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  For Anne-Marie, Kyra, and Daisy—my own unsung heroes. I remain so grateful for your support. With much love and deep appreciation.


  

  


  






  



  
PREFACE





  ON APRIL 16, 1945, A STARTLING SCENE UNFOLDED ON THE FIELD AT Boston’s Fenway Park. It had never happened before. It would be nearly 15 years before it happened again.




  At midmorning on that sunny but brisk early spring day, three Black professional baseball players ran out to take positions on the field. There were no other teammates. It was not a game. The stands were empty, save for a few small groups of white men in suits and hats.




  It was a tryout.




  The three Black men were being given what seemed to be an unprecedented opportunity: to showcase their talents and skills, and hopefully impress the Red Sox enough to make the team’s roster—and break Major League Baseball’s longstanding color barrier.




  The three players proceeded to field balls, run the bases, and take batting practice. Some of the men in suits took notes. Others simply looked on, as if they were observing something at once both familiar and strange. After about 90 minutes, a tall, lanky man in a suit walked to the edge of the stands, signaled that the proceedings were over, thanked the players for their time, and promised that the Red Sox would be in touch.




  The players never heard from the team again.




  Two years later (nearly to the day), in another city, on another field, one of those same three players ran out and took his position at first base. This time, it was a real game. The stands were full. Photographers ringed the infield, flashbulbs popped like fireworks as they recorded the moment. This time, the player hadn’t merely made the team, he was making history. The royal blue “42" on the back of his Brooklyn Dodger uniform that day will never be worn by another major-league player. Such was the impact that Jackie Robinson had on both baseball and the long struggle for civil rights in America.




  The question of why the Boston Red Sox passed on the opportunity to sign Jackie Robinson is one that has dogged the team, and to an extent its city, ever since that long-ago April morning. The short answer is that the team (and more specifically, its then-owner) was simply not willing, in April 1945, to hire a Black ballplayer. Nor, for that matter, at that time, was any other Major League Baseball team. (The Dodgers would, however, sign Robinson a scant six months later; the Red Sox would become the very last major-league team to integrate, in 1959.) Given the stark and simple fact that Jackie Robinson could have conjured the second coming of Babe Ruth that day and still be sent on his way, the more interesting question is why did the Red Sox hold an obviously sham tryout to begin with?




  Because they had to.




  In holding the tryout, Boston’s hand was essentially forced by two remarkable men who today are mere historical footnotes. In 1945, Isadore “Izzy” Muchnick was a Jewish Boston city councilor at a time when Boston politics was still dominated by Irish Catholics. Wendell Smith was a well-respected Black reporter for the Pittsburgh Courier, then one of the nation’s most successful African-American newspapers. No strangers to some of the same bigotry that bedeviled Robinson, the pair became unlikely allies, collaborating to cleverly exploit a legal loophole that left the Red Sox with little choice but to accede to their demands. The tryout they forced may have been a farce, but the larger, longer drama they were part of—and how it ultimately played out—was very real.




  In fact, the long, lurching, unlikely path to Fenway Park that day was, in many ways, far more fascinating than the event itself. For while the result of the Robinson tryout was entirely predictable, the fact that it actually took place was something no one could have foreseen. Today, few know that it happened at all. Even fewer are aware of the long struggle that preceded it, or that it was one that transcended sports.




  Muchnick and Smith were only among the last in a long line of similarly unsung heroes who, for decades, had taken on the same outsized foes in the same, seemingly lopsided struggle. Laced with politics, violence, cunning, and courage, the bitter, relentless battle to break baseball’s color barrier spanned several decades, as well as much of America.




  It was fought first on fields that, while green, saw only Black players between the white lines. The famed and fabled Negro Leagues were formed in direct response to Major League Baseball’s color barrier. Negro League stars like Satchel Paige, Josh Gibson, and Cool Papa Bell knew their talents equaled—or exceeded—many of their major-league counterparts. Yet, neither the higher pay and broader fame they never received, nor the endless, exhausting road trips on rickety buses ever diminished these player’s passionate calls for equality, or dimmed their more personal, poignant longing to play as truly free men on baseball’s biggest stage.




