglas neighborhood, where it only took eight minutes for Ralph to walk to Doolittle Elementary School, half that time if he jogged. When he worked as a delivery boy for a variety of the merchants near his house, he ran all over the city. That’s how everybody began to realize he was fast. They would give young Ralph something to deliver, and he would be back at their door moments later, awaiting another package.
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Ralph Metcalfe Tilden High School track team photo, Chicago, Illinois.



Born in Atlanta, Georgia, on May 30, 1910, Ralph Horace Metcalfe is separated by two years from his older brother, Andrew, and younger sister, Lucy. Ralph’s father, Clarence Metcalfe, works in the stockyards while his mother, Maria Attaway Metcalfe, sews dresses, both of them doing what they can to support their three children. As the United States enters World War I in 1917, the Metcalfes leave Atlanta for better opportunities in Chicago.

Ralph still holds vivid memories of Atlanta, where he and Andrew were confined to their yard at home for play, with not much space to run around. Chicago is different. They finally have a playground nearby, one where they can spend hours playing every kind of sport. Metcalfe is a natural at them all—football, basketball, and baseball—and because of his speed he earns the nickname “Rabbit.”

Dreams of pursuing a career in sports seem foolhardy, since there are few examples he can follow. It will take Georgia native Jackie Robinson another twenty-three years before integrating major league baseball. In professional football, there are only a few black players, such as Fritz Pollard, Sr. And between Jack Johnson in 1915 and Joe Louis over two decades later in 1937, no African Americans will be allowed to participate in a heavyweight championship boxing match. Despite the racial barriers, Metcalfe believes that someday his athletic abilities will lead him somewhere special.

On this day working at the fish market, Metcalfe loses his concentration and watches the cleaver cut into his left index finger. Fortunately, the sharp blade gets stuck. Human bone is a bit more solid than the skin and flesh of a fish. He doesn’t yell very loudly, but he quickly raises the instrument and sets it down to tend to his finger. His palm and wrist are already soaked with blood.

The good news is his index finger remains intact, still attached to his hand. But the pain rips through him as he rushes to find his boss and tell him he’s leaving a little early today. Only he will be going to the hospital nearby instead of heading back home.

Metcalfe considers himself lucky for not chopping off his finger. He discovers he severed his extensor tendon, the tendon on the top of the finger that helps to move, grip, and let go of things. After he wears a splint for what seems like years but is only a few months, Metcalfe’s injured finger will never be the same. There will always be a noticeable crimp.

This doesn’t affect Metcalfe a bit, however. It only reminds him to be careful in all matters. And it tells him that sometimes a single inch can make all the difference in the world.




“God’s not gonna let that fire come inside this house,” Mallie Robinson tells her children as they look out of their second-story window onto the burning cross on their lawn.

Earlier, Mallie’s son Mack watches his little brother Jackie as he zips down the sidewalk on his bicycle. Jackie chases after their older brother Edgar, twenty yards ahead on his roller skates. Their other siblings, Frank and Willa Mae, play near the steps to the house. As the five-year-old tries to take a corner, the bike skips off the cement and stutters to a halt, tossing Jackie onto the grass. Nobody worries because they know he is tough, but Mack rushes over regardless just to make sure nothing is broken.

“You okay?” ten-year-old Mack asks as he grabs Jackie’s hand and pulls him up.

His brother gives him a mischievous grin and says he’s fine. The sun is hot on this July Saturday in Pasadena. An elderly man across Pepper Street walks his driveway, glancing over at the group of kids playing, then heads back into his house without any sort of greeting or acknowledgment. Mack is used to it by now. He assumes the old man is the same person who called the police on Edgar because of the supposed noise he made while skating. The policemen suggested that his mother keep him and his siblings inside, but Mallie Robinson told the officers her children weren’t making any more noise than the other kids in the neighborhood.

They have been in the neighborhood for only less than a year and have been living in California since moving four years ago from Cairo, Georgia. Mack, only six at the time, recalls the sharecropper’s farm they lived on and the trip west with his family in 1920. Sometimes the memories find their way into his dreams at night.

He’d see his father coming in after working in the fields for barely any pay and then one day never coming in again. Moving into that smaller cabin and Mom being forced to find any work possible. The thirteen of them packed in a dark and cramped train car headed west.
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Mallie Robinson and her children. Seated: Mallie Robinson. Standing, L to R: Mack, Jackie, Edgar, Willa Mae, and Frank.



His mother comes from a family of fourteen children, with Mallie born right in the middle. Growing up in Georgia, she’d lived on land her parents owned and made it all the way up to sixth grade in school, two rare accomplishments for an African American child growing up in the South at the turn of the century. Her parents were slaves, and they stressed the value of education to their children. More than that, the McGriffs instilled in their family the value of faith, so much that Mallie, only ten years old, taught her father how to read the Bible. She will eventually do the same with Mack and her four other children, living out the importance of her Christian walk and the unity of their family, both necessary for a black family living in the South.

After marrying Jerry Robinson, much to her father’s displeasure, Mallie finds her husband being taken advantage of by his boss at the plantation. She speaks up, fighting for Jerry and their family. Instead of paying paltry monthly wages, the plantation boss allows the Robinsons to become sharecroppers. The scraps they have been living on soon turn into a bounty of hogs, chickens, turkeys, cotton, corn, sugar cane, and more. Yet with the provisions they are now beginning to accumulate thanks to Mallie’s efforts, Jerry looks elsewhere in both his life and his marriage. Twice he leaves Mallie and the family, and both times he comes back to open arms. The third time is his last, however, with Jerry telling his wife and five children good-bye at a train station on July 28, 1919. There are rumors of an affair known by many; Mallie eventually learns Jerry was employed at a sawmill and living with another woman.

