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For my wife, Pearline

No words can adequately express the love and appreciation I have for you, or the daily joy I experience in sharing my life with you. You are my partner, best friend, and greatest love all wrapped into one. Our lives together these past 55 years have been more than spectacular. We have been well blessed.






“This shall be written for the generation to come.”
—Psalm 102:18
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FOREWORD

By Dionne Warwick

HOW LUCKY WE ARE to have the pleasure of sharing in the life of this most accomplished and incredible man, Bob Motley. I am honored to have been asked to write this brief foreword to this wonderful memoir. I say brief only because the foreword would be as long as the book to say all that I would want to say.

Having had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Motley and being acquainted with him and his family for over 30 years has enriched my life. By his example, he has time and again shown what it means to be a loving and caring family man.

Growing up in New Jersey around several of the Newark Eagles' Negro League players like Monte Irvin, Don Newcombe, and Larry Doby, who all were friends of my dad, gives me a little insight into what Mr. Motley has accomplished. Becoming one of the first umpires of our race to cross the color line into organized baseball gave us another inspiring role model, a reminder that we can all strive for greatness and achieve our goals. And, may I add, with his achievement, the bar was set high for all umpires to rise to.

Becoming the best at whatever he attempted was his goal, and it's apparent this is still his personal mantra.

I know you will enjoy the journey you are about to embark upon, so … Enjoy!







PREFACE

By Byron Motley

I AM THE SON OF A LIVING LEGEND. Not everyone can say that.

For a long while, I didn't say it, either. It took me many adult years before I realized or even appreciated my lineage, but I'm glad I finally came to my senses and recognized this remarkable man, Bob Motley, and his generation—which represents a significant period of our history.

My father has lived a life! You will no doubt discover that within these pages. During his formative years growing up in the segregated South, he endured the hardships of poverty and the dangers of Ku Klux Klan violence. After World War II began, he voluntarily signed up for military service, risking his life for a country that offered only limited freedoms to Negroes. Coming home from war as a decorated veteran, he and thousands of other black service men continued to be treated like second-class citizens in their own country. These incredibly brave men were still restricted from certain jobs, educational opportunities, places they could live, establishments they could enter, water fountains from which they could drink, levels of sports they could aspire to, and the right to vote. Nevertheless, being who they were, these men, my father among them, forged ahead with lofty dreams.

The dream my father held was borne out of his love for umpiring. It led him to the Negro Baseball League, where he worked as a devoted arbiter for a decade. I can personally attest to my father's amazing talents as an umpire, as I was an eyewitness to his extraordinary skill many times throughout my childhood. I was born too late to see him work in the Negro Leagues; but I did accompany my father to Ban Johnson League and college games that he umpired around my hometown of Kansas City, Missouri. I was sometimes embarrassed by the outrageous way in which he called plays, because he was so loud and animated. Many times I purposely played with other kids, far away from the diamond, out of sight. A lot of good that did! Even when I was in an entirely different section of the park, swinging on the monkey bars, playing hide and seek, or just throwing rocks to lull away the time, I could still hear my dad's voice intermittently echoing in the distance as he called balls and strikes.

Despite my initial embarrassment, I was always impressed that many people who attended those games not only came to see the up-and-coming athletes, but also to see “that outrageous ump.” Spectators loved his colorful style.

It wasn't long before my feeling of embarrassment became one of astonishment. As I grew older, I began to appreciate and accept my father for the individual he was—just like the many fans Dad had eating out of the palm of his hand had already done. He became a star in my eyes. Sometimes I'd secretly mimic him in the backyard, on playgrounds, or in the privacy of my own room.

In today's celebrity-driven market, Bob Motley could have been a star amongst the men in blue. His flamboyant style on the ball diamond could have caught the eye of some innovative marketing director and landed him an endorsement deal. Alas, like many of the Negro League celebrities of his day, my father was ahead of his time.

In addition to his prowess as a pro sports arbiter, my father has also been—and continues to be—a marvelous and engaging storyteller. I mention this gift because without it this book would not exist, nor would I had been inspired to become the historian that I am today I distinctly remember my father reminiscing about his harrowing World War II experiences and his days in the Negro Leagues. Invariably, my mother, sister, and I would look at each other, roll our eyes and smirk as if to say, “Oh no, here he goes again!” But then, as if hearing the story for the first time, we would be mesmerized by every detail. I didn't know it then, but he was teaching me the importance of remembering our past.


As common as Daddy's stories were in our household, I figured everyone knew about the Negro Leagues. Not until my middle school years did I realize that this was far from true. The history of America’s black league was not taught in school; nor was it talked about in the community. Therefore, I could not fully appreciate its impact on my life or African-American history until years later.

A man with boundless energy, my dad was an active father. He was on hand for every one of my piano recitals, school plays, and football, basketball, and baseball games. I was thrilled he was in the stands to witness the day I hit my one and only home run to deep center field in an eighth grade baseball game. My proudest baseball moment became even more special when he proclaimed me to be “the hero of the day!” I'll never forget that. He obviously won't forget it either, as to this very day he loves teasing me about taking “about an hour” to round the bases, basking in the afterglow of my monumental, once-in-a-lifetime achievement.