  Sometimes wielding pens instead of bats, the battle also enlisted the critical help of Black (and many white) journalists and Black newspapers nationwide to press for change. For decades before it finally fell, African-American papers like the Courier and the Chicago Defender tirelessly pressed the case for abolishing baseball’s color barrier. The African-American press was not alone. In New York, the Communist Daily Worker hired its first-ever sports editor in the 1930s, and Lester Rodney—white and Jewish—became one of the most outspoken and effective journalists to battle baseball’s color ban.




  Some of the battle’s foot soldiers were indeed uniformed, but not in khaki, or blue. Black Pullman porters who worked America’s passenger trains became an ingenious if invisible distribution system for those same Black newspapers, newspapers that otherwise would never have had such national reach, and without which countless Black communities along their routes would not have been as fully informed and engaged on the issue of integration.




  And some of those who fought the long fight against baseball’s segregation did wear real military uniforms. They carried real guns, faced real bullets, and many died young in bloody deaths on real battlefields. Unable to enjoy at home the very freedoms for which they were prepared to sacrifice their lives overseas, they were nonetheless determined, by that very act of patriotism, to achieve the “double victory” of freedom over both Adolf Hitler and Jim Crow.




  The sham tryout at Fenway Park took place less than a month before the end of the War in Europe. By itself, it didn’t break the color barrier. But it did help set the final stage for that to happen shortly thereafter.




  Branch Rickey and the Brooklyn Dodgers deserve great and lasting credit for signing Jackie Robinson, and for being first to fix an unforgiveable wrong. But that credit was never theirs alone. And the path that Robinson himself first trod out onto Ebbets Field had been prepared by earlier trailblazers, none of whom were famous or photographed or applauded on that landmark day. Some 75 years later, their names are largely lost to history. But the battle to break baseball’s color barrier was won by them as much as Rickey or Robinson. And it began long before Brooklyn.







  



  
PROLOGUE: A MOST UNLIKELY MEETING





  AS HE TURNED RIGHT OFF OF BOSTON’S BUSY COMMONWEALTH AVENUE, past the main buildings of Boston University, and proceeded to shuffle down Babcock Street, not a single passerby would have guessed where the short, slightly stooped pedestrian with an armload of papers was headed. After all, it was 1938, and what possible business would a Black man have with the white, well-known owner of a Major League Baseball team?




  But the bespectacled young man was, in fact, headed to Braves Field, and the executive offices of the newly renamed Boston Bees.* There, he was to meet with the team’s president and part-owner, Bob Quinn.




  It’s hard to imagine a meeting of more striking contrasts. The two participants themselves were as different as night and day, their backgrounds of entirely other worlds. One man’s father had been an immigrant from Ireland. The other’s had been born into slavery. Having never met, they shared little more than the air they breathed. But there was baseball. And barriers, and grievances. And on this day, a rare and extraordinary opportunity. And Mabray Kountze was determined to take advantage of it.




  Physically, even at 28, he was the very opposite of imposing. Slight (just over 5'5"), with wiry hair, an upturned nose, and big, expressive eyes that stared from behind strong glasses, he looked soft-spoken and bookish. Which he was. Words were the way he would distinguish himself. He loved sports, but unlike his brothers, he was not athletic. He’d been frail, even sickly as a child. And shy. None of which was helped by the fact that he’d been saddled with a full name—Mabray Kountze—that defied easy pronunciation (“MAY-bree COUNTS”) at either end. Later in life he acquired the nickname “Doc,” which spoke to his local stature as a dependable authority on a little bit of just about everything, and it made “Mabray” (shortened by family to “Mabe”) a bit less of a hindrance.
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  Mabray “Doc” Kountze at home, West Medford, Massachusetts, c. 1970




  KOUNTZE FAMILY COLLECTION/MEDFORD TRANSCRIPT




  “He was very quiet and unassuming,” says Shirley Kountze of the man she knew as “Uncle Mabe.” But the diminutive gentleman seemed to command an outsized level of respect. “He was really something of a ‘guru,’ people would say. He was very wise, and he made you feel good, good to be around.”




