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      For Ian, my son,

      who was born

      on April 15, 1972,

      a quarter century to the day

      since Jackie Robinson

      Broke baseball’s

      color line

    

  


  
    
      

      Foreword

    

    
      I was almost thirty-one years old when I joined the New York Giants on July 5, 1949. Three days later, against the Dodgers of Jackie Robinson at Ebbets Field, manager Leo Durocher called on me to pinch-hit against Joe Hatten.

      Behind me was the history of more than a decade of Negro League Baseball, of being a five-time All-Star. Nevertheless, as I got into the batter’s box in Brooklyn, my knees started knocking, and they wouldn’t stop. I called time, stepped out, ans stepped back in. I worked the count to 3–2 and then walked. I was so excited, I ran all the way to first base. It was a great feeling just to get there. That was how it all started for me in the majors.

      Whenever I came into contact with Jackie Robinson, we would talk. He had stories, and I had mine. It was not a time without incident. You’d walk into a room and some people would walk out. You’d sit down on a train, and one person, maybe two, maybe more, would get up and walk away. This was 1949 in the United States of America.

      I am grateful for my accomplishments in the eight seasons I did have with the New York Giants—helping them win two pennants, finishing among the league leaders in many offensive catagories in 1951 and 1953, getting elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1973.

      But I regret that I did not get a chance to play major league baseball earlier. What happened to me should have happened ten years before. Still, had it not been for Jackie Robinson and Branch Rickey, who knows if I would have ever gotten the chance. I say look at Josh Gibson. Look at Buck Leonard—all those fellows. Those guys were as good as any players who ever lived. They never got a chance.

      Rickey and Robinson tells the story of the man who did get the first chance and the man who helped it happen. Together they made it possible for so many others. It is an important story, and nowhere is it told better than in this moving account written by one of my favorite sports authors. That’s why I am so glad Rickey and Robinson has now been reprinted. It should be required reading for all those who wish to know more about Jackie Robinson and Branch Rickey and the breaking of baseball’s color line in that long ago year of 1947.

      Monte Irvin
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      It is not the critic who counts, nor the man who points out where the strong man stumbles, nor where the doer of deeds could have done better. On the contrary, the credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena—whose vision is marred by the dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes up again and again; who knows the great devotions; the great enthusiasms; who at best knows in the end of the triumph of high achievement.

      —Theodore Roosevelt

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One

      The Meeting

    

    
      The signs and symbols of the end of a worldwide war were everywhere. Four catastrophic years of death, deprivation, and drama were drawing to a close. The last week of the eighth month of 1945 was more than just the end of another month, another summer. The death camps of the Nazis, the atomic mushroom clouds of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, the deaths of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the despots Hitler and Mussolini were reminders of what America and the world had endured.

      Millions had awaited this time of their lives: the ending of horrors, the beginning of new ways, the picking up of old patterns.

      A month before, the Queen Mary had sailed west. The lights of the great ship were ablaze for the first time since 1939. There were 15,278 excited troops on board, stuffed into space that usually accommodated 2,000. On August 15, Japan surrendered.,On Monday, August 27, the French war hero Charles de Gaulle arrived in New York City for a twenty-five-hour stay. He drove sixty-two miles in an open car through three boroughs. More than two hundred thousand cheered the tall, impressive figure. He rode in an open car, his hands above his head, his fingers spread in a “V” for victory. It was a beautiful summer day, seemingly made especially for New Yorkers to greet a hero.

      The morning after de Gaulle’s visit, a well-built black man hesitated at the corner of Court and Montague streets in downtown Brooklyn. He stopped at the newsstand in front of Wallach’s clothing store. A former United States Army lieutenant, he noted with interest the headline on the front page of the New York Times:

      FIRST TROOPS LAND IN JAPAN FROM 48 PLANES TO PREPARE WAY FOR VAST INVASION THURSDAY FLEET UNITS BEGIN TO MOVE INTO TOKYO BAY

      “It’s the beginning of the end,” he thought as he walked toward 215 Montague Street, an office building where the main headquarters of the Brooklyn Dodgers was located. Times were changing. The end of the war was bringing a new spirit of joy and unity to the nation. But for the young man on that Brooklyn street there were some things that never seemed to change.

      While in the armed forces he had experienced firsthand the segregation that was so much a part of the military and so dominant a force in much of American life. An athlete, he had played baseball that summer in the Negro Leagues and was now prepared to meet one of baseball’s most powerful executives to explore the possibility, he was told, of his playing for another all-Negro team.

      Almost since its inception, organized baseball had been a segregated sport run by white men and played by white men. In the 188os, Negroes had played major-league ball, but an unwritten law laid down by baseball executives—notably Cap Anson, the great hitter of the nineteenth century—had established a color bar by the 1890s. No Negro player had breached this unspoken agreement.

      The young man hardly noticed the noise of people arriving for work on Montague Street and the sounds of traffic around Borough Hall as he walked into the building. He was greeted by a secretary and led into the private office of Branch Rickey, the sixty-four-year-old Dodger general manager.