A stern disciplinarian, my father made sure my sister and I stayed on the straight and narrow path. Although we'd sometimes stray a little off course, especially during our teen years, he and my mother were always there to support, guide, direct, and counsel, all with unconditional parental love. In fact, many of my friends wanted to “adopt” my parents because they were so involved in every activity that my sister and I undertook.

When I did get into trouble I didn't like him much, but deep inside I knew that the persistent advice and discipline was for my own good. When I started to see some of my peers running amuck with no direction and little to no self-respect, I began to appreciate that fatherly wisdom and authority that he provided.

To give you an insight into my father's personality, I would say that he is a stranger to no one, a trait both my sister and I were blessed to inherit. He simply loves people. No one is safe from his fun-loving razzing and playful banter. His crowning achievement as king of the capers took place in London, England, at a black-tie affair after I performed in a concert for the late H.R.H. Princess Margaret in 1985. Before arriving at the event, which included an extremely elegant dinner for 20 people, I gave my parents step-by-step instructions on the proper protocol for meeting and greeting royalty. “Do not speak until spoken to. Do not extend a hand to shake unless that hand is first extended to you. And slightly bow upon being introduced.” I wasn't at all concerned about my mother, as she inherently knew the appropriate etiquette. My father on the other hand… well let's just say, I know my father all too well.

After introducing my parents to the princess I was relieved that everything had gone off without a hitch. My mother was polite and gracious, and my father was charming and gentlemanly. After a few minutes of small talk, my mother and I—and I assumed my father— followed our escort to our appointed seat. Just as my mother and I were preparing to sit, I heard the sounds of raucous laughter from a voice that sounded all too familiar. My mother and I looked at each other and cringed, wondering, Oh Lord, what has he done now? I turned around and there he was, hugging, giggling, and he-he-ing it up with not only the princess, but also her three ladies in waiting as well! My mother gasped! I was mortified! Finally, after what seemed like two weeks, he sauntered over to the table all aglow, basking in the glory of having the undivided attention of a real monarch! He had the widest smile I've ever seen on his face.

Just as I was about to reprimand him on breaking the cardinal rules of royal custom, he piped in, “Before you even start, she grabbed and hugged me first!” I doubted his assertion until Princess Margaret began to direct the bulk of her conversation throughout the seven-course meal directly toward my father. Bob Motley had charmed a princess! My mother and I were flabbergasted. On what was to be my big night, I was being upstaged, and my mother was trumped by the sister of the queen of England! We have laughed about the evening many times, and it rates as one of our favorite family moments. And needless to say, my mother and I still kid him about that night.

But all kidding aside, Daddy, I thank you for allowing me to take this incredible journey with you and share in the telling of your incredible life story You have been an inspiration to me and to thousands of other young men, whom you have coached, mentored, counseled, and assisted through the years.

Above all, my sister Bobette and I want you to know how much we honor how you have risen to the occasion of being the primary caretaker for our mother these past several years. We've talked about it often among ourselves but have rarely told you how much we admire and marvel at your commitment to love. Just like everything you have undertaken in life, we have watched you handle this mission, as challenging as it is, with grace and dignity If we have achieved half the level of devotion, love, and commitment with our respective life partners that you share with Mom, then we too have done okay.

Thank you for being a loving, respectful, and supportive father. I honor you, I respect you, but most of all I love you.






INTRODUCTION

By Bob Motley

I WISH YOU COULD HAVE SEEN all that I have seen. Well, maybe not all, for I have faced some horrendous, life-threatening situations. I have seen death up close, many times too close for comfort. But through it all, I survived and was on hand to witness some incredible moments during my lifetime, particularly those during my umpiring career.

Calling balls and strikes for the Negro Leagues gave me the opportunity to witness first-hand what I consider to be some of the best baseball players in the history of the game. Before the start of every game in which I was the home plate umpire, I was handed a lineup card containing such names as Hank Aaron, Ernie Banks, Willie Mays, Buck O'Neil, Satchel Paige, Willard Brown, and Hilton Smith. I didn't realize it at the time—after all, we were just playing a baseball game— but I was holding history in my hands. Since the league didn't request that umpires send those lineup cards in to the main office or hold onto them for any particular reason, I'd just toss each one in the trash after the game was over. I thought nothing more of it—until today.

It wasn't until the past decade or so that I began talking about my days spent umpiring in the Negro Leagues. Outside of my family and a few close friends, I didn't see the need to share my perspective. As far as most people were concerned, the Negro Leagues were a part of a bygone era that had long since been forgotten. There was no glory in being a member of that league, outside of having survived it. The Negro Leagues weren't widely embraced until recent historians began to uncover hints of the league's greatness that had been ignored for decades. Thanks to the hard work of a few dedicated researchers, filmmakers, and authors, the Negro Leagues are finally beginning to get their just due.