  In terms of physical stature, James Aloysius Quinn wasn’t a big man, either. But with broad shoulders, red hair, and a ruddy complexion, he looked every inch the rugged, solid Irishman that his father, a stonecutter, had been. His mom was an Ohio native, which is where Quinn grew up, and where as a young man he began calling himself “Bobby.” By that time, he had discovered baseball. In 1884, at 14, he was playing on an Irish team in Columbus called the Shamrocks. Alas, no particular good luck seems to have rubbed off on his career as a ballplayer. A sturdy catcher, he was known for being better at handling the ball than hitting it. But the bond with baseball was permanent, and Quinn made a lifelong professional attachment with the game in a variety of front-office roles. He was general manager for several major-league teams, including the St. Louis Browns, the Brooklyn Dodgers, and the Boston Braves. In 1923, he headed a group that bought the Boston Red Sox, succeeding previous owner Harry Frazee’s infamous reign of ruin.*




  Making the meeting at Braves Field that day all the more unlikely was the fact that Mabray Kountze was decidedly a homebody, and not much of a traveler. Even the 45 minute or so bus ride from his home just outside of Boston proper, to Kenmore Square in the city’s Back Bay section, was not a common jaunt for Kountze. In the early 1900s, his father, Hillard Kountze, had moved his large family from Boston to working-class West Medford, seven miles north of the city. There, in addition to his other jobs, the “Chief,” as the elder Kountze was known, opened up a small real estate business in a small building behind his house, becoming the only Black real estate broker in the wider Medford community. By drawing new Black residents to a safe, thriving community of color, the elder Kountze helped make West Medford the uniquely integrated neighborhood it continues to be today.




  For his son, Mabray, this would be home, and essentially the larger world for his entire life. Never married, he worked at the West Medford post office. At the same time, he was a tireless researcher, with an unquenchable thirst for acquiring knowledge. Through sheer diligence and a lifelong passion for writing and history, he retired early and carved out a role as a contributing journalist for a variety of African-American press outlets. When he was older, he lived first at a nephew’s home, then at his sister, Vivien’s, all in West Medford. And yet, for a homebody, he seemed very much a man of the world. In a sense, as a voracious reader and a ham radio operator, he actually was. It was a defining irony—at once a familiar, beloved if peculiar fixture of his small, insular neighborhood, but perceived as someone who somehow transcended it, possessed of a wisdom that ranged far beyond it.
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  Aerial view of Braves Field, Boston, 1933




  COURTESY LESLIE JONES COLLECTION/BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY




  “Doc was eccentric, but we all knew he knew everything,” says Terry Carter matter-of-factly. Carter, a writer and poet who’s head of elder services today at the West Medford Community Center, was a kid in the 1960s, and remembers Kountze riding his bike around the neighborhood. “It had a basket on it and the basket was always full of papers,” laughs Carter.




  “Doc would have been a great teacher—he wanted people to grow themselves,” says Adele Travisano, an artist and longtime West Medford friend. “He was constantly interested in learning new things, constantly.”




  Little seemed to escape Kountze’s keen and boundless curiosity. He was especially drawn to history and sports, mostly in the context of the long, painful struggle that was the Black experience in America. And he wrote about it ceaselessly. He wrote books, he wrote essays and articles, and he wrote letters—endlessly, to everyone: family, friends, foes, editorial pages, and anyone or any entity that Kountze felt would benefit from what he might share.




  “Oh, the letters,” exhales Travisano with a breath of bemused wonderment. “He really was just an incredible letter writer.”




  “He wrote to everyone,” says Ione Vargus, former dean of Temple University’s School of Social Administration, and a niece of Kountze. “He wrote to the Pope, he wrote to world leaders.”




  And he wrote to the team offices of the Boston Braves.




  “The visit was to talk over the previous contact with club secretary Edward Cunningham,” Kountze recounted later in his book, 50 Sports Years Along Memory Lane. “It was relative to bringing Colored baseball clubs to Braves Field.”




  The letter to Cunningham led to the meeting with Quinn. Clearly, Kountze was able to persuade. And persist.




  “He was keenly aware that he was a Black man in America,” says Carter. “He knew that because of his intelligence he would have access to certain things. But because of his skin, there is certain access he wouldn’t have.”




  On this special day, he had access. And he used it.




  There is no verbatim transcript of the meeting between Kountze and Quinn on that day at Braves Field in 1938. But, from Kountze’s own writing years later, we get a good sense of what was discussed, and what his impressions were. The meeting’s specific agenda item centered on a request that the Braves allow their ballpark to be used by more Black baseball teams. By the 1930s, it had become commonplace for many Negro League and other Black teams to occasionally play games in major-league ballparks when that city’s team was on the road. There was nothing magnanimous (much less free) in the arrangement; the otherwise empty ballparks represented an easy source of extra revenue for the major-league clubs. (And for the booking agents.) So Bob Quinn would not have been entirely disinterested in the discussion, if only from a purely financial perspective.