Matters become worse when her husband’s boss discovers she willingly helped Jerry leave, resulting in the Robinson family’s being forced to move two times into smaller, unacceptable houses on the plantation. Exhausted by the constant moves and by the oppressive nature of sharecropping, Mallie decides to leave Georgia. In May 1920, along with her young sister, Cora Wade, her brother-in-law, and their two sons, the Robinsons make the pilgrimage to the hope and warmth of California where Mallie’s half-brother lives.

“If you want to get closer to Heaven, visit California,” Burton Thomas, her half-brother, tells her.

Burton, Mack’s uncle, eventually persuades them to move West. After the two families share a cramped apartment for a few weeks, Mallie and her children move into a more spacious home along with Burton. Mallie, having saved up enough money from her job as a domestic worker, is able to pool her money together with Cora and Samuel Wade to buy a house at 121 Pepper Street. The large two-story house in the all-white neighborhood contains five bedrooms and two baths. Mallie purchases the home from a black man who managed to buy it with the help of a light-skinned relative. When the Robinsons and Wades move onto the street in 1922, the neighbors petition for them to leave and threaten to burn the house down.

Mallie Robinson prays for strength and wisdom daily while attempting to gain respect by working for those in the neighborhood at no cost. Yet, in a couple of years’ time, matters still haven’t improved. Every now and then a rock is thrown at them or they find something on their property vandalized. Kids in the neighborhood bully the Robinson and Wade kids, though they fight back, especially Mack. The neighbors attempt to buy them out, yet that eventually goes away after someone says the Robinsons are decent neighbors. In 1924, the Wades move to their own home, at 972 Cypress Street, a few blocks away.

On a summer’s day like today, Mack and his siblings stay outside playing and easily lose track of time. With the sun starting to fade, Mack hears his mother calling for them just after he has assured himself that none of Jackie’s bones were broken from the fall. He looks and sees his mother on the porch leaning on the railing and watching her children. It’s time to come inside for dinner.

Later that night Edgar’s screams awaken the family. He is shouting as he stands by the narrow window, staring down to the front of their house. Mack nudges in beside his two older brothers to see bright flames on their lawn. A burning cross lights up their yard as the blaze cuts through the black night like intertwined torches. Mack watches in wonder. Who in their neighborhood would do such a thing? Has the kind of evil they experienced in Georgia followed them to California, or is it simply standing by at every corner of the world waiting to greet them?

Mack doesn’t hear his mother until she is behind them, watching the same ugly sight on their property. She puts her arms around the boys.

“We didn’t come all this way to let someone scare us. Especially like this.”

Mallie Robinson guided her family across the country to end up in this house, so Mack knows she isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

For the Robinsons, especially Mack and little Jackie, life will take them much further than 121 Pepper Street.



IN THE BAVARIAN town thirty-eight miles from Munich called Landsberg am Lech, Adolf Hitler sits in the Landsberg Prison, writing out his great magnum opus on a Remington portable typewriter. For nine months in 1924, he remains in the special wing of the prison known as die Festung, or the fortress. The prison is nothing more than a two-story building resembling a dormitory, with the inmates serving under “honorable imprisonment” conditions with minimum security. Hitler’s time at Landsberg Prison, which he will consider his “university education at state expense,” turns both his career and the Nazi movement around.

Following the failed Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, Hitler rises to national acclaim with a trial that serves more as a showcase for his extraordinary speaking gifts. The opening speech from Hitler at the trial lasts nearly four hours and consists of his telling his story, a biography, filled with anti-Semitic beliefs along with his acceptance of bringing salvation to the people of Germany. After receiving the lightest sentence possible of five years, Hitler moves into a small bedroom on the second floor, containing a bed, a lamp, a couple of a chairs, and a small desk on which he can write.

Every day and night, next to five-foot-high windows, Hitler works on his autobiography, a declaration reaching far beyond personhood that becomes the manifesto Mein Kampf.

On December 19, 1924, Hitler is released from prison. The New York Times writes a small article summing up his time at the fortress and how they view Hitler.


“Hitler Tamed by Prison”

Released on Parole, He Is Expected to Return to Austria.

Berlin. Dec. 20 (1924)—Adolph Hitler, once the demi-god of the reactionary extremists, was released from imprisonment at Fortress Landsberg, Bavaria, today and immediately left in an auto for Munich. He looked a much sadder and wiser man today than last Spring when he, with Ludendorff and other radical extremists, appeared before a Munich court charged with conspiracy to overthrow the government.

His behavior during imprisonment convinced the authorities that, like his political organization, known as the Völkischer, he was no longer to be feared. It is believed he will retire to private life and return to Austria, the country of his birth.



Most of the world doesn’t know of the contents of Mein Kampf, which spells out Hitler’s views on race and its effect on history. Perhaps if they did know, they would be more fearful of the intentions of the man who views world history as a struggle among races. Laid out in his book are three categories in which he organizes races: culture-creating races like the Aryans, culture-bearing races like the Japanese that neither create nor destroy, and culture-destroying races like the Jews.

Of course, Hitler’s racist beliefs don’t end with the Jews. He also shares his beliefs about African Americans in Mein Kampf, sentiments that many Americans unfortunately share with him at the time:

“The Jews were responsible for bringing Negroes into the Rhineland, with the ultimate idea of bastardizing the white race which they hate and thus lowering its cultural and political level so that the Jew might dominate.”