Still, no one has written a book about umpiring in the Negro Leagues. Matter of fact, I'm the only living Negro League umpire— although some days, as I reflect on the life-threatening situations I've encountered in my lifetime, I'm amazed that I'm still among the living.

One story that I like to share—which did not happen while I was in the Negro Leagues, but does give a sampling of some of the drama I had to face—occurred as a result of an all-white game that I umpired in the early 1960s. During a time when African-Americans were still fighting for equal footing as citizens in this country, situations could sometimes be tense on the baseball diamond as well. As one of the batters stepped up to the plate, he stared back at me and snarled, “You sure have a lot of nerve umpiring in this league!” I snapped right back. “I sure have! And I got enough nerve to throw you out of this ballgame. Now get outta here!”

An umpire has got to have guts. And for certain, an umpire can count on being no one's friend—at least while on the diamond. An outsider at best, an umpire has to maintain a safe distance from the players he presides over and can never show an iota of favoritism. It makes for a lonely life, one spent on the fringes looking in. A ballplayer enjoys the benefits of being a part of a team—the camaraderie and sense of belonging that comes from bonding with teammates. But an umpire lives in a different world, and hence must adopt a unique disposition. We are stern judges who see the world in black and white. Rules are rules. We are not emotionally invested in a game or swayed by public opinion; we can't be. Had I been better educated and caught a few breaks, I'm sure I could have been a terrific trial lawyer!

Participating in the game as an observer, an overseer, and a mediator, an umpire has the awesome responsibility to be as fair and accurate a judge as humanly possible. There is little reward for those who perform well. Ballplayers celebrate big victories with their teammates; but an umpire doesn't have anything at stake in a particular team's wins or losses. A good umpire gets the same spine-tingling thrill out of making a correct call in a key situation.

As you can see, umpiring is definitely not for everyone; it takes an individual who has a strong constitution and resilience, one that can stand up to irate players, coaches, or fans while maintaining his or her cool. The umpire is often the butt of jokes and the target of outrage when things don't go a team's way. Not everyone can deal with that sort of pressure on a daily basis.

But umpires survive because of a love of the game. And I absolutely loved my 25 years as an umpire for the Negro Leagues, the minor leagues, and beyond. Fortunately, I did hang on to a few items from my Negro League days. Leaving the stadium after a game, I would sometimes have a pocket full of baseballs, which I would usually toss to the kids who were hanging around in the parking lot. But I did keep a couple of those baseballs for myself, and they are now prized possessions. Although the wording has turned faint with age, on the soft spot of one ball you can clearly read the words: “Rawlings—Negro American League—J. B. Martin, President.” On another ball I handwrote, “All-Star Game—August 31, 1955— Chicago, Ill.,” marking a game I participated in at the time.

Memories are all that any of us have left of the Negro Leagues, so it's important that those of us who participated in those games keep the spirit of the league alive for future generations. As you go on this journey with me in the pages that follow, I hope you enjoy the glimpse into one man's time spent ruling over Monarchs, Giants, and Stars.
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YOU'RE OUTTA HERE!

Mother, may I slug the umpire
May I slug him right away?
So he cannot be here, Mother
When the clubs begin to play?
Let me climb his frame, dear mother,
While the happy people shout;
I'll not kill him, dearest mother
I will only knock him out.

* From the anonymous poem, “Slug The Umpire” *

IN MY DAY, THE UMPIRE traveled with the team while on the road. On barnstorming trips, the Kansas City Monarchs would take a managing crew with them. So on several occasions, I got to travel with the team as they dotted the Midwest countryside with baseball exhibitions.

For an umpire, traveling with the team can be a troublesome proposition. Not only did I have to call a fair game, I also had to answer to the players and coaches on the bus ride to the next town. Trapped on a bus for hours on end, I had nowhere to run if a player took exception to a call I had made and wanted to make sure I knew he was upset. I had gotten into several brief debates with players while on such bus rides, but never had I felt truly threatened. Most players surprisingly stayed out of my way—until one night when I received a wake-up call I'll never forget.

During a night game in Chattanooga, Tennessee, I made a strike three call on Kansas City Monarchs infielder Hank Bayliss. The opposing pitcher threw a beautiful curve ball by him that nipped the outside corner of the plate. I called him out, and Bayliss turned toward me and began cussing, fussing, and storming around like a child having a temper tantrum. He was furious! I think he was probably madder at himself for not swinging at strike three than he actually was at me, but he decided to take it out on the ol’ umpire.

I watched his rant, taking no action until he committed baseball's ultimate no-no: he bumped into me. Today, major and minor league players and coaches are fined big bucks if they touch an umpire, regardless of whether it's on purpose or not. In the Negro Leagues there were no such fines. The only repercussion for an umpire was to exercise his authority and toss the player out of the game—which is precisely what I did. Bayliss was already dead meat when he cursed at me, but after purposely bumping into me, he was definitely a goner.

Bayliss made sure to make a show of it after I threw him out: he held up the game for a good five minutes, arguing still some more and calling me a sack full of “motherfucker”s. Once a player is ejected from a game, he is supposed to go directly into the clubhouse, out of sight of the game and the umpire. But Bayliss was having none of that. Instead, he sat defiantly on the team bench and continued spouting profanities in my direction.