  Kountze had been asked (also by letter) to seek the meeting to begin with by Burlin White, a Black baseball player and catcher of some renown at that time. Kountze had interviewed White previously for a newspaper piece, and had struck up a correspondence.




  “The letter requested me to visit President Bob Quinn, Sr., of the National League Boston Braves . . . relative to bringing Colored baseball clubs to Braves Field and which business-like Burlin White had agreed to promote.”




  For his part, in meeting Quinn, Mabray Kountze relished the opportunity to reach for his papers, and pull out pages and pages of notes and clippings, referencing both local and national teams that could be booked immediately to play at Braves Field. He pointedly underscored some of the star Black ballplayers on those teams—players like Burlin White—who were already well known even to white baseball fans, and who by themselves would be legitimate and significant draws at the ticket gate. He emphasized that some of these Black ballplayers had special appeal as local sports celebrities in Boston and across the New England region. Their legions of fans proved it: fans that paid good money and filled up seats. And as Quinn well knew, huge major-league ballparks like Municipal Stadium in Cleveland and Yankee Stadium in New York were already hosting (and making money from) Black baseball games when the major-league Indians and Yankees were on the road. So it wasn’t a foreign, first-time subject for Quinn. And it’s not hard to imagine Quinn listening with genuine attention and interest, gazing down at the stadium below him, imagining just how many of those empty seats might be filled with essentially “found” money. Kountze also knew that the Braves might be doubly intrigued; the National League team was not doing well financially in what its own executives referred to as “an American League city.”




  But Kountze had other things on his mind as he sat in that executive suite above the field. Unlike Quinn, he didn’t stand to make a dime on anything they were discussing. Besides, his real interest lay with a much wider question than the momentary, narrow one of how many Black ballgames could fit on the schedule of the Boston Braves or any other all-white team. The long game was much bigger. It wasn’t about Blacks merely playing at Braves Field when the team was away. It was about playing at Braves Field when the team was home. It was about Blacks playing on the Braves, and every other major-league team. It was about undoing what had been done more than 50 years earlier and which kept them from doing just that.




  “I was only one of a legion of black sportswriters throughout the nation voluntarily united to attack the color ban,” wrote Kountze. “These thoughts were in my mind,” he recalled, after having been “cordially received” by Quinn.




  It’s easy to imagine that, at some point in the discussion, Mabray Kountze paused and sat back for a moment. He may have smiled wanly as he rearranged the papers on his lap, clearing his throat and glancing out the window for a moment before bringing his gaze back to Quinn. Kountze knew that Quinn, even for 1938, was no kneejerk segregationist. He’d had professional contact with Negro League owners. And now he’d invited a Black man to meet in his office to discuss some serious issues of substance and sensitivity. (Something his American League counterparts down the street at Fenway Park had declined to do.) In 1938, that was not nothing. But the two men had entirely different experiences and perspectives. And agendas. No amount of cordiality could overcome that.




  Kountze, with his expansive sense of historical context, wanted to make sure that Quinn understood that simply having Blacks play baseball at his Braves Field when the team was not home was, in and of itself, not such a big deal. It was already happening elsewhere. What Kountze wanted to underscore was something less well known: that even the bigger, more momentous goal of playing integrated Major League Baseball had also already happened. Some 50 years earlier. For Kountze, and his compatriots, the goal ahead was to re-integrate baseball.




  “As a learned, lifelong man of baseball,” Kountze gently prodded Quinn, “surely you are familiar with Moses Fleetwood Walker. . . .”




  Footnotes


  

  * In advance of the 1936 season, the National League Boston Braves changed their name to the “Bees.” (And their field to the “Bee Hive.”) Although the “Bees” were back to being the “Braves” in 1940, they still stung the city when they skipped town and moved to Milwaukee in 1953. They remain the Braves today (in Atlanta).




  * Frazee, a Broadway producer, is most remembered for selling off his team’s best players, including a budding star named Babe Ruth, sent to the Yankees in 1919.


  











  

  ONE




  The American Pastime Takes Root (and Even Looks Like America for a While)






   Baseball was the earliest, most organized black sport in America. It was black baseball . . . that finally toppled the color barrier.