CHAPTER THREE DISCIPLINE AND HEART


1928

ARCHIE WILLIAMS CAN’T find his tie. The twelve-year-old wears one only for special occasions and can’t remember where he put it the last time it hung around his neck. Archie knows he doesn’t want to be late for the sixth-grade graduation ceremony at Peralta School, the third school he’s attended.

He might’ve still been at his second school, Washington School, if it had been big enough for all the students. Peralta had just been built on nearby North Street by the time Archie switched schools. There aren’t any black kids in his class, but that isn’t much of a surprise since there are hardly any black families in the part of Oakland where he lives. All his friends are white, except for George Suzuki. George once told them that his last name is as common in Japan, the place where he was from, as Smith is in the United States.

“Come on, Archie!” Mom calls outside his room.

“Okay,” he says, checking under his bed and discovering a lot of toys and books he hasn’t seen in years. But no tie.

It would be sad not to have gone to Peralta. He loves the school and all his classmates. Kenny Bradshaw, his buddy who lives right down the street. Bobby Earhart, Irving Mahoney, Jack Martin, Dick Kruger, Jack Mayer, and Robbie Chapman. Principal Bradley. And of course, Annie, the sweetie of the class.

He’d already lived in west Oakland while attending his first school, then he and his family moved to north Oakland. Moving has been a thread of life for Archie and his brother and sister, especially when their father was still alive. Dad’s interest in real estate prompted the moves, something Archie didn’t mind because he enjoyed making new friends.

There it is.

The red and black tie lay buried amidst black socks in a drawer. He quickly clips it onto his collar while looking in the small mirror on his beat-up dresser. He sees a faded picture of his mother and father and stares at it for a moment, wondering what Dad would think about today if he was still around.

Wadsworth Williams passed away a couple of years ago when Archie was ten, but it feels to him like one of his moves—as if it happened in another lifetime. Dad fell sick with pneumonia and was never able to recover. Archie heard about people dying all the time from things like scarlet fever, diphtheria, and the flu. He’d see people wearing masks or large, red signs in front of houses that said they were quarantined. It scares Archie anytime he sees those signs, forcing him to cross the street to walk on the other side. He doesn’t want to get sick like his father; getting sick is deadly.

It’s not as though his father wasn’t tough. Archie remembers the stories Dad told them, like the time he worked as an elevator man for the U.S. Mint and got his skull cracked open after a pallet of gold fell on top of him. Or once, before Archie was born, when his father worked on a ship that traveled along the coast. After an accident, the ship sank and left his father in the middle of the ocean drifting with only a log to keep him afloat. He was finally rescued when another ship came along and spotted the young man in the water.

“Hey, boy. What the hell you doing out here in the middle of the ocean?” one of the seaman had asked his dad before fishing him out.

His father had originally hailed from Chicago, and after moving to Oakland met and married his mother, Lillian. Along with his interest in real estate, his father also owned a grocery store near their house at Twentieth Street and Telegraph Avenue. They certainly weren’t rich by any means, but at the same time Archie doesn’t feel they were poor. He can still recall the new car smell of the first vehicle Dad bought for them. It was a Model T Ford, and he paid around one hundred dollars for it.

“Archie!”

He sprints out of his bedroom and follows his mother and siblings out the front door. Copies of today’s Oakland Tribune sit in a pile on his porch, the remaining papers from his morning route. He glances down at Telegraph Avenue where the running car waits for him, and for a brief moment Archie looks beyond the street to see the top of Sather Tower, otherwise known as the Campanile. The 307-foot-tall tower sits on the campus of the University of California. As he has many times before, Archie wonders what it would be like to attend CAL. He knows there are lots of great sports teams at the university, especially the California Golden Bears football teams that won championships in ’20, ’21, ’22, and ’23.

Climbing into Mom’s car, twelve-year-old Archie doubts he will ever go to college for any kind of athletic reason. He likes playing sandlot ball and basketball at the park with the other kids, but he just isn’t particularly great at anything. Maybe he will study engineering since he loves to build things, like the sailboats he made with his neighbor Kenny Bradshaw. It was Kenny’s idea, in fact, when he came over to Archie’s house wanting to construct the same sailboats that were shown in the Popular Science magazine he held. After collecting a bunch of boards at a nearby friend’s house, Archie and Kenny build a pretty decent sailboat. One good enough to put onto nearby Lake Merritt.

“Did all of you brush your teeth?” his mother asks the three of them.

They all say “yes” at the same time. Florence and Fritz sit in the backseat. His sister is eleven years old and Fritz is ten. His real name is William, but since he was born during World War I, the family said he looked a little German. They will later learn that one of their kooky uncles devised the name.

His mother’s parents owned the house they live in now on Telegraph Avenue. His grandfather served as a sergeant in the army and was in the Spanish-American War. After he met his grandmother, a young woman from Tennessee, they eventually moved to the Presidio in San Francisco, where his grandfather was stationed. After he left the army, they eventually moved to and stayed in Oakland.

Maybe Archie would be like his grandfather and serve in the army or another branch of the military. He would love to fly airplanes one day. It doesn’t matter if anybody thinks he is crazy for imagining that he might be able to do so. Maybe they will tell Archie he can’t be a pilot because of the color of his skin. He knows lots of people have problems with black folks, and though he doesn’t like it, that’s just the way things are. It’s no different from the Boy Scouts.