Fed up, I marched over to the bench and told him sternly, “Now I done warned you for the last time. Get off this bench—you're out of the game. I don't wanna see your face.” Buck O'Neil, the Monarchs manager, stepped in and tried to coax Bayliss into the clubhouse, but that fool wouldn't budge. Finally, I threatened to clear the entire bench and forfeit the game if Bayliss didn't make a swift exit. He stormed off, slamming bats, gloves, and everything else in his path to the ground as he descended into the clubhouse. To add insult to injury, the Monarchs ended up losing the game.

As I stepped onto the Monarchs' bus after the game, I could have cut the tension with a knife. Every player sat there glaring at me. I would've just as soon walked to the next town rather than take a seat on that bus. But I couldn't back down from the team—doing so would have meant losing respect and sacrificing my authority. So as usual, I ambled to the back of the bus and settled in for a long bus ride.

Thanks to my military background, I had developed an innate sense of my surroundings. It wasn't that I was paranoid, just cautious. And on this particular night, even though the bus ride was quiet, I could sense that something wasn't right. Shortly after I began umpiring, I got a taste for how worked up some players could get when things didn't go their way, so I made a vow to myself to never take for granted what an unhappy player may have in store for retribution. As a rule, I kept my facemask nearby on every bus ride just in case I needed to protect myself against a player or manager who might want to act a fool.

On this night, my strategy came in handy. Bayliss, still seething from my strike three call, waited until the bus had driven into the darkest stretch of the secluded Tennessee highway. When everyone was fast asleep, he made his move. Lucky for me, I was a light sleeper on those bus rides. I woke up immediately when I heard his footsteps stomping toward me. Bayliss was not a large man, under 6 foot and maybe 175 pounds, so I knew I could take him in a fistfight. But he wasn't looking for a fair fight: he was coming right at me with a damn butcher's knife! Once he saw that I was awake, he began shouting, “You goddamn, no good, blind motherfucking Motley—I'm gonna kill your black ass!” As he lunged at me, I instinctively swung at him with my facemask. Thankfully we both missed each other. Buck O'Neil, the ever-mindful skipper, ran all the way down the aisle from the front of the bus and jumped between us in the blink of an eye.

Buck then reamed Bayliss something fierce. “Bayliss, you ignorant bastard! Do you wanna ruin you and your family's life by hurting this umpire, and then have to go to jail over a goddamn baseball game? You touch that umpire again and I'm gonna throw your ass off this bus and you will never—you hear me never—play another ballgame in this league again. Now go sit your ass back down and act like you got some damn sense!”

Bucks words reverberated throughout the bus, waking up the team and driving home an important point: don't mess with the ump. I never had any more problems with Bayliss or any other Monarchs player from that day forward.

The events of that night may have caused a weaker man to question his chosen profession. But growing up in the South, and later serving in the Marines during World War II, I had grown accustomed to such narrow escapes.
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SAFE AT HOME

“To move away from the South required money, and to accumulate money was not easy.”

* Jackie Robinson *

I SHOULD'VE BEEN DEAD a long time ago. If growing up in the harshness of the segregated South with the Ku Klux Klan making frequent drive-bys past my house didn't kill me, then being attacked by crazed ballplayers and rabid fans during my tenure in the Negro Leagues should have done the job. Certainly the bullets that whizzed past my head during my military service in World War II should've done me in. But God has been gracious enough to grant me a long, prosperous, and adventurous life. For that I am grateful.

My life's journey began on March 11, 1923 in Autaugaville, Alabama, a small town located halfway between Selma and Montgomery in the middle of the state. That region of the country is often referred to as “the deep South,” “Jim Crow territory,” and “the land of Dixie.” But I have always affectionately referred to it as “red clay country.” Throughout Alabama and a good part of the South, the soil has a beautiful, rich, burgundy hue that makes it look as if it's been soaked by the blood of Civil War soldiers. As kids, we used to eat the clay because our elders told us it was full of vitamins and nutrients. I was sure that munching on it from time to time would help me grow up to be big and strong. Tell me it's just an old wives' tale, but I believe there's some truth to the folklore. Yes I do.

I was the sixth of eight children born to William Motley and Eula Inez Parker Motley. When I was four years old, my daddy died from drinking tainted well water on our property. To this day, I don't know how the water went bad. When I was a child it was never discussed—at least not in front of me. As adults, my siblings and I speculated that someone who was disgruntled with Daddy might have poisoned the well, because water rarely went bad on its own. It is highly possible a member of the Ku Klux Klan was responsible. We also considered that a black person who was jealous of Daddy's desires to expand his farming venture might have done the deed. But it's a question that will never be answered.

I have no memories of my father. As a child, my mind ran wild with thoughts of what Daddy must have been like, and what it would be like to have him around. Today, even when I look at the one weather-beaten picture of this brown-skinned, imposing man that was discovered years after his death, I still have no recollection of him. Seeing a hint of myself in his image riles my curiosity all the more.

Daddy had been a sharecropper, farming cotton and corn for a white family that lived nearby. He had dreams of developing his own farm to supplement his income and care for his ever-growing brood. Daddy's family was poor farming folk, without much formal education to speak of. Considering the times, he was just a typical, poor black man struggling to make a way for himself and his family. Mama's family, on the other hand, was somewhat well-to-do. The Parkers had plenty of land and were upwardly mobile, or at least as upwardly mobile as black folks could be in red clay country during Jim Crow's reign.

In the absence of my father, my paternal role models were my older brothers—James, William (“Buddy”), Otto, and Felmon. In turn, my sibling responsibility was to help bring up my younger brothers, George and Donnie. However, the sibling who had the biggest impact and influence on me was my big sister, Geraldine. The third oldest, she was more like a second mother than a sister to us kids. Geraldine took up the slack and helped Mama around the house with all the womanly chores. My big sis loved all her brothers, but I like to think I was her favorite, as throughout my childhood and adult life I remained closest to her.

The rock of the family was Mama, a chestnut-colored, statuesque woman whose maternal side of the family was mixed with some Indian blood. Her high cheekbones, silky hair, and easy manner were indicative of her heritage. Mama was a very personable and pleasant lady with a sound sense of herself and a big, generous heart. She was also a God-fearing woman who believed in doing the right thing, and she reared her children to be of like mind. The entire family attended the Macedonia Baptist Church, located right down the road from our house. I doubt Mama ever missed a service—even after us kids were grown up. Attending church was not optional in the Motley household. Each Sunday, we would get dressed up in our only good “Sunday going to meeting” outfits and make the three-block trek down the road, rain or shine.

Mama took care of family, friends, and strangers alike. She would give you the shirt off her back if necessary. If a stranger showed up at our house who was traveling through our tiny community, she would fix a sack of food that would include fried chicken or fish, yams, and biscuits and send the stranger lovingly on his way. In those days people weren't leery of strangers as they are now. It was common practice to assist someone who was looking for a handout. Similarly, if family was visiting from out of town, all eight of us kids—and Mama, too—would give up our beds and sleep on the floor, so that our guests would be comfortable.

After Daddy died, Mama washed and ironed clothes for several white families in order to earn a living. We kids would have to pick up the clothes and bring them back to Mama; after she had done her bit, we'd then deliver the clothing back to the white folks. All that hard work didn't leave Mama much time for nonsense. She was stern with us kids, disciplining us when necessary. Even when I was 16 years old and had gotten “too big for my britches,” Mama still had no problem making me cut down a “switch” from the nearby oak tree, which she would then use on my bottom. God forbid I'd bring back a puny twig, because then Mama would go out herself and rip off the biggest limb she could find. Mama made us kids strip down for our beatings: “Take them clothes off. I ain't beating no clothes,” she would tell the guilty party before delivering an ass whipping. Man, talk about pain: after Mama was done with my behind, I never thought about messing up again.

Lashings aside, I had a wonderful relationship with Mama, though I wouldn't say we were friends. Parent-child relationships in those days were different than they are today, but the love we shared was deep. I had the utmost respect for her and never talked back; she responded in kind in her usual, nurturing way. To this day I'm still amazed at her ability to raise that many children.

I DON'T KNOW ALL THE INS AND OUTS of the situation, but immediately following Daddy's death, the tainted well was permanently covered up, and our family was whisked off to a new life and home in Anniston, Alabama. Mama’s three brothers chipped in and bought us a house at 1109 Union Hill Road in an area everyone called “Buttermilk Road.” The house was a small but pleasant two-bedroom, wood-framed home that was built up off the ground on slats. We had a living room, dining room, kitchen (with an old wood-burning stove and an ice box), front porch, outhouse, and plenty of acreage. Mama and Geraldine slept in one bedroom, and all the boys slept in the other, three to a bed. James, my oldest brother, slept in the living room.

For a five-year-old mind like mine, our new life in Anniston seemed like we had moved to the big city. Anniston was about 150 miles northeast of Autaugaville, and around 65 miles east of Birmingham, Alabama. Even though our new home was in the rural, segregated area of town, the “white-only” downtown was less than three miles away. There, one could find a rail station, nice storefronts, shops, offices, hotels, bars, and other establishments. Autaugaville had nothing like that.

Anniston was my first experience living in a decent-sized community with plenty of black folks who looked out for each other. We had to, because the Ku Klux Klan was always around. The Klan provided plenty of drama for my family. My Uncle Buddy, one mean son-of-a-bitch, lived in a modest shotgun shack in the woods about a mile from our house. His wife had left him after one too many beatings, so my uncle lived alone, a recluse. Well, he wasn't entirely on his own. Besides the acres of land he claimed as his and that tiny tin shack he called his home, he kept company with a donkey and a pack of about 40 dogs. He loved those dogs, but whenever one failed to obey him he'd shoot the poor animal without thinking twice.

Four or five times a week, Uncle Buddy would come to our house early in the morning for breakfast. We'd see him coming over the hill riding on his donkey with a pack of yappy dogs obediently following him. It was a hilarious, yet bizarre, sight to see. Those dogs followed him everywhere. When he arrived, he'd park the donkey out front and come barreling into the house. “How y'all kids doing?” he'd ask. Before we could answer he'd holler at the top of his lungs, “Inez, where's my food?” Without saying a word, Mama would get in the kitchen and whip up some biscuits and gravy or bacon, eggs, and grits. He'd slop down his breakfast like it was his first and last meal, then snarl, “Inez, that food wasn't shit!” It wouldn't phase Mama one bit. She'd sweetly reply, “You're welcome, Buddy. See you tomorrow?” He never answered. Out the door he'd be, back on that of broken-down donkey, with his mob of wild dogs in tow and his gun on the side of his hip.

Word got out that the Ku Klux Klan was out to get Uncle Buddy. I have no idea why, but his name had made the dreaded hit list. Maybe the white folks just wanted those acres of land he had taken for himself. We all were fearful that Uncle Buddy's days were numbered, because usually when the Klan was coming to get you, your black ass was done for. However, when the Klan stepped foot on his property, Uncle Buddy turned all those dogs loose and the Klan took off running, as he said, “like a bunch of sissies from a whore in a cocktail dress.” Uncle Buddy gloated as he recapped the story for us, proud of his victory. We were in awe, because it was unheard of for a black man to stand up to the Klan. But to my knowledge, the Klan never bothered Uncle Buddy again.

The Klan always did its dirty work at night. Since Union Hill Road, which led past our house, was the only through street in the black section of town, the Klan would often drive right past us on its way to a lynching or cross-burning ceremony. We could always hear them coming from three or four blocks away, as they would honk their horns like they were heading to a parade. Several cars would go speeding by with the passengers decked out in their infamous white-hooded robes, sounding like a bunch of crazed banshees. Some of the more animated ones rode on the hoods and trunks, or hung out of the windows shouting as they sped by. It was a frantic, idiotic revelry to witness. I never could see their faces so I had no idea who they were. Mama would always say, “It's better we don't know.” If a black man tried to snoop into their world, then he'd be missing before the sun came up.

Upon hearing even the faintest sound of a car horn, Mama would shout with a quiver of panic in her voice, “Y'all kids hurry up and turn off them lights and lay down on the floor. Here they come!” With the house pitch black we'd crawl up to the window and peek out without uttering a word, fearful that the slightest sound or movement might catch their attention. Even my older brother, Otto, who was no stranger to trouble, knew enough to keep his head down and his mouth shut when the Klan was near. I could hear my heart pound with terror as I lay there. As often as these drive-bys occurred, it never became commonplace—the fear was always intense and chilling.

On those nights it would be hard to fall asleep; the fear wouldn't subside until we'd hear the Klan return two or three hours later, after they had finished their business. If their drive back was quiet, then we breathed a sigh of relief, figuring that they were unsuccessful in finding a victim. But if their return had the celebratory refrain of rifles shooting in the air and car horns blaring, then we knew some poor black soul had been lynched just over the hill.

Thankfully, I never had any run-ins with the Klan. That was my greatest fear. Mama had always stressed to us kids to be careful and respectful of all white folks. She didn't want to have to bury any of her children for making the simple mistake of speaking out of line. Lord knows she might have buried her husband because of it.

Some of those horrific memories of life in the South are thoughts that I would like to be able to forget. But those images and sounds have stayed with me throughout the years. As I reflect today, I don't think the red dirt of the South is from the blood of Civil War soldiers at all, but rather from the thousands of black souls who still cry out for justice. Maybe that's why black folks told me that the ground was full of vitamins and nutrients, and why I did grow up to be so big and strong.

JOHN WILSON LIVED right across the road from us. When I was eight years old, he was in his 60s or early 70s, an old man as far as I was concerned. The combination of his age, his soft-spoken demeanor, and the fact that he was slow on his feet made him seem grandfatherly. Everyone in my family liked Mr. Wilson because of his gentle spirit, his understated elegance, and the fact that he had money. I don't know how he had initially acquired his money, but he had done all right for himself. His wealth made him stand out amongst the blacks and whites: He was the only black man at the time to own a business on Noble Street, the main street of downtown Anniston. At his furniture store, he peddled antique chairs, sofas, ottomans, tables, lamps, and a variety of other household items. He was also the only person in our neighborhood who owned a car. From the time I knew him as a child until he died in his 90s, Mr. Wilson always bought himself a brand-new car every two years or so. That always amazed us kids.

I got to know Mr. Wilson better because his grandson, Edward, was my first friend outside my family. Edward Wilson was about my age, and we became fast friends. Like his grandpa, Edward was chocolate dark with kinky hair and distinct facial features. Whereas all of us Motley children were of different hues, which I attribute to our Indian blood (and rumored white blood from slavery days), the Wilsons were definitely direct African descendants.

Edward and his grandpa lived by themselves in a house that overflowed with furniture and items from Mr. Wilson's store, forcing visitors to step around and over mounds of antiques just to maneuver through the house. Once every year or so, Edward's parents would make the journey from Gaston, Alabama, and visit for a few days. Sometimes Edward would go back with them for a short visit, but he always returned to be with his grandpa. While Edward was away, Mr. Wilson would turn grumpy and lose his spirit; but when Edward returned, Mr. Wilson would light up like a firecracker. They had a father/son-type bond that was completely foreign to me, and I often envied it.

As we all were, Mama was also attentive to Mr. Wilson. She often took him meals and checked in on him from time to time to make sure he was doing okay. We didn't realize it at the time, but Mama had another purpose for visiting Mr. Wilson. He must not have been as frail nor as old as my young mind assumed, because soon our household expanded from eight children to ten. Apparently during Mama's visits she and Mr. Wilson were sharing a little more than just neighborly chitchat. By the time I was ten, I had two new stepsisters, Annie Inez and Queen Esther.

We were all shocked to say the least. But, as it was when Daddy died, no one spoke of it. I knew that my new sisters had taken his surname, but other than that, I stayed out of it. In those days, children didn't pry into grown folks' business. I just figured since Ann and Queen Esther were now my sisters, it meant that my best friend Edward was also my new brother, if only in spirit, and that was fine with me.

LIKE ALL THE CHILDREN in our neighborhood, I attended the Macedonia School, a one-room schoolhouse located in our church. We had one teacher, Ms. Rowe, who taught all the grades from kindergarten to eighth. Looking back, it's a wonder we learned anything at all with 60 or so kids in one room with one teacher. I don't know how Ms. Rowe was able to maintain our focus on the curriculum and keep all of us under control, but she did. I tip my hat to her for her having the wherewithal to master that feat.

Ms. Rowe loved all of her students, and we loved her, too. She was especially fond of all the Motley children, and often doted on us more than the other kids. Mama had a profound respect for Ms. Rowe because she was enamored by the fact that a black woman could be so educated. In the late 1920s in the Deep South, well-educated Negroes were a rare breed.

School was challenging for me. Lucky for me, Ms. Rowe was patient, often spending extra time with me, as she did when teaching me to write in cursive. In those days, we couldn't choose to only concentrate on schoolwork like kids can do nowadays. In my family, we all had work to do around the house before and after school. Besides toting laundry for Mama, my other chores at one point or another included cleaning the house, taking care of the livestock, cleaning the chicken coop, and various other tasks. Early on I developed a work ethic that would become second nature to me in the years to come. But it didn't leave a lot of time for schoolwork.

Our education was basic: We were taught the three Rs—reading, writing, and arithmetic. We didn't learn anything about science, history, or any other subject. And the truth is, we probably wouldn't have been that interested, anyway. Ms. Rowe gave us what she thought would be the most useful tools for our lives. Considering the times, poor black kids weren't supposed to amount to anything, so Ms. Rowe focused on skills that would help us survive. Whatever we lacked in education was made up for with something that black southerners call “mother wit,” an inner sense of strength that comes from our familial and cultural experience. In other words, common sense.

One of my first jobs away from home was cleaning up the schoolhouse after school. Edward and I would sweep, clean, and mop the floors on a daily basis. I was earning some money, but I never saw a dime of it. As was common in my family, the money went directly to Mama.

Edward and I didn't have a lot of free time, but whenever we could escape the daily routines of our chores, we would head off into the woods to play. We didn't have any of the luxuries that kids enjoy these days—Hot Wheels or video games—so we made good use of our imaginations and invented our own games. We'd swing from trees, run races through the woods, and throw rocks. As elementary as it sounds, throwing rocks was our favorite pastime. Our aim got so good that I'm sure the birds, squirrels, rabbits, and raccoons that inhabited the wooded area dreaded hearing our footsteps as we'd come stomping into their territory.

Thanks to my four older brothers, I learned that there was more to playing outdoors than throwing rocks at the wildlife. My brother Felmon was the most athletic of all my brothers. To this day, I still think he could have played pro football, as he was a hell of a defensive tackle in high school. Had he pursued it, he could have been the first black man to make it in professional sports. Instead, that honor would eventually go to another Motley, my distant cousin Marion Motley, who integrated the NFL in 1946.

One fateful day, Felmon brought home a small, round, white object with a strange red stitching. He told me it was a baseball, and that the game was all the rage at his new high school. Daily, Edward and I began playing barehanded catch with that ball instead of throwing rocks. We didn't have any knowledge of the game of baseball, so we went back to our old game; the creatures in the woods now had a larger object to dodge. But over the next few months, I received an introduction to my first and longest-lasting love. Felmon taught Edward, my other brothers, and me the basics of baseball. He was a great teacher and coach and enjoyed showing off his athletic prowess to our amazement. The more I learned, the more I fell in love with this fascinating new sport.