  —MABRAY “DOC” KOUNTZE







  WHEN IT COMES TO THE PAST AND THE ORIGINS OF AMERICA’S NATIONAL pastime, the public has always faced a bit of a curveball. (Perhaps “doctored pitch” is more apt.)




  What’s most remarkable about baseball’s birth story is how remarkably made-up it is.




  Almost nothing is factual about the game’s creation story—including its supposed creator and its alleged place of birth—other than the fact that Abner Doubleday was a real person, and Cooperstown is a real place. That’s pretty much it. Call it baseball’s own “birther” issue. (Although this was a lie to cover for an invented truth, rather than a lie intended to impugn something that was actually true.) It’s worth looking at because it makes clear that, from the beginning, those in positions of power in professional baseball have often lacked the courage to face inconvenient truths, from where and when the game was invented, to who gets to play it and, more to the point, who doesn’t.


 


[image: chpt_fig_001]





  Maj. Gen. Abner Doubleday




  LIBRARY OF CONGRESS/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS




  Baseball’s Hall of Fame opened in Cooperstown, New York, on June 12, 1939. The date was chosen in order to mark what was said to be the sport’s centennial: the date that the game’s “founder,” Abner Doubleday (who did not grow up in Cooperstown), laid out the very first baseball diamond, right there in a Cooperstown cow pasture. (It’s a wonder there’s no record of the cows’ reaction; why limit the fiction to humans?)




  The first problem with the Hall’s hagiography is that in 1839, Abner Doubleday was 145 miles from Cooperstown. He was enrolled at West Point, having been appointed to the military academy a year earlier. (He had been a student of the Cooperstown Classical and Military Academy.) He did go on, no question, to have a military career of genuine distinction. He saw combat in both the Mexican War and the American Civil War, by which time he had become a general. Ironically, there was never any need to pad Doubleday’s resume, or claim achievements that weren’t his. He had plenty. But then, it wasn’t Doubleday that did the padding. Nor did he live to know about it.




  In 1861, under Doubleday’s orders, the first shot of the Civil War was fired in defense of Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Carolina. Two years later, he led an infantry division during the first hours of the Battle of Gettysburg. Assigned to duties in the defense of Washington, Doubleday became friendly with President Abraham Lincoln, and later accompanied him on his trip to give the Gettysburg Address. He remained in the military after the war and was posted to San Francisco. An engineer by training, he received a patent for what became the city’s famous cable cars. He dropped his involvement with the project when he was reassigned to Fort McKavett, Texas, in 1871. There, he took command of the 24th US Infantry—an all African-American regiment. After leaving the military, Doubleday moved back to New York where he wrote, and practiced law. He died of heart disease in 1893. His obituary made no mention of baseball, which shouldn’t surprise, since Doubleday had essentially nothing to do with the sport (and never claimed to), much less invented it.




  The connection was forged posthumously. The Doubleday story stems from the work of a commission formed in 1905 by sporting goods magnate Albert Spalding, in order to definitively determine baseball’s origins. Spalding’s preferred narrative was evident from the outset, and his ultimate “conclusion” (made clear before any actual investigating began) was that the sport’s roots were American, not foreign. To that end, the Doubleday story, though sheer myth, was settled on, and the rest, as they say, is heresy. (Especially in Cooperstown.) The actual history? Baseball unquestionably has roots in England, in the games of both cricket and “rounders.” Baseball’s fundamental rules, however, were first laid out in America—and for-real in New York—by Alexander Cartwright, in the 1840s.




  Regardless of how the sport of baseball in America began, what’s both remarkable and true is how far back it goes (considerably further than 1839),* and how fast it caught on. Documents refer to “Base Ball” being played in 1823 on Saturdays in the area of what is today New York City’s Greenwich Village. (At the time, Abner Doubleday would have been four years old.) The first organized baseball club to play under the original rules set out by Alexander Cartwright was the amateur New York Knickerbockers, formed in 1845 as a social club. (New Yorker Cart-wright was a founding member.) The first competitive game between two baseball clubs took place in 1846 in New Jersey at Hoboken’s Elysian Fields. (Although the Knickerbockers lost 23–1 to another New York club, they did ultimately make some tweaks to the rules of play, one of which has made baserunners grateful ever since.†) In 1857, 16 New York area baseball clubs formed the National Association of Base Ball Players (NABBP). Although the NABBP was formed as an amateur organization, compensation for players was allowed in 1869, at which point over 400 teams were competing nationally, from the Northeast and Atlantic seaboard, to the Deep South, and west to California. By 1871, the NABBP had spun off the breakaway National Association of Professional Base Ball Players and, in fits and starts, a major league of two rival “associations” (the forerunners of today’s National and American Leagues) had begun to emerge. Thus, its murkier origin stories aside, only six years after the end of the American Civil War, baseball had established itself as a thriving professional sport in America, and was well on its way to truly becoming the “national pastime.”