All his buddies wanted him to join their Boy Scout troop, but when they took Archie to sign up, they were told he wasn’t eligible, for obvious reasons. It’s the same in the restaurants, theaters, and swimming pools that he and his family are not allowed to enter. Even the YMCA, which is nothing more than a broken-down house with a couple of pool tables in it, tells him he is not welcome.

As he adjusts his tie and then rolls down his window, Archie knows this is simply part of life. He resents it, however. He would like to one day show people that he can indeed be a Boy Scout. Or maybe the star of a football team. Or maybe the builder of great big boats. Or maybe, just maybe, a famous pilot who flies all over the world.




Almost four hundred miles away on a warm Los Angeles morning, James Ellis LuValle begins his last day at McKinley Junior High School. He carries victory in his hand and remains determined to proudly display it. This isn’t about bragging or proving that he is smarter than anybody else. James knows he isn’t. But he can still remember the girl’s words and how they stung. He took them home with him and pinned them front and center in his mind.

The girl didn’t just mock him. She issued a challenge, one he hasn’t forgotten two and a half years later.

James was born in San Antonio, Texas, on November 10, 1912. His father, James A. LuValle, is a minister, while his mother, Isabel Ellis, teaches music. Along with his younger sister, Mayme, the LuValle family briefly spent time living in Washington, D.C., before heading to Southern California, where they will stay. They aren’t alone, either; during the 1920s, California sees its population grow by 66 percent, with over 2 million people settling in the Golden State to bring its total population to 5.7 million. The last time for such high growth was during the California Gold Rush in 1849.

The report card James carries into the junior high school isn’t completely unexpected. His parents signed him up for a library card as soon as he could walk, and James grew up reading as many books as he could. But that doesn’t mean he did not like hanging out with his friends, goofing around, and avoiding his homework. So when he entered McKinley Junior High in sixth grade, his grades and study habits weren’t good.

Then he meets the snotty-nosed girl who changes everything.

One day in sixth grade he spots Rachel staring at him in class as if she is standing on top of a statue looking down. Her conceited eyes and condemning gaze say enough, but Rachel backs them up with words.

“You know, you’re dumb like all of the other fellows,” she tells him. “I’m much brighter than any of you.”

She is technically right, since Rachel is the so-called smartest one in the class and always eager to show off her quiz scores. But on this day Rachel isn’t so smart. She doesn’t know James. She doesn’t know a single thing about him. All she can see is that he is a boy, and a black boy at that.

Those words aren’t received as just some simple criticism. They are starting blocks he will use to push off and begin a competition. One that lasts for two and a half years.

At first, James struggles to find the time to do his homework. He reads less for fun and more for school. He still takes part in all the different athletics the school offers, but he isn’t serious about any one sport in particular. The subjects in school, however, are areas where he really discovers he has talent. He excels at math and English, but his favorite subject is science. It has been his favorite since he was eight years old and his parents ignited his imagination one Christmas morning.

On Christmas Day, 1920, James spots a large present for him under the tree, unwrapping it to find a chemistry set. Some kids might have balked at the gift, but not James. He tries out every experiment in the box. Unfortunately, one unexpectedly fills the house with smoke, making his mother force him to do the rest of his experiments outside on the porch.

James enjoys not only being able to do experiments at school, but being able to get them right the first time. Always making sure Rachel sees his accomplishment. Always having her words in his mind telling him he is “dumb like all the others.”

On his final day of eighth grade, James shows his report card to his so-called dumb buddies. He knows Rachel will be curious to see it as well even though, by now, she is aware of how smart he was. Motivated by Rachel’s challenge, James worked hard these past couple of years; in the fall he plans to enroll in L.A. Polytechnic High School, one of the area’s top high schools.

With the Olympics approaching that summer, James has no idea how these games will one day change his life



On May 19, 1928, there is no hint of a breeze to be found around the track in Champaign, Illinois. The annual high school track and field state meet is being held at the University of Illinois campus, and the day could not be more perfect, with a temperature in the mid-seventies and the humidity not yet oppressive, as it will be in a couple of months. All eyes converge on the tall sophomore sprinter from Tilden Technical School.

When Ralph Metcalfe walks onto this track, the looks from the other teams tell him everything he needs to know. The other runners are nervous about the black kid from Chicago they’ve been hearing so much about. Some have already raced him this season. So far very few have beaten him, however. And he has only gotten better as the season goes on.

The mostly white Tilden Technical School turns out to be more than a change of scenery from Metcalfe’s previous overpopulated and underfunded junior high school. It’s become a valuable place to learn track.

“You have to put daylight between you and your nearest competitor,” Metcalfe’s track coach at Tilden told him the first time he began to race.

Ralph realizes the reason why: If the race comes down to him and a white runner, there will be no question who receives the gold medal. That’s why any victory must be absolutely convincing. And to achieve this, Ralph will have to train with more discipline and heart than he ever has before. He will need to try a little harder with every single thing in the race. Starting, for instance. Ralph knows he isn’t the fastest starter out there, so in those crucial first couple of seconds, those thousands of milliseconds in the race, he needs to make them count and force himself to catch up to his competitors.

Seventeen-year-old Metcalfe lines up for the 100-yard dash, the tougher of the races, since his style of running is building up speed for every ten yards and every single second. The 100-yard dash doesn’t give him much space or time to make up ground on fellow runners. On this day, he starts quickly and bolts down the track, finding himself in the clear with nobody around him.