      Venetian blinds were drawn to shut out the morning sun. The large office was walnut-paneled. The visitor saw a blackboard that contained the names of all the players and other personnel in the Dodger organization, down to the lowest minor-league teams. He glanced at a wall decorated with four framed pictures. There was a snapshot of Leo Durocher, the Dodger manager; a portrait of Charlie Barrett, one of the all-time top baseball scouts; and a photo of Gen. Claire Chennault, leader of the volunteer Flying Tigers, who aided China in its war against Japan. The fourth and largest frame contained a portrait of Abraham Lincoln.

      Rickey pushed aside his leather swivel chair and came out from behind his huge mahogany desk. His face nearly obscured by the smoke of his cigar, he extended his hand in greeting. “Jackie Robinson.” He smiled. “It’s very nice to meet you. I understand you’re quite a ballplayer.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” the twenty-six-year-old Robinson responded. They shook hands. Years later, Robinson would recall his first impression at that handshake: “The hand holding mine was hard, gnarled with the often-broken fingers of an ex-baseball catcher. His hair was thick, deep brown. Heavy bushy eyebrows flapped like twin crows from side to side as he talked.”

      Jackie Robinson’s meeting with Branch Rickey was the culmination of a three-year search that had cost thousands of dollars. Rickey had ordered his chief scouts to find the one player who would be best equipped to break baseball’s color line. Rickey asked three questions about each prospect: (I) Can he run? (2) Can he throw? (3) Can he hit with power? Those who met these criteria would then be judged on personality, background, intelligence, and desire.

      Josh Gibson, the veteran black star who had smashed gigantic home runs while playing in the ballpark of the Washington Senators, was scouted, but he was considered too old. “Piper” Davis, an infielder for the Birmingham Black Barons, had fine speed and was a defensive standout. He drew serious consideration but was ruled out because he lacked major-league hitting potential. A catcher named Roy Campanella and a pitcher named Don Newcombe were also high on the list, but the player all the scouts agreed on was standing before Branch Rickey that summer day in Brooklyn, New York.

      George Sisler, the St. Louis Browns’ Hall of Fame first baseman, had praised Robinson’s running ability and limitless hitting potential. His only reservation concerned Robinson’s arm, which he deemed just average. Sisler felt that Robinson’s best position would be first base or second base—the side of the infield with the shortest throw.

      Wid Matthews reported that Robinson could protect the strike zone better than any other rookie he had ever seen. While impressed with Robinson’s hitting, Matthews shared Sisler’s concern about his arm.

      Rickey sent scout Clyde Sukeforth to Chicago, where Robinson’s team, the Kansas City Monarchs, was playing. “Get to talk to Robinson before the game,” Rickey advised his scout. “Ask him to throw the ball from the hole in practice. There is some doubt about his arm, but if you like his arm, bring him in. Get him away from his teammates, so nobody will know what you are doing. I need absolute secrecy here.”

      Robinson was unable to play in the game that Sukeforth watched, but the Dodger scout prevailed on him to make some pregame practice throws. “I asked him why he was discharged from the army,” Sukeforth wrote in his report to Rickey. “It seemed an old football ankle injury had brought about his discharge, but as it proved it did not bother him. I reasoned that if he wasn’t going to play for a week, this would be an ideal time to bring him to Brooklyn. I had him make a few stretches into the hole to the right and come up throwing. His moves looked good.”

      The Dodger scout and Robinson met after the game in a downtown Chicago hotel. Sukeforth explained that there was interest in making Jackie a member of the Brooklyn Brown Dodgers, a team Rickey was sponsoring in a new Negro league. “Robinson reacted favorably,” recalled Sukeforth. The two men went to Union Station, where Sukeforth purchased tickets, and together they took the train to New York City.

      And now Robinson was face to face with Rickey himself, the man who had built the St. Louis Cardinal dynasty. Rickey’s first question startled Robinson. “Do you have a girl?” he asked. “Do you have a girl?” Rickey pressed.

      Robinson was taken aback. It was a question posed by a white man. It was a question that seemed too personal, especially in the first moments of a new relationship.

      Robinson avoided Rickey’s eyes for an instant. “Mr. Rickey, I don’t know,” Robinson :finally answered quietly. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “Well,” Robinson responded, “the way I’ve been traveling about the country and not writing as I should, well . . . I don’t know.”

      “Is she a fine girl? Does she come from a good family background? Is she an educated girl?” The questions came out in a gravel-toned rush.

      “They don’t come any finer, Mr. Rickey.”

      “Then you know doggone well that you have a girl. And you need one. You ought to marry her quick as you can. It will be the best thing in the world for you. When we get through here today, you may want to call her up, because there are times when a man needs a woman by his side.”

      There was a pause. The two men stood silently in the middle of the office.

      Then Rickey smiled as he chewed on his cigar. “Sit down, please,” he said, gesturing to a leather chair facing the desk. “We have a lot of things to talk about, and we’ve got plenty of time to do it.”

      Robinson sat down on the overstuffed chair. He tried to relax. He was prepared to give simple anci direct answers to all questions. But he was also on his guard, for he had been in other situations with other white men who had been positive and friendly and then suddenly changed.