  And, for a time, early on, America’s national pastime actually looked somewhat like America. For a brief period, professional baseball was not all white.




  “To a black player just starting out, these pioneer leagues of organized baseball were the minor and major leagues of that time,” writes “Doc” Kountze. “It was played by both armies during the Civil War, and may have been played then by both freemen and slaves.”




  BORN IN FORT PLAINS, NEW YORK, IN 1858, JOHN W. JACKSON’S FAMILY moved to Cooperstown when he was a child. The son of a freeman who became a barber, Jackson was playing baseball by the time he was 10. By the time he was 20 his professional name had become “Bud” Fowler. “Bud,” apparently, was an all-purpose name he bestowed on others. There’s no clear explanation for the change of last name. Some researchers, like Brian McKenna of the Society of American Baseball Research (SABR) have speculated that he did it to avoid trouble with his parents, who likely looked with disfavor on their son’s chosen profession. After all, he could have followed his father into barbering, a thoroughly respected middle-class job at the time, particularly in the African-American community. Instead, Fowler chose to be a community of one. On a field of nine.




  He was a versatile baseball player, to be sure. Known primarily as a second baseman, he played every position at one time or another. In 1878, he was pitching for an amateur team in Chelsea, Massachusetts, an industrial city less than five miles from Boston. On the state’s North Shore, the Lynn Live Oaks, which played in the then-International Association, were in need of a replacement pitcher. Fowler answered the call. On May 17, he suited up, took the mound, and made history—becoming the first African American to play in a professional baseball game. Only 15 years after slavery had been abolished—and nearly 70 years before Jackie Robinson—professional baseball in America was integrated.




  While Fowler generally stood alone on the professional teams he would play for, he was not alone as a Black man playing pro baseball, as the game’s various organized leagues expanded and multiplied, spreading all across America. By the late 19th century, the game was taking root everywhere, with baseball diamonds sprouting like kudzu in every corner of the country, from fresh-mown prairie fields in the shadow of purple mountains, to rubble-cleared city lots in the shadow of gray tenements. No part of the nation was untouched by baseball, each region proving fertile ground for the new game, including areas like New England, where the actual ground seemed inhospitable even for farming, never mind sport.




  Tucked in the very northeast corner of America, the six states of New England would seem to be more suited to football and hockey than baseball. For farmers, the growing season is short and as unforgiving as the soil itself. Many of the farm fields that exist today are still ringed by low, stone walls. The stones for those walls came from the fields they surround, having been dug up hundreds of years earlier so that the region’s earliest farmers could till the stubborn ground to begin with. By Thanksgiving, New England’s north country can be covered with snow. Even as late as April, ball fields as far south as Rhode Island and Connecticut can still be hard, brown, and brittle, the promise of green grass and warm sun still more than a month away. (A wry Vermonter once summed up his state’s calendar year thusly: “Eight months of winter, and four months of pretty poor sledding.”) In short, it is far more challenging to play and excel at baseball in New England than it is in Florida or Southern California, where ball fields are accessible, green, and snow-free year-round. Given the dramatically shorter “growing season” for good players, it’s a wonder that any native New Englanders make it to the major leagues at all. But they do. Always have.* Beginning with Frank Grant.




  “Frank Grant appears to have been the first great black ball player to come out of New England, and perhaps the entire Eastern Seaboard,” wrote Kountze. “Grant was known as the ‘Black Dunlap,’ thus comparing him to Fred Dunlap, one of the greatest second basemen in Major League history.”