He easily wins the race, but not only that, Ralph breaks the state record in the 100-yard dash by two-tenths of a second. The old mark of ten seconds flat has been standing since 1905, but now thirteen years later he has put sufficient daylight between him and that mark with a 9.8 second finish, matching the national record.

The extra 120 yards in the 220 display Ralph’s running style in proud form as he starts slowly but runs with smooth, long strides, overtaking the rest of the runners easily until breaking into the last straight stretch and shattering the national record by a whole second in 21.1 seconds.

The day isn’t over for Ralph. He completes the track meet with another win and another broken record in the 880-yard relay, with Ralph taking the baton last to sprint home to a time of 1 minute 32.4 seconds. Ten days before turning eighteen years old, Ralph steps out onto the Champaign track and demolishes the former race times.

The next day the Chicago Sunday Tribune describes him as “flashy,” but perhaps it is simply summing up his performance.

It will be a long time before that flash begins to dim.



IN 1928, THE Summer Olympics is held in the Netherlands. The host city of Amsterdam welcomes athletes from all over the world with an opening ceremony on July 28 and a closing ceremony on August 12. For the first time in Olympic history, women can participate in something more than archery, golf, swimming, and tennis. Track and field is finally open to female athletes when the International Amateur Federation allows them to compete in the following events: the 100-, 400-, and 800-meter relay, as well as the discus and the high jump.

One of those competing is Betty Robinson, a sixteen-year-old Chicago-area native. Born in Riverdale, Illinois, a town fourteen miles south of Chicago, Betty calls herself a “hick” who grew up knowing nothing about track and having no idea women ran in events. Spotted by an assistant track coach when she sprinted to catch her train one day, just three weeks later, she entered her first race and finished second behind the U.S. record holder in the 100-meter race. In her second race, she matched the world record in the event, then went on to make the Olympic team in only her third track meet.

The young girl’s long journey to the Netherlands that summer results in one of the most surprising victories of the 100-meter race ever. The Chicago Tribune reports her victory over a formidable runner.

“Halfway down the lane [Robinson] pulled up on even terms with Fanny Rosenfeld, the Canadian champion, and, going stronger with each stride, gained a foot advantage, which she held as she breasted the tape. The time of 12⅕ seconds bettered by one-fifth of a second the accepted world record mark.”

Along with the gold medal she would win, Betty also wins a silver with the relay team for the 4x100-meter race. She arrives back home to ticker-tape parades in both New York and Chicago, then goes on to receive a warm welcome from Riverdale along with the gift of a diamond watch from the town and a silver cup from her high school.

Betty Robinson’s unlikely odyssey surely stirs the hearts and spirits of young girls everywhere. Women can finally run and compete in the Olympics.

Without knowing it, the 1928 Olympic Games opens a door that ushers change into the sport. African American athletes will have many years and miles to go, but the charge is set.






CHAPTER FOUR DETERMINATION


1930

THE SUN BURNS above Louise Stokes while her shadow keeps close by her side, always moving in a fluid motion. The sixteen-year-old runs alongside train tracks once again. This time, she has company, jogging in a pack of high school girls, all part of the Onteora Track Club. While it doesn’t bother her that she is the only black girl on the team, she does feel excluded by not being able to practice on the smooth surface of the high school track. It is reserved exclusively for the boys’ track team. Since the nearby parks don’t have enough flat ground to practice sprinting, the girls must run over a cinder and gravel path between two sets of tracks that service a local commuter train traveling from their town of Malden to the town of Saugus.

“All right, take a break,” Coach Quaine calls out as he finally stops their warm-up jog.

The April afternoon pauses with them, the clear Massachusetts sky stretching out with blue for as far as they can see.

“We’re going to work on your starts today,” the coach informs the girls as they stand catching their breaths.

Kathryn Robley walks next to Louise with her hands on her hips, her face flushed from the jog. Louise feels great and hasn’t started to sweat yet, but she doesn’t want to show off. She gives her friend a smile as she waits for the coach to begin the next drill. Kathyrn joined the track club first, telling Louise about it afterward and encouraging her to join. They played basketball together, and Kathryn knows how fast Louise can run. The coach, William Quaine, works at the post office along with his duties as one of Malden’s park commissioners. He’s been involved in sports since he was a kid. Quaine started the Onteora Track Club to allow girls like Louise and Kathryn the chance to participate in track. When Louise contacted him, she quickly realized the coach wasn’t interested in the color of her skin. He noticed Louise’s speed and seemed impressed.

Practice is held every day after school. Coach Quaine enjoys running himself, and he always guides them in a couple of long runs each practice. The trains pass at the same time daily, and now the familiar passengers not only wave but call out from open windows, encouraging them to keep going and to run faster. It’s always fun for the girls to see if someone yells out anything and what they say.

For half an hour on this sunny afternoon in April 1930, Coach Quaine shows the girls the proper technique for starting a race in a sprinter’s crouch, demonstrating it himself and then getting the girls to do it one by one. Louise has no problem bending into position and then launching herself forward. She’s already been doing something similar for years now.

After practicing a dozen starts, Coach Quaine measures off fifty yards and has the girls run sprints while he times them. Louise wins the first run by several yards. She sees Coach Quaine looking at his watch, then giving Louise a puzzled stare before glancing at the stopwatch again in amazement.

“Good work, Louise!” he calls out. “That’s your best time yet.”

Louise loves to hear any sort of cheer, whether it comes from the crowd when she played center on the basketball team at Beebe Junior High or from Coach Quaine during practice. These afternoons are a welcome break from reading and studying at Malden High School or doing homework later at night.

The coach has the girls run multiple sprints so he can record their times. Louise runs as hard as she can, yet she still has enough inside her to charge the next time they race. She wants to be ready when she finally steps out onto an actual track and lines up against other runners. She doesn’t expect to always be the fastest on her team, but so far, it’s difficult for anybody else to keep up with her.

Louise imagines what it must be like to run in front of bleachers full of spectators. Will they cheer if she wins, or will they cheer if she loses? How will it feel to compete? To race others not just down the street or over train tracks but between the lines on a genuine track?



“A little thing like you doesn’t have a chance.”

Tidye Pickett can’t believe her cousin’s comment. What does size have to do with how fast you can run, she thinks. It matters in basketball and volleyball but not with track and field. At fifteen years old, Tidye already knows she can outrun others her age. She can also outplay them on the basketball court as she’s done so often as a member of the Englewood High School basketball team. So why can’t she compete and beat other sprinters?

“You know I’m not the shortest person on the basketball team,” Tidye reminds her cousin.

She isn’t quite five foot three, but surprisingly there is another player shorter than her on the team. Her height doesn’t matter. Neither does the fact that she doesn’t even weigh more than a hundred pounds. You don’t need to rebound a ball if you make your shots.

On this bright and warm spring Saturday, Tidye takes in her surroundings. She realizes she wouldn’t be at this track meet in the first place if someone hadn’t noticed her speed.
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Louise Stokes poses with her Malden High School Basketball Teammates. Malden, Massachusetts.



After becoming accustomed to winning those little races at the Newboys’ Picnics held in Washington Park, she catches the eye of her gym instructor one day on the Carter School playground. Miss Pearl Greene notices Tidye dash past her, seeing firsthand the young girl’s quickness. Greene knows speed when she sees it since she is the director of the girls’ athletic program for the Chicago Board of Education Playground Programs. She asks Tidye to join a team, and soon afterward Tidye becomes a part of the Chicago Park District’s South Park track team. Instead of just running and jumping against others in a park, she is now being trained by knowledgeable coaches.
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Tidye Pickett sports her uniform. Chicago, Illinois, early 1930s.



    Tidye quickly forgets her cousin’s comment. This Saturday marks the first official meet for her. She tugs at the South Park jersey that she’s still getting used to wearing and glances at the many other girls she will be racing against. Some of them wear medals they’ve won over their chests. Those are the girls her cousin pointed to.

    “See that girl in the red?” her cousin asks. “The tall one? She’s had the record in the 50-yard dash for years.”

Standing across the track from the girl, Tidye studies her for a long time, watching how she walks with confidence and how casual she appears around the other competitors. Tidye observes those long legs that probably move as smoothly as a cheetah’s. It’s obvious how familiar the girl appears to be with this course, warming up at the starting line.

On this particular day, Tidye isn’t the tallest or the fastest runner. Nobody notices her. Nevertheless, later in the season, she will set records in these same sprints.

By the end of the season, people will be singling her out the same way her cousin pointed at the girl on this first track meet. The first of many.



“Why can’t I try out for sports?” Mack Robinson asks his mother. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

Mallie Robinson shakes her head as she sorts through the breads and pastries the local bakery just delivered. It’s become a tradition for the bakery to give the Robinson family the day’s remaining goods. They even let the Robinson boys take away treats on Saturday evenings. They have been receiving so much that Mallie is starting to spread the wealth and give neighbors some of the baked goods.

“I’m the fastest kid in eighth grade,” Mack says.

Since he was ten, Mack has realized he’s a gifted athlete, along with knowing he’s fast. It especially showed when he and his friends played Chase the Fox, a game where they all lined up in a large circle and then stood still until one bolted free, causing the rest of them to try to catch them. Whenever Mack played the role of the fox, he was impossible to tag out. With his athletic ability, Mack excelled in baseball and basketball. Then came his annual physical in sixth grade that told the school and his mother otherwise.

“We discovered a heart murmur,” the doctor stated.

Heart murmurs in children are common, Mack will come to understand, and they usually go away by the time kids enter school. After more tests, however, the murmur appears to become more serious, enough to ban him from participating in any more sports. All of them—softball, basketball, baseball—suddenly stop. All because doctors heard some sort of strange fluttering in his heart.

Mack Robinson entered his first year at Washington Junior High unable to compete in school athletics. Refusing to be a bystander, Mack worked hard on convincing his mom to allow him to play sports.

“Just let me try,” he pleads. “You’re always tellin’ us never to give up.”

“That’s right. And we shouldn’t. But God also gave us common sense.”

Mack Robinson refuses to take no for an answer, and he believes his mother will understand. How can she not? That’s the way she approaches life herself. He can still remember the time she surprised Mack and the rest of the kids when they teased that she couldn’t ride a horse. His mother defiantly hopped onto the horse, sitting sidesaddle on the large animal in her dress, then confidently galloped down the field. This showed Mack there were many sides of Mom he didn’t know.

“I’m going to work hard,” Mack promises. “My heart’s going to be fine.”

From the very start of his career, Mack will face higher odds than others with his heart condition. His stubborn, relentless efforts finally pay off when his mother relents and goes to the school to make a case for him to compete. After explaining the situation, Mallie and the school will come to a middle ground regarding Mack and his murmur. He is allowed to participate only in noncontact sports, leaving track as the lone option. His mother is forced to sign a letter that prevents Washington Junior High being held responsible if something happens to Mack.

As a teenager, Mack soon discovers just how fast a fox he truly can be. He competes in the 100-yard dash, along with the 220 and 440. He also tries out for the high hurdles, learning the proper form of jumping over them and how many steps he needs to take between them. Many hurdles are overturned, and his arms and legs are scraped from the tumbles he takes, but by the end of his first season he excels in his races. He is so confident that he begins to eye the broad jump. Perhaps Mack will start competing in that next year.

Young Mack Robinson didn’t just inherit toughness from his mother. He also has the same faith she carries inside her. Perhaps it’s something that Mallie Robinson instilled in all her children.



THE ROAR OF the twenties silences in 1929, when a recession starting that summer along with rising stock prices bursts the stock market’s bubble in October. “Black Thursday” on October 24 builds to “Black Tuesday,” on which day 16 million shares are traded amid a surge of panic on Wall Street. Stock values plummet, leaving many shares worthless. Half a month later, an estimated $30 billion in stock value is gone.

By March 1930, the unemployment rate more than doubles in the span of five months, going from 1.5 million before the crash to more than 3.2 million. President Hoover tries to reassure the country by saying the toughest days of the employment drought are behind them, but the worst is yet to come. For the next decade, the United States finds itself in the Great Depression, with the rest of the world feeling the impact as well.

That same year, as New York City street corners eventually become occupied by unemployed thousands selling apples, the Nazis go from being the smallest political party in Germany to becoming the second largest, ensuring 107 seats in the German Reichstag. With Germany suffering from the effects of the Great Depression and its decline since World War I, political instability only adds to the malaise and uncertainty. Adolf Hitler knows it is time once again to make an appeal to the German people.

A year earlier, Hitler chose Josef Goebbels to be his minister of propaganda. The campaign Hitler and Goebbels wage in 1930 is relentless, with Hitler speaking to the crowds and Goebbels employing slogans and imagery, both of which begin to win public support for the Nazis. The onslaught of newspapers, leaflets, and posters is impossible to ignore.

On September 15, 1930, a day after the election, thirty-three-year-old Goebbels records the triumph in a diary entry:

“I am shaking with excitement. The first election results. Fantastic. Jubilation everywhere, an incredible success. It’s stunning. The bourgeois parties have been smashed. So far, we have 103 seats. That’s a tenfold increase. I would never have expected it. The mood of enthusiasm reminds me of 1914, when war broke out. Things will get pretty hot in the months ahead. The Communists did well, but we are the second-largest party.”

The following day, Hitler speaks in Munich, inspiring the masses and moving ahead toward his ultimate goal of seeing the Nazi Party reigning over all, envisioning himself as the world’s savior. His words motivate people living in misery, men and women desperate for something more.

“From blood, authority of personality, and a fighting spirit springs that value which alone entitles a people to look around with glad hope, and that alone is also the condition for the life which men then desire.”

His speeches continue to be calls to arms for the German people.






CHAPTER FIVE DASHING TO THE TAPE


1930

THE LETTER OFFERING Ralph Metcalfe a college scholarship remains in a drawer in his dresser, unacknowledged and unanswered. He waits to tell his mother about the offer. Metcalfe knows he will, but he holds back and takes it slow. It’s not like him to hesitate, but a part of him knows what she will say. Metcalfe fears it won’t be the right decision to make.

Marquette University is a Catholic institution, and it’s one more reason the college interests him. He’s always held a casual interest in the Catholic Church, especially after seeing his mother become a convert herself. His mother is impressed with “their sincerity of purpose, their zealousness, their calmness in travail because of their religion.”

Competing in track and field at Marquette University will open doors for him, yet Metcalfe considers the cost of going off to college. Even with a scholarship, there will be books and meals to pay for. He also wonders how he will be able to help support his family in Chicago when he’s studying for classes in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Times haven’t gotten any easier for folks in the country, not now in 1930. Almost a year after the collapse of the stock market, the nation suffers at the start of its Great Depression. To attain any sort of education is now a luxury. Several thousand schools have either shortened their hours or shut down completely. Around 3 million children from kindergarten to high school age drop out of school; many of the older high school kids flee to search for jobs by hopping on railroad trains or any by other means possible. Attending a university seems almost unworldly to a young man like Metcalfe.

One evening at home that summer, Ralph decides to ask his mother what she thinks about his taking the scholarship and starting school at Marquette. At first, she can’t believe he didn’t tell her, then she looks him directly in the eye with an intensity he has never seen before.

“Boy, if I’ve gotta get on my hands and knees and scrub these white people’s floors, you are going to college.”

With an answer like that, there’s no longer a question or choice about Marquette University. Ralph not only has his mother’s blessing. He also has a slight kick in the butt for entertaining any other option.



“Jimmy! Come over here.”

James LuValle looks over at Coach Eddie Leahy and wonders if he’s going to be asked to leave the track. He decided to come out here this afternoon just to kill some time before heading to work at the library. On most days he walks over to the library right after classes end at Polytechnic High School and works until ten o’clock every night. The last thing James expects is to be singled out by the track coach.

“Jimmy, I want you to run the 660 against Sam,” Coach Leahy says.

LuValle smiles and shakes his head. “I don’t know how to run a 660.”

Sam is a very good half-miler, and LuValle knows he can’t keep up the pace with the guy.

Leahy pats him on the shoulder. “Just run it.”

“Okay.”

The seventeen-year-old knows nothing about track and field. Outside of his job at the Los Angeles Public Library, LuValle spends his time studying and earning straight As. Chemistry is his passion and love. He’s no runner. But for some reason Coach Leahy wants him to race.

LuValle starts the race running alongside Sam. He doesn’t know how fast or slow to go. He simply keeps the pace, and then when the end approaches, he has enough in his tank to beat Sam in this 660. Both Coach Leahy and Sam appear surprised at how well he ran the race.

“You’re a quarter-miler,” the coach tells him as he tries to catch his breath.

“What do you mean I’m a quarter-miler?” LuValle asks.

“You need to join the team. We have a meet in two days.”

LuValle wants to object. He’s never competed in a 660 or a quarter-mile, and he has his job at the library every evening. But Coach Leahy is convincing. For Leahy, LuValle’s running is a no-brainer, since he obviously has some talent.

He has played basketball and football, but James doesn’t consider himself a fast runner. However, he is curious to see what might result from at least trying. As with any sort of science experiment, you have to first try out different combinations and attempts in order to reach a goal. Maybe Coach Leahy is right; maybe LuValle can run the quarter-mile.

Two days later, LuValle represents L.A. Poly in a track meet alongside another newcomer to the team, Sinclair Lott. Coach Leahy suggested the quarter-mile for Lott as well. Moments before the race, LuValle asks the coach the only question on his mind.

“How do I run this race?”

The grin on Coach Leahy’s face should’ve given it away, but LuValle doesn’t yet know the man is a bit of a joker.

“Boys, get out and run as fast as you can as far as you can, then start sprinting.”

Later in life, LuValle states the obvious about the race. “Both Sinclair and I were stupid enough to believe him.”

A quarter-mile is 440 yards. Sprinters run as fast as they can with the 100 and mostly with the 200, but not with a distance slightly over one lap around the track. Young James LuValle and Sinclair haven’t learned those facts, however.

When the race begins, both bolt from their starting positions and don’t slow down a bit. The other competitors are surprised or amused by the rookies in the race. Sinclair and LuValle stay side by side for most of the quarter-mile, both of them believing they should be able to run as fast as possible and then sprint to the finish line. Their gasping, flailing sprint at the end is more of a rocky slowdown, but the two runners are so far ahead of everybody else that they easily win, staggering across the finish line with LuValle barely edging out Sinclair.

Kneeling on the track after the race, sucking in air and feeling as though he might die, LuValle doesn’t notice Coach Leahy at first. He instead sees bright lights every time he blinks, and it seems as if his lungs have temporarily stopped working. Once he can clearly look up he notices his coach.

“Now that’s not the way to run the quarter-mile, is it?” Coach Leahy asks, laughing as if he just heard the world’s greatest joke ever.



Marquette University might want Ralph Metcalfe to attend its school, but it seems America doesn’t want someone of his color, at least not yet. As he marches into Soldier Field on September 3, 1930, representing his country along with fellow athletes and citizens supporting this international track meet versus Great Britain, Metcalfe sees only two other African Americans along with him: John Lewis, the quarter-miler from University of Detroit, and Gus Moore of the Brooklyn Harriers. There is also Eddie Tolan, whom the forty thousand spectators want to see, but they will have to wait until his event starts. Tolan was held out of the procession around the field in order to be fresh for the first big event of the evening, the 440-yard relay.

Memories of the last few years and how he’s arrived at this point flood his mind. In three short years, Ralph has been instrumental in leading Tilden High to three state titles in track. From 1928 to 1930, he wins both the 100- and 220-yard dashes. At the National Interscholastic Meet and the University of Michigan Interscholastic Meets, he runs record times in both events. Competing for the Chase Park Athletic Club, Ralph wins the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) junior championships in both sprint events and places fourth in the national senior AAU 220-yard dash. Success has come as fast and as furiously as his sprints.

Metcalfe now enters the competition at Soldier Field with a healthy combination of excitement and uncertainty. The Chicago Tribune announced the competition two days before it began:

“Sixty-six athletes were chosen yesterday at Pittsburgh, PA, for the 54 places on the American track and field team which will meet the stars of the British empire at Soldiers’ Field Wednesday night. It will be the fourth series of international meets and the first held in the United States.”

Running against high school students in Illinois is one thing, but against international running stars? This will certainly be a test of things to come for Ralph, not only because it’s an international competition, but also since he’ll be competing in front of thousands of onlookers.

Metcalfe imagines that all of the fanfare surrounding the event—including a speech by Secretary of State William R. Castle, and the grandeur of the band playing “The Star-Spangled Banner” and “God Save the King”—must be what parading into an Olympic Stadium feels like. The Summer Olympics are less than two years away.

The anticipation for this event was dampened a couple days before it began when Metcalfe and the rest of the black athletes were forced to stay at a colored hotel while the rest of the American teams lodged at the Illinois Athletic Club. However, the black athlete on Great Britain’s team, Phil Edwards, was not discriminated against, being able to stay with his team at the Medinah Athletic Club. Edwards competed on the 1928 Canadian Olympic team, and being from British Guiana, he was allowed to play on the British team. Eddie Tolan considered not competing in the meet because of the segregation, yet after hearing his mother’s admonition he decides to run.

The track meet organizers might treat the black athletes in a different way, but the sea of spectators they compete in front of holds no reservations. Along with cheering for Eddie Tolan, the crowd also stands and applauds Metcalfe. The two black men won’t race each other in the 100-yard dash since Eddie focuses solely on the 220-yard sprint and the mile medley relay, but many future meets await them.
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