      Rickey struck a match and held it inches from the end of his cigar. “Do you have any idea, Jackie, why we are meeting here today?”

      “I only know what Mr. Sukeforth told me. You are starting a new Negro league, and there will be a team called the Brooklyn Brown Dodgers that will play at Ebbets Field.”

      Rickey waved out the lit match and removed the cigar from his mouth. He leaned forward across the desk. “That is what he was supposed to tell you. The truth is that you are not a candidate for the Brooklyn Brown Dodgers. You were brought here to play for the Brooklyn organization, to start out, if you can make it, playing for our top farm team, the Montreal Royals.”

      The words staggered Robinson. He frowned as if he hadn’t heard right and clasped his powerful hands together. “Play for Montreal . . .” he said softly. “Me, play for Montreal?”

      Rickey nodded. “Yes,” he said in his cavernous, oratorical voice. Someone once said if Rickey spoke to a fellow across a desk, he delivered a Gettysburg address. Now he intoned, “Yes, if you can make the grade, Jackie. Later on, also if you can make it, you’ll have a chance with the Brooklyn Dodgers. I want to win pennants. We need ballplayers. We have scouted you for weeks. What you can do on the baseball field is a matter of record. But this is much more than just playing baseball, much more. What I mean when I say ‘can you make it’ is do you have the guts, do you have the guts and what it takes to make it?”

      “Mr. Rickey,” Robinson answered firmly, although he was somewhat unnerved by the older man’s bombast, “I’ll make it. I’ll make it if I get the opportunity to make it.”

      “I know you’re a good ballplayer.” Rickey swung about in his swivel chair, continuing his booming rhetoric. “I know all about your ability. But there is much more here than just playing.” Rickey paused for a moment, then continued in a low, confidential voice. “I wish it meant only hits, runs, and errors—those things you can easily see in the box score. You know, Jackie, a box score is one of the most democratic things in the world. What color you are, what your politics are, how much money you have, how big or small you are—a box score doesn’t reveal any of these things. It just tells what kind of a ballplayer you were on any given day.”

      “Isn’t that all that matters in baseball?” Robinson cut in. “Isn’t that all that counts?”

      “It’s all that should count. Perhaps the day will come when it will be all that does count. That’s one of the reasons you are here in my office today. Jackie, if you are a good enough ballplayer and a big enough man, we can start in the right direction. What it will take, what it must take, is a great deal of courage.”

      Rickey picked up a piece of paper from his desk. He looked it over for a couple. of moments. “About the Kansas City Monarchs—do you have a written or oral agreement to play for the Monarchs for the rest of the season?”

      “No, sir. We just play from one payday to the next.”

      “How about next year?”

      “No. There is no agreement of any kind. All the players on the Monarchs go from payday to payday. They pay me a certain amount each payday, but either side could end the arrangement at the end of the month if they wanted to, Mr. Rickey. That’s the way it works.”

      “That was my impression too, Jackie, but I wanted to see how much of the situation you understood.”

      The older man then proceeded to reveal to the astonished Robinson how extensively he had investigated Robinson’s life. Rickey knew that Robinson was, like himself, a Methodist and a nondrinker. He had visited California, where Robinson had grown up and made a name for himself in high school and college sports. Rickey had spoken with a Californian who was close to Robinson during his days at UCLA and had criticized Jackie for being too competitive.

      Rickey was also aware of Robinson’s army career. Drafted in I942 at the age of twenty-three, Robinson was designated for limited service as a result of bone chips in his ankle caused by an old football injury. At basic training in Fort Riley, Kansas, Jackie applied for Officer’s Candidate School, only to be told off the record that Fort Riley did not accept members of his race for such training.

      Robinson had had a chance meeting and a few rounds of golf with the most famous black athlete of the time, Joe Louis, the heavyweight champion of the world, who was stationed at Fort Riley for a brief time. Robinson got in touch with Louis, and Louis called Truman Gibson, a black civil rights leader and adviser to the Secretary of Defense. Gibson came to Fort Riley to investigate. OCS opened its doors for Robinson and a few of his black fellow soldiers.

      Robinson’s regard for the army was understandably not too high at this point, but just about the time of his birthday in 1943, he was awarded his second lieutenant’s bars and was transferred to a Negro provisional truck battalion, where he was made morale officer for the troops.

      Again Robinson found prejudice and segregation firmly entrenched in army life. At the PX, just a half dozen seats were assigned to black personnel. There were other empty seats, but they were reserved for the white soldiers. Blacks stood for long periods of time waiting to claim their six seats as they were vacated.

      In his capacity as morale officer, Robinson phoned the provost marshal, Major Hafner, and complained. He was told that things were better the way they were and that nothing could be done. “Lieutenant Robinson,” Hafner had concluded, “let me put it this way—how would you like your wife sitting next to a nigger?”

      Robinson was enraged. Hafner, realizing now he was speaking to a black man, hung up. But the exchange had not gone unnoticed. The office of battalion commander Colonel Longley was near where Robinson had made the phone call. Longley had heard the screaming, and after interviewing Jackie sided with the highly agitated black man. He sent a scorching letter of reprimand to Hafner and a letter of commendation to Robinson for standing up for his men. The incident led to a change in the PX seating arrangements.