  He was born in 1865, just four months after the Civil War ended. Growing up in western Massachusetts in the Berkshire Hills town of Pittsfield, Grant seems to have impressed as a ballplayer from the time he first picked up a bat and ball. By 17, he was playing for the Greylocks, a semipro team in neighboring Williamstown. (Mount Greylock, rising 3,489 feet above the nearby town of Adams, is the highest point in Massachusetts.) He certainly left a lasting impression on one contemporary Black player, Sol White, who was himself a notable figure in the African-American experience with early baseball.*




  “In those days, Frank Grant was the baseball marvel,” wrote White. “His playing was a revelation to his fellow teammates, as well as the spectators. In hitting, he ranked with the best, and his fielding bordered on the impossible. Grant was a born ballplayer.”




  By the age of 20, Grant was playing on his first professional team, the Eastern League’s club in Meriden, Connecticut. Although the Meriden club eventually folded for financial reasons, Grant had established himself as a genuinely talented second baseman. A year later, in 1887, playing for Buffalo, he was among the best hitters in the league. In an exhibition game against Pittsburgh, the New York Times described Grant’s play as “brilliant.” While the March 14, 1888, edition of Sporting Life described Grant as “the colored lad,” it also raved about his stellar play at second base. At bat, Grant hit .340, the third highest average in the league. And he wasn’t alone.




  In the East, during this time period, several Black ballplayers were establishing themselves as legitimate standouts on otherwise all-white professional clubs. In addition to Frank Grant, Bud Fowler was playing for Binghamton in New York. A pitcher, George Stovey (“a fabulous southpaw,” according to Kountze) reached the highest level of the then-minor leagues in 1886 at age 20. Pitching in New Jersey, he won 50 games over the course of two seasons, and struck out more than 300 batters. Famed writer and historian Robert Peterson† later called Stovey “the first great Negro pitcher.”




  Needless to say, that kind of pitching dominance would attract attention. And it did. Several major-league teams scouted the tall, thin, light-skinned Stovey. None signed him. But in the late 19th century, and the period of baseball’s national boom, one Black ballplayer did, however briefly, crack the pearly white major-league gates.




  “Moses Fleetwood Walker was no ordinary man, and in the 1880s he was no ordinary baseball player.” Thus wrote David W. Zang, biographer and author of Fleet Walker’s Divided Heart: The Life of Baseball’s First Black Major Leaguer. It’s intriguing to speculate on the influence Walker’s birthplace may have had on the path of his early life. Located in the eastern part of the state, Mount Pleasant, Ohio, was a well-known stop on the Underground Railroad, the secret network of routes, transports, and safe houses that, prior to the Emancipation Proclamation, spirited escaped slaves to free states and Canada in the early to mid-1800s. But Mount Pleasant’s reputation for tolerance goes back even further. The Philanthropist, a Quaker-connected publication, and the first American newspaper to call for the abolition of slavery, began publishing in Mount Pleasant in 1817. Walker’s parents were both of mixed-race. His father, who was also an Episcopal minister, was one of the first Black physicians in Ohio. Nicknamed “Fleet” from early youth, Walker was the third son of a large family of six or seven children. (Accounts vary.) He began playing baseball as a boy in Steubenville, Ohio. At 20, he was enrolled in a preparatory program at Oberlin College, and was playing catcher and batting leadoff for its baseball team. In 1881, Oberlin fielded its first intercollegiate baseball team, and it featured two Walkers: Fleet, and his younger brother Weldy. It was an auspicious debut in many ways. The Walker brothers impressed onlookers repeatedly over the season, and ultimately both would go on to play pioneering roles in professional baseball.




  The University of Michigan was impressed enough with Fleet Walker to invite him to transfer there for the upcoming academic year and the 1882 baseball season. But first, there was the summer of 1881. Call it a summer job. Walker was hired as a catcher for a semipro baseball team representing the White Sewing Machine Company out of Cleveland, Ohio. On August 21 that summer, the club was in Louisville, Kentucky, set to play a strong local team, the Eclipse. (The following year,


 


[image: chpt_fig_002]





  Moses Fleetwood Walker with the Toledo Blue Stockings, 1884
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  The Oberlin College baseball team in 1881: Moses Fleetwood Walker is in the second row, far left (#6); his younger brother, Weldy, is standing, third from left (#10). COURTESY OBERLIN COLLEGE ARCHIVES




  the Louisville team would enter the brand-new major-league American Association as a charter member.) Before the game began, several Louisville players objected to the fact that their opponent was set to field a “negro” player. There was nothing against the rules in having an integrated team, and a forfeit, if it came to that, would have been Louisville’s. Just the same, in what likely felt to Walker like a weak and humiliating gesture, his team agreed not to play him. An injury, however, to Cleveland’s replacement catcher forced them to reconsider. Walker came out to warm up, and prepared to finally enter the game. Apparently even extenuating circumstances wouldn’t mollify Louisville. After several players walked off the field in protest of Walker sharing it with them, Cleveland had Walker leave the field, too, and tapped its third baseman to take over as catcher. Lacking in both offense and backbone, they lost the game. Also lost, presumably, was whatever innocence Walker had held onto from home; he wasn’t in Mount Pleasant anymore.




  At Michigan in 1882, Walker flourished athletically, academically, and personally. The Ann Arbor baseball team went 10-3, he began studying law, and he married his sweetheart, Bella Taylor. The sting of the previous summer’s experience in Louisville aside, the pull of professional baseball continued to be strong and incessant. By the spring of 1883, Walker had been signed by Toledo of the professional Northwestern League. Before he’d played an inning, however, or absorbed his first violent slide into home plate, he collided instead with more bigotry. This time, in his home state.






   A motion was made by a representative from Peoria that no colored player be allowed in the league.




  —FROM THE NOTES OF THE NORTHWESTERN LEAGUE’S EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE, MEETING AT THE BOODY HOUSE HOTEL IN TOLEDO, OHIO, MARCH 14, 1883







  The notes from that preseason meeting also indicate that the Peoria motion “was fought bitterly and finally laid on the table.”




  At any rate, Walker opened the 1883 season on Toledo’s official roster. Good thing.




  The Toledo Blue Stockings, with Walker catching, won its first game, then went on to win the Northwestern League pennant. Walker was also winning over cynics and skeptics with his play. The Toledo Daily Blade wrote on August 11, 1883, “Walker has played in more games and has been of greater value behind the bat than any other catcher in the league.” (The Sporting Life, ever a stickler for detail, referred to Walker in 1883 as “Toledo’s colored catcher,” though it did add that he was “Looming up as a great man behind the bat.”)




  Spring-boarded by its rousing success, Toledo moved up, shifted leagues, and entered the 1884 season as part of the vaunted 10-team American Association. Fleet Walker was still a Blue Stocking, and proudly took the field for Toledo on May 1, 1884.




  In an irony as striking as the day itself, it was an away game—in Louisville, against the the Eclipse. Walker, understandably, may have been feeling more than a few nerves. He was making a reappearance in the same city in which he had been shunned and forced to leave the field just three summers earlier. He had a lousy game, and Toledo lost 5–1. The box score would show that Walker went hitless in all three at-bats, in addition to committing four errors. The box score made no mention, however, of the history that was recorded that day: Moses Fleetwood Walker had just become the first Black baseball player in the major leagues. His name, as it turns out, was eerily prophetic. For him, and others, the breakthrough would indeed be fleeting.




  Footnotes


  

  * In 2004, researchers in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, released a document showing that a 1791 bylaw there prohibited the playing of baseball within 80 yards of the town’s new meeting house.




  † Prior to the updated “Knickerbocker Rules,” a fielder could record an out by throwing the baseball at a runner. Thankfully, the ball was a bit softer in this era.




  * Carlton Fisk, Tony Conigliaro, “Happy” Jack Chesbro, and the legendary Connie Mack come quickest to mind. Though, for memorable names alone, mention should be made of Snooks Dowd, Shanty Hogan, Adonis Terry, and, sweetest ’n’ dicey of all, Candy LaChance.




  * King Solomon (“Sol”) White (1868–1955) was a professional African-American baseball player and manager from the 1880s through the turn of the century. After playing, he became a baseball executive for a variety of teams, and a sportswriter. He is the author of History of Colored Baseball, published in 1907, and was an influence in the creation of the Negro Leagues. In 2006, he was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame.




  † Peterson led a pioneering study of baseball history that was central to raising awareness and recognition of the vanished Negro Leagues. His 1970 groundbreaking book, Only the Ball Was White, was named by Sports Illustrated as one of the 20th century’s best sports books.







  

  TWO




  The White Lines Become a Wall






   Stovey was by no means the first black player to show up on a white team, although there were never many at one time, and the Negro player usually stood out in splendid isolation as the only African-American on the field.




  —LAWRENCