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  INTRODUCTION


  [image: image]


  Dr. Marc Lamont Hill


  It is impossible to tell the story of America without telling the story of Black Americans. From the struggle to end slavery, all the way to the election of the first Black president, the Black experience has been a window into America’s own movement toward becoming a “more perfect union.” Through the tragedies and triumphs of Blacks in America, we gain a more full understanding of our collective history and a richer appreciation of our collective journey. This book series, MAJOR BLACK CONTRIBUTIONS FROM EMANCIPATION TO CIVIL RIGHTS, spotlights that journey by showing the many ways that Black Americans have been a central part of our nation’s development.


  In this series, we are reminded that Blacks were not merely objects of history, swept up in the winds of social and political inevitability. Rather, since the end of legal slavery, Black men and women have actively fought for their own rights and freedoms. It is through their courageous efforts (along with the efforts of allies of all races) that Blacks are able to enjoy ever increasing levels of inclusion in American democracy. Through this series, we learn the names and stories of some of the most important contributors to our democracy.


  But this series goes far beyond the story of slavery to freedom. The books in this series also demonstrate the various contributions of Black Americans to the nation’s social, cultural, technological, and intellectual growth. While these books provide new and deeper insights into the lives and stories of familiar figures like Martin Luther King, Michael Jordan, and Oprah Winfrey, they also introduce readers to the contributions of countless heroes who have often been pushed to the margins of history. In reading this series, we are able to see that Blacks have been key contributors across every field of human endeavor.


  Although this is a series about Black Americans, it is important and necessary reading for everyone. While readers of color will find enormous purpose and pride in uncovering the history of their ancestors, these books should also create similar sentiments among readers of all races and ethnicities. By understanding the rich and deep history of Blacks, a group often ignored or marginalized in history, we are reminded that everyone has a story. Everyone has a contribution. Everyone matters.


  The insights of these books are necessary for creating deeper, richer, and more inclusive classrooms. More importantly, they remind us of the power and possibility of individuals of all races, places, and traditions. Such insights not only allow us to understand the past, but to create a more beautiful future.
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  In 1947, Jackie Robinson became the first African American to play in baseball’s major leagues during the 20th century. His accomplishment opened the way for greater participation and acceptance of black athletes in other sports.
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  SMASHING BASEBALL’S COLOR BARRIER


  On Tuesday, April 15, 1947, more than 26,000 fans filled Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, New York. They were there to watch the Brooklyn Dodgers open their season against the Boston Braves. Brooklyn had a new player in its lineup wearing number 42. As he jogged across the grass that afternoon to take his position at first base, Jackie Robinson made history. The 28-year-old became the first African American to play major league baseball in the 20th century.


  Robinson’s presence on the baseball field ended a 59-year-old ban on African-American players in professional baseball’s highest league. His success opened the way for other blacks in baseball, as well as other sports. Robinson also inspired black Americans off the field. He gave them hope that someday they might have the same rights as whites.


  In the 1940s, many white Americans didn’t want blacks and whites to mix. They wanted to keep African Americans separate, or segregated. In some states, particularly in the South, blacks could not eat in the same restaurants as whites. They couldn’t drink from the same water fountains. Black children were not allowed to attend the same public schools as white children. Blacks could not even use the same hospitals as whites.


  “We believe that [Robinson’s breaking the color barrier] was the beginning of the modern-day Civil Rights movement in our country,” explained Bob Kendrick, a historian and president of the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum. “When you put it all together, you have a story that is actually bigger than the game of baseball itself.”


  
    Did You Know?


    The Dodgers didn’t have a locker for Jackie Robinson on his first day in the major leagues. His uniform was hanging on a hook nailed to a blank wall. Robinson sat in a folding chair and changed from his suit into a white Dodgers uniform before the game started.

  


  During the 1947 season, Robinson repeatedly faced racial hatred both on and off the field. Many fans and players didn’t want this grandson of slaves in the major leagues. Some players spat at him. Pitchers threw balls at him. Fans called him ugly names. Some people even sent him death threats. “We have already got rid of several like you,” one note said.


  Robinson didn’t respond. Before the season, he had promised Branch Rickey, the general manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, that he would not fight back. “The taunts angered him, sometimes frightened him, but he turned away from them,” his wife Rachel Robinson later said. Robinson understood that if he fought back, it could be used as an excuse to keep other black ballplayers out of the major leagues.


  DAZZLING FANS


  Jackie Robinson was probably not the best African-American baseball player in the United States when Branch Rickey signed him to a contract in 1945. Other players like home-run hitter Josh Gibson or pitcher Satchel Paige had more career accomplishments. But Rickey thought that Robinson had the right combination of talent and temperament to succeed.


  Jackie Robinson had been born on January 31, 1919. His family were poor farmers in Georgia, but the Robinsons eventually moved to Pasadena, California. Jackie wasn’t the only athlete in the family. His older brother Mack was a runner who won a silver medal at the 1936 Olympic Games, behind only Jesse Owens. In high school, Jackie was a varsity athlete for the baseball, basketball, football, and track teams. He then went to college at the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), where he again competed in baseball, basketball, football, and track.
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