      Lieutenant Robinson was getting into shape to play football for the Fort Riley team when he was suddenly granted a two-week leave. When he returned, he learned that the leave was given so that he would not be on the scene when Fort Riley played against the University of Missouri. That institution had served notice that it would not participate in a football game against a team with a black athlete. Robinson quit the Fort Riley team, saying that he would not play on a squad that yielded to racial prejudice. ”You can order me to play,” he told the colonel in charge, “but you can’t control the quality of my performance.” Shortly afterward, Robinson was transferred to a tank battalion at Camp Hood, Texas.

      One blisteringly hot summer day in August 1944, the third and most potentially dangerous incident in Robinson’s army career took place. A bus driver ordered him to move to the back of the bus in direct violation of a federal ruling against segregated buses on army posts. Robinson refused. There was a heated exchange between him and the bus driver, followed by another argument between Jackie and a captain in the military police. The incident led to a courtmartial based on two charges : that 2d Lt. Jack R. Robinson behaved· insolently and impertinently to Capt. Gerald Bear, the military police officer; and that 2d Lt. Jack R. Robinson had disobeyed Bear’s order to remain seated on a chair on the far side of a receiving room. Robinson’s acquittal on the charges was a victory, but also another one in a series of humiliating incidents. He had simply demanded his legal rights, but those rights so freely given to others were rights he had to fight for. Because he demanded his rights, he was subjected to the ignominy of a trial.

      “I’ll level with you, Jackie,” Rickey now said to the young man he had met just that morning but knew so much about. “I heard about racial problems that you supposedly had. I made a thorough investigation. I know that if you were white, they would never call you a troublemaker. I’m satisfied on that count.

      “I know all about your battles, Jackie. I know all about your fighting spirit. It’s fine. We are going to use all those qualities.”

      For Robinson, the interview was becoming more and more astonishing—the plans being made for him, the questions being asked, the insights into his life, all from this legendary figure. A $400-a-month shortstop for the Kansas City Monarchs who thought what he was doing was “a pretty miserable way to make a buck,” he was excited at the opportunity being offered. Whatever it was, whatever it took, he thought, it was better than the segregated hotels, the two-day bus rides from Kansas City to Philadelphia for the long doubleheaders and the long bus ride the next day. He was confident of his ability to succeed in organized baseball. And yet there was doubt. He knew firsthand about opportunity seeming so close and then being pulled away.

      Rickey stood up. He took off the jacket of his dark threepiece suit. “Have you the guts to play the game? Have you the guts to play no matter what happens? That’s an answer I want to get from you today.”

      “I can play the game,” Robinson answered. Rickey moved next to him, his face very close to the black man’s. Rickey’s look was suddenly mean, antagonistic.

      “Let’s say I’m a hotel clerk, Jackie. I look up at you from behind the desk register. I snarl at you, ‘We don’t want any niggers sleeping here I’ What do you do then?

      “You’re standing in the batter’s box,” Rickey continued, before Robinson could answer. “It’s a very tense situation. I’m a beanball pitcher.” Rickey used his smudgy cigar as a weapon, pointing it toward Jackie’s chin. “I wing a fast ball at you. It just grazes your cap and sends you jumping back for cover. What do you do?”

      “It would not be the first time a pitcher threw at me, Mr. Rickey. I’d just pick myself up and dig in.”

      “All right—another game situation now. I am playing against you in a crucial game. I smack the ball into the outfield. I’m rounding first, and I come in to second. It’s close. It’s a very close play. We untangle our bodies. I lunge toward you.” Rickey lunged at Robinson, his big fist coming close to Jackie’s face.” ‘Get out of my way, you black son of a bitch, you black bastard!’ What do you do now?”

      Not giving Robinson a chance to answer, Rickey continued, shouting now: “You’re positioned at shortstop. I am at first base. I come down at you on a steal. I slide. My spikes are high. I cut you in the leg. As the blood starts to show through your uniform, I grin. I laugh at you. ‘Now, you black nigger, how do you like that?’ What do you do now?”

      Robinson was angered, but he also realized that Rickey was playacting. “Mr. Rickey, what do you want? Do you want a coward, a ballplayer who’s afraid to fight back?”

      “I want a ballplayer with guts enough not to fight back,” Rickey said firmly. His hair matted and wet, his tie loosened, Rickey took a few paces to the right, away from Robinson. “It’s kind of a coincidence, Jackie, and I think a happy coincidence, that you share the same birth date as my son. He was born on January 31, 1914, and my records show you were born five years later to the day. Branch Jr., you may know, came to Brooklyn before me to handle their minorleague clubs. A couple of years later he was my main reason for coming to Brooklyn. Branch Jr. is a wonderful human being, religious and fair-minded. Yet he has expressed to me on various occasions the fear that signing a Negro player will dry up sources of talent for the Dodgers in the South, sources that he, in particular, has worked on.