When Edward and I had eventually worn out or lost a baseball, we'd make our own. A rock wrapped in a rag and tied with a string made a great substitute. These invented “balls” were lopsided, wobbly, and hard as hell, but it didn't matter to us as long as we could play our new game. Our bats were tree limbs we'd tear down, or, if we were lucky enough, someone would score the handle to a broom, ax, or shovel. There was plenty of open land around, so finding a place to play was no problem. Soon our band of players increased to most of the boys from school. Since I was an expert rock thrower, I naturally gravitated toward pitching. I became confident that one day I was going to develop into one of the best pitchers the game of baseball had ever seen.

I could have played baseball all day and all night. I would daydream throughout school or church service, imagining myself throwing the ball so hard that I would burn a hole through the trunk of those oak trees at home. Sundays were our big baseball day, and church couldn't finish up soon enough. Once I finished my usual prayers for my family, I'd pray for Pastor Hughley to hurry up and finish his sermon so we could get out of there and get a game going. The second church was over, we'd bolt out the door and head up to the top of Buttermilk Road and play until we were ready to pass out or darkness fell—whichever came first.

Mama hated baseball. She wanted us to work. After all, we were poor, and “poor folks didn't have time for no leisure activities,” Mama often reminded us. “Robert, that ball and you ain't gonna amount to a hill of beans. Learn your studies and keep yourself a job,” she demanded. But it was too late: I was hooked. Baseball was beginning to get such a grip on me that I prayed Mama would come to understand and appreciate my growing passion. Sadly, she never did.

EVERY SATURDAY MY SISTER GERALDINE went to town to run errands for Mama, and I was often allowed to tag along. I loved those outings. For one, it got me out of the drudgery of my daily chores. But I also knew that Mama had given Geraldine a little extra money to spend as she wanted. On the way back home, we'd stop at a store and buy cheese, crackers, and baloney. We'd eat our snack, laugh, sing, and skip along the railroad tracks all the way back home.

On one of our trips to town, I spotted a little mom and pop grocery store and thought to myself, I sure would like to work at that store. The store was tiny, but it was a full-fledged market that sold all types of canned goods, breads, meal, sugar, candy, cookies, and live chickens. The next weekend, I wrote a note, forged Mama's signature, and presented it to the storeowner, a white man named Locker Burns. In my best possible penmanship that I had learned from Ms. Rowe I carefully wrote, “Dear Mister, we are hungry and need money. Will you please hire my son? Sincerely, Inez Motley.” Mr. Burns hired me on the spot. I was only ten years old but had finagled my first real job.

Every morning before school I would be at the store bright and early at 6:30 a.m., ready for my duties as janitor and stock boy. I always made sure I arrived before Mr. Burns, a gray-haired, pudgy man with rosy red cheeks—a countrified Santa Claus in overalls and a flannel shirt. He moved like molasses, and talked like it too, with a long, thought-out, southern drawl. Mr. Burns appreciated my enthusiasm and paid me what I considered a handsome salary at that time, a whopping four dollars a week. Every cent I earned, as always, I took home and gave to Mama, who was initially surprised by my resourcefulness but delighted by the extra income.

The store always had a steady flow of regulars, and from what I could tell, Mr. Burns was making money hand over fist. Two years into the job I showed up at my usual hour, waited and waited, but no Mr. Burns. For three days I went back until finally his wife arrived and informed me that Mr. Burns had died of a sudden heart attack. I was deeply saddened because he had become more than just my boss, he had become the first white person I had ever considered to be a friend.

Mr. Burns and I had discovered we shared a common love of baseball. He gave me my first baseball glove, a hand-me-down from one of his sons that I wore out in no time flat. But even better than the glove was all the history of the game he shared with me. I was a novice, having never even seen a real game, but Mr. Burns had seen it all. He educated me on the game, and my young mind struggled to absorb it all. He loved talking about rules and strategy, then quizzed me to see how much I had retained. He would regale me with stories that were so vivid that I could almost picture the players and smell the outfield grass. For the first time, I heard about the greats: Babe Ruth, Rogers Hornsby, Ty Cobb, Casey Stengel, Walter Johnson, Grover Cleveland Alexander, Lefty Grove, and Lou Gehrig. He was also the first person to tell me about a league that existed for “you people” that he said had some good players, too.

Mr. Burns also introduced me to the role of the umpire. I was intrigued because he kept referring to the umpire as the “silent man of the diamond, but the one who controls the game.” Mr. Burns laughed as I asked, “But what position does he play?” and, “When does he get to bat?” Finally, after some more clarification, I got it.

After Mr. Burns died, his wife informed me that she was closing the store because she knew nothing about the business. Knowing the bond that had developed between her husband and me, she told me not to fret about losing my job; she had arranged a new job for me as a bellboy at the Jefferson Davis Hotel. I was to start the next day.

The Burns' lived at the hotel, which was located in the heart of downtown Anniston. The stately, three-story brick structure stood at the corner of 13th and Noble Street. It was a 160-room, white-only establishment that to my 12-year-old eyes looked like a skyscraper. The intimidation didn't last long, however, as I soon became accustomed to my new job. I worked hard, and within two years I had become the hotel's first-ever black doorman.
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