      “Mrs. Rickey also has been quite upset about the ramifications of my course of action. Why you, Branch?’ she asks me. ‘Why not someone else for a change?’ She is fearful of my health deteriorating as a result of the controversy signing a colored player is certain to generate.”

      Rickey walked over to the window and adjusted the venetian blind against the rising morning sun. “I want you to know, Jackie,” he continued, “that there is no way for us to fight our way through this situation.” He turned back, facing Robinson once again. “There is virtually no group on our side. No umpires, no club owners, maybe a few newspapermen. We will be in a very tough spot. I have a great fear that there will be some fans who will be highly hostile to what we are doing. Jackie, it will be a tough position to be in, an almost impossible position. But we can win if we can convince everyone that you are not only a great ballplayer but also a great gentleman.”

      “Mr. Rickey,” Robinson said, leaning forward in his chair, his hands clasped tightly together, “the way you’re talking it sounds like a battle.”

      “Yes, exactly, a battle!” Rickey’s voice rose again. “But it’s one we won’t be able to fight our way through. We have no army, no soldiers. Our weapons will be base hits and stolen bases and swallowed pride. Those will do the job and get the victory—that’s what will win . . . and Jackie, nothing, nothing else will do it.”

      Now Rickey was once again very close to Robinson. Waving his hand under the black man’s chin, Rickey became the fan screaming obscenities, the rival manager cursing Robinson’s parentage, the teammate refusing to acknowledge his presence, the reporter baiting him with rigged questions. Rickey spilled out the litany of prejudice, all the while probing for the strength of character that he knew would be needed.

      “All right,” Rickey continued, “you have an argument with another player and he makes a statement subjecting you to the lowest depths of scurrility—a sexual reference to you and your mother. What would you do?”

      “I’d kill him!”

      Robinson’s answer showed Rickey that the strength of character was there, but the Dodger general manager was not pleased. He wondered how he could be assured that Robinson would keep that strength and, at the same time, control it in order to survive.

      “That would not serve any purpose,” Rickey lectured. “The taunts and the goads will be aimed at making you react, at infuriating you enough to set off a race riot in the ballpark. Then they’ll say that is proof that Negroes shouldn’t be allowed in the major leagues. They’ll think that’s a good way to frighten fans and make them afraid to attend games.”

      Robinson nodded as he listened. “I understand, Mr. Rickey. I know what you’re getting at.”

      “All right. You have played for Montreal and you come up to the Brooklyn Dodgers.” Rickey was moving about the room, gesticulating. “You get into the World Series. There they play for keeps. It’s no holds barred.” The older man’s face wrinkled into an evil frown. “I hate niggers. I also want to win in the worst possible way. I come into second base and my spikes are sharp. I aim them right at you. You move out of my way and you jab me in my rib cage with the ball. I’m out. I have an aching side. I’m humiliated. I jump up. ‘You tar baby son of a bitch,’ I scream. ‘You can’t do this to me, you coon.’ I punch you in the face.” Rickey was close to Robinson as he said this, and he swung his clenched fist under Robinson’s chin. Robinson didn’t flinch. “What do you do now, Jackie? What do you do now?”

      “I get it, Mr. Rickey. I’ve got another cheek. I turn the other cheek.”

      “Wonderful!” Rickey was finally satisfied. “Wonderful. You will hear much worse before you are through. I merely was testing you, and I apologize for it. But you are a pioneer, and this whole experiment depends on you. You can never forget that for a moment.”

      The role playing was concluded. Returning to the swivel chair behind his desk, Rickey smoothed his hair and wiped the sweat from his face with a large white handkerchief. He reached for a sheet of paper. “Jackie, I’d like you to read this and sign it.”

      Robinson took the paper and read the two-paragraph statement carefully. It was a contract with the Montreal Royals-an agreement for a $3,500 bonus and a salary of $600 a month for the 1946 season. The second paragraph held Rickey harmless against any oral or written claims that Robinson was under contract to any other person or organization.

      Robinson looked up. “It seems fine, Mr. Rickey.” Unscrewing the top of his fountain pen and twisting it into its bottom, Rickey handed it to Robinson. He thought of all the times he had handed a pen across his desk to a ballplayer. There were drinkers, dreamers, brave men, and cowards, some with limitless talent and limited desire, others with limited talent and limitless desire. The scene had been repeated many times before; yet the sense that this was a historic moment caused a slight flutter in his heart.

      Robinson signed the agreement. “Mr. Rickey, this seems like a dream come true. But it seems like there will be trouble ahead for you, for me, for baseball, for my people.”

      “Trouble ahead.” Rickey rolled the phrase about as he leaned back in his chair, his hands folded high across his chest. “Trouble ahead. Many years ago, the Rio Grande Railroad used to give tourists in Colorado a thrill. They would put the tourists on a flatcar and haul them up a canyon. Mrs. Rickey and I took that ride years ago, and on the ride the walls were so narrow and so limited our view that all we were able to see was the blue sky up at the very end of the canyon. It was a frightening ride. As we got near the top, Mrs. Rickey remarked to me, ‘Branch, there’s qouble· ahead. I’m afraid we’re going to run right over the top.’

      Rickey sat forward now, struck a match and ignited his half-smoked cigar. “Well, Jackie, the engineers had figured it all out. Just before we reached the top, the road veered off and went through a tunnel, so there was no trouble ahead at all. And that is the way it is with much of the trouble ahead in the world. We simply have to use the courage and common sense God gave us. The important thing is to study and. unaerstand the hazards and build wisely.”

      The yellow pad on Rickey’s desk bore a few words he had jotted down, closing remarks he had prepared in advance. Rickey quickly glanced at them and looked up at Robinson.

      “I want to beg two things of you, Jackie. Give it all you have as a ballplayer. As a man, give continuing loyalty to your race and to the critical cause you are going to symbolize. And above all, do not fight. No matter how vile the abuse, you must ignore it. You are carrying the reputation of a race on your shoulders. Bear it well, and the day will come when every team in baseball will open its doors to Negroes.”

      Rickey thought to himself that punch for punch was by experience, inheritance, and desire Jackie’s natural reaction to attack and insult. He wondered how such self-imposed control would work on this strong-willed young man. There would be a price, he had no doubt.

      As the meeting ended, Rickey pulled open a desk drawer, took out a book, and handed it to Robinson. It was The Life of Christ by Giovanni Papini, an Italian priest. Rickey read often from the book, claiming it instructed him along the corridors of humility. “Jackie, I would like you to read silently from a few passages of Papini’s philosophy just now. I think it will be valuable for you.”

      Settling back in the comfortable leather chair, Robinson turned to the place Rickey indicated and began to read:

      Ye have heard that it hath been said. An eye for eye and a tooth for a tooth: But I say unto you, that ye resist not evil; but whosoever shall smite thee on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. . . . There are three answers which men can make to violence: revenge, flight, turning the other cheek. The first is the barbarous principle of retaliation. . . . Flight is no better than retaliation. . . . The man who takes flight invites pursuit. . . . His weakness becomes the accomplice of the ferocity of others. . . . Turning the other cheek means not receiving the second blow. It means cutting the chain of the inevitable wrongs at the first link. Your adversary is ready for anything but this. . . . Every man has an obscure respect for courage in others, especially if it is moral courage, the rarest and most difficult sort of bravery. . . . It makes the very brute understand that this man is more than a man. . . . To answer blows with blows, evil deeds with evil deeds, is to meet the attacker on his own ground, to proclaim oneself as low as he. . . . Only he who has conquered himself can conquer his enemies.

      Robinson closed the book gently and handed it back to Rickey. “I understand,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two

      Pasadena: The Making of an All-American

    

    
      Jack Roosevelt Robinson was born in Cairo, Georgia, on January 31, 1919, the fifth and last child of Mallie and Jerry Robinson. Mallie’s father had been a slave, and the feel of those times was always close by. Her mind often tarried in the vestibule of bondage. Jerry earned $12 a month for his labors on the Jim Sasser plantation near the Florida border. His wages were barely enough to feed the young family.

      One December day, Jerry came home late after his hogkilling chores were completed. “Just liver, lights, and chitterlings,” Mallie shouted at her husband. “Butchering all day and that’s what they let you bring home. No tenderloin, not even a neckbone?”

      Jerry reminded her that he was forbidden to take home anything but the organs of the hogs.

      “We’re no better off than slaves,” Mallie said furiously. “Things have got to change around here.”

      Mallie and Jerry argued for days. Jerry felt strongly about keeping his place and accepting what the plantation owner allowed. But Mallie was a proud, deeply religious woman who was profoundly influenced by the stories of slavery her father had told her. She prevailed. Jerry would ask to become a half-cropper and split the profits of his labor with the white plantation owner. Sasser was unwilling to lose a strong and capable worker; angry and with reservations, he consented.

      Ironically, the new arrangement doomed the marriage. With each passing month, flushed by the extra money he was making, Jerry spent more and more time away from Mallie and the children. He purchased dress-up clothes and made his way into Cairo, a town of three thousand, where he mingled with the crowd questing after the sporting life. Jerry and Mallie now bickered constantly.

      On July 28, I919, when Jack was six months old and Mallie was thirty, Jerry boarded train #230 with someone else’s wife and ran away to Florida. The family never saw him again. ‘When our father passed away, I was in high school,” says Mack Robinson, Jack’s older brother. “We never saw him. We knew nothing of him. When my mother got a telegram from some relative telling us he had passed, it wasn’t traumatic for us; we had no recognition of him.”

      With Jerry gone, Jim Sasser ,lost no time in getting Mallie and her children off his land. He had always disliked the spirited young woman and quickly found a new family to come in and do the work. And so Mallie and her children—Jack, Willa Mae, Edgar, Frank, and Mack—moved into the home of a family that Mallie had worked for as a domestic before her marriage.

      The 1920s and 1930s were a time of the great Negro exodus west. “If you poor Georgia folks want to get a little closer to heaven,” Mallie heard, “come on out to California.” The Robinsons lived through another blazing Georgia summer, a rainy autumn, and a chilling winter. But with the coming of spring in 1920, they packed their belongings in baskets, boxes, frayed suitcases, and straw bags and filed onto a dirty Jim Crow coach with hundreds of other blacks heading west to California and a new beginning.

      ‘When we first came out,” recalls Willa Mae, Jackie’s older sister, “we all lived together in an apartment with my mother’s sister Mary Lou and Uncle Burton, their kids, and a cousin. With the six of us, there were about thirteen altogether. We were poor, but we made it. My mother worked as a domestic for a lady who had four girls. I dressed well. I would get four dresses at a time.”

      The apartment had no hot water. There was no sink in the kitchen. The family lived on a diet of day-old bread and sweetwater, a liquid substance made from sugar and milk. Mallie’s wages from domestic work and some aid from the welfare department kept the Robinsons going.

      Jack had many moments alone in the evenings with his mother. They would sit in the glow of the flickering light of the oil lantern, and he would look into her face, a young face but one carved and written on by the hard years. She would tell him the old stories about the slaves and their masters. He learned about the time the slaves were given their freedom and how they were afraid to take it, fearing both of freedom and their masters at the same time.

      Mallie was not afraid. By 1923, her domestic wages, hand-me-down clothing from employers, welfare department aid, and some prudent budgeting made her realize that it might be possible to move the family out of their crowded apartment and into a house.

      The house Mallie purchased was at 121 Pepper Street, a modest two-story home in the comfortable but spare northwest section of Pasadena, an all-white neighborhood. Mallie bought the house from a black man. He had acquired it through the efforts of his niece, who looked white.

      Most of the Pepper Street residents reacted to their new neighbors with annoyance, hostility, and open prejudice. There was a plan to circulate a petition to force the blacks out. When the petitioners learned that what they were attempting was illegal, they switched tactics. They tried to raise money to buy the house from Mallie. This too was unsuccessful, for the potential buyers argued among themselves as to who should put up the money. Even if they’d raised the money, Mallie would not have sold. She considered herself lucky to have obtained the house for such a low price and was glad to have a piece of land on which to raise her children.

      With the legal and financial schemes aborted, residents resorted to harassment. There were complaints about Frank. His roller skating on the sidewalks provoked one neighbor to call the police, complaining about the noise he made. Mallie cautioned Frank and the other Robinson children to watch their behavior but not to be ashamed of who they were.

      Each morning, Mallie rose very early and left her sleeping children to go to work for her white employers; She made that family’s breakfast while her own children fended for themselves, many mornings going without breakfast. Many evenings they waited with hope and hunger for the leftovers their mother might manage to bring home. To take care of the family, each child became a surrogate mother or father for the next-youngest child.

      Mallie Robinson was not only a supportive mother for her own children, but “she was motherly to all of us kids in the neighborhood,” recalls Sidney Heard, Jackie’s childhood friend. “We’d come over to the house, and she’d be good to us, share with us what she had. She remembered certain parts of slavery times that had been told to her by her folks. She had no bitterness, though—maybe a little, but not enough to notice. She believed in doing to you like she wanted done to her.”

      “She was something else,” says her son Mack. “She had a way of saying and doing things that brought out the best in all of us.” Without a father and with a mother working most of the time, rambunctiousness characterized the Robinson children’s behavior. At times, Mallie became angry with the rebellious Mack. “I used to tease Mom a little bit,” he says. “She used to tell me I was the worst child she had. Jack was the baby of the family. She was really proud of him.”

      When Willa Mae started kindergarten at the Grover Cleveland School, it posed a problem for the entire family. By this time there was no one left at home to care for Jack. Mallie reasoned that the best arrangement would be for Willa Mae to bring Jack to school with her each day. The school authorities did not approve of this plan at first. “If I stay home and take· care of him, I’ll have to go on relief,” Mallie argued. “It’ll be cheaper for the city if you just let him come and play.” The authorities agreed, and every day for a year Willa Mae brought her younger brother with her and placed him in the schoolyard sandbox under the blue California sky. At the end of her school day, Willa Mae would come out and take him home.

      At first Jack played in the sand and with small toys, but then he began to mingle with other children at recess. “I told my mother to save money by not fixing food for me,” Jackie recalled later. ‘1 was the best athlete there. The others brought me sandwiches and dimes for the movies so they could play on my team. You might say I turned pro at an early age.”

      Sidney Heard and Jackie became friends in the early years of elementary school. Their families had come to Pasadena from Georgia at about the same time. “I began to notice that Jack had something that the rest of us did not have,” recalls Heard. “He was just an average student, but he loved games and sports. And he could do things in games and sports that the other kids could not do. We played dodgeball. One by one kids would be eliminated when they were hit.by the ball. Every time we played, he was left. And the game had to stop because nobody could hit him. That’s when I really began to notice him.

      “As time went on we got into other sports and games, and there was nothing he could not do. When marble time came, he played marbles. We would get up early in the morning and play marbles from eight o’clock to five o’clock. He didn’t even take his lunch. We used to draw a big circle, which we used to call a ‘Boston.’ We would draw a little circle and put the marbles in it and put the agates in. Those were petrified wood almost crystallized and harder than rock. Those were precious marbles—almost like diamonds in those days. We used to put several diamonds, as we called them, in the middle of the circle surrounded by marbles until we cleaned them out and got to the agates. Boy, that dude Jackie, he cleaned us out. He could concentrate. He could concentrate better than any of us.”

      All through the year, there were outdoor games. The weather in California was almost always good. Pepper Street was about a mile from the Rose Bowl Stadium site, and Sid Heard’s father and Jack’s brother Edgar were construction workers at the football stadium. “When it was a half bowl,” Sid remembers, “we would go down through the bowl site area and chase rabbits.” But Jackie yearned to play one day in the football stadium that was just being built.

      “We played games we invented ourselves on the vacant lot on Pepper Street,” continues Heard. “We played ‘Over the Line.’ I do believe that’s what made Jackie a pull hitter. We had six players in the game—three on each side. There were two left fielders and a shortstop that took care of second and third base. The batter on the other team had to hit the ball between second and third, and it had to go over the line—an imaginary line. It couldn’t bounce over the line. It had to be hit over. You had to travel around first and get as many bases as you could before the fielder threw the ball back over the line. That ability of Jack to hit was no mystery to me. I know where he developed that swing. Sometimes we played the game using a rag ball. You had to hit it with tremendous power, with a tremendous amount of power to get it over the line.

      “Playing jacks the regular way was too easy for him. He wouldn’t even use a ball. He used the jacks. He threw them up and caught the jacks before they came down.

      “He was the one who chose sides. I was the other one. He’d always pick the younger kids and play the older ones and then he’d figure out a way to beat us older boys with the younger boys. . . . He was some competitor, and he figured it out so that we all got to play.

      “There were so few blacks in Pasadena at that time that we were just like a family. If you wanted to borrow something, you would borrow it and say later that you borrowed it. We knew where we could go—we knew where people were prejudiced. We knew how far we could go downtown. We used to go down to Brookside Park where the whites were and play their teams for ice cream and cake. We’d beat them. Jack loved that. We used to get an awful lot of ice cream and cake.”

      Pasadena, set in the shadows of blue mountains, with its sweet air and wide boulevards, was a lovely place to live. Yet Jack never felt completely comfortable. As a child he had been taunted with shouts of “nigger, nigger, nigger, nigger.” He remembered a taunt—“Soda cracker’s good to eat, nigger’s only good to beat.”

      Pasadena had many of the same restrictions as the rural South the Robinsons had fled. Blacks were allowed to swim in the municipal pool only on Tuesdays—that was the day the water was changed. They were allowed in the YMCA only one day a week. They could view the Saturday matinees in the movie theaters only from the segregated balcony.

      “If my mother and brother and sister weren’t living in Pasadena,” Jack would observe many years later, after his retirement from baseball, “I would never go back. I’ve always felt like an intruder there—even in school. People in Pasadena were less understanding in some ways than southerners, and they were more openly hostile.”

      It was sports that sustained him, that gave him succor, that provided an outlet for his pent-up fury. The youngest in a family of gifted natural athletes, he was nourished by sports.

      Mack remembers an incident from his youth: “We were raising some horses for a man, and I took a horse by the house one day. My mother came out. She got up there and rode the horse side-saddle. She rode the horse better than I did, and I was astride the horse. She went galloping up the street. I would assume she was about forty years old at the time. But she had native athletic ability.

      “All of us grew up playing together, and each one improved the other. Edgar, the oldest, was a fantastic roller skater on street skates, and a fine softball player and bicycle rider. Frank, next to oldest, was like a father to Jack. He was a sprinter. He was faster than I was in the hundred-yard dash, and I was a tenth of a second off the world record in those days. Willa Mae made first-string on everything girls could play back then—basketball, track, soccer. She was also a top sprinter in her day.

      “Jack got his start in long jumping from me. You think of his speed, but it was his deception on the base paths, his timing, his starting and stopping, his faking abilities—those were the things that made his speed great. He was a combination athlete. He was great in all four major sports. I saw this from the time he was in junior high school.”

      Jackie attended Washington Junior High School. Sidney Heard went to Cleveland Junior High School. The two schools used to meet every year for the championship. “We could never beat them,” Heard recalls. ‘We were always second because of Jackie. He made their teanl’s something else.

      “We tried to get him mad, but we soon found out that the madder you made him, the better he played. We soon stopped getting him mad. . . . He never used any cuss words, he only used to say ‘daggummit this’ and ‘daggummit that.’ . . . He was interested in the games, in winning, not in anything else. He never did start a fight. He could fight, but he would never take advantage of anyone . . . and he would never put himself in a position where he would be hurt.”

      Heard, Jackie, Warren Dorn—later mayor of Pasadena and Los Angeles County supervisor—and other youngsters banded together in a loose confederation known as “The Pepper Street Gang.” They were a bunch of kids eager to compete in anything and ready to take risks.

      “We all looked up to Jackie,” recalls Dorn, “because he could hide in a storm drain, run out on a golf course, and grab a ball and get back faster than the rest of us. That’s how we got our Coke money—and he could get oranges and a bunch of grapes so fast that he never got caught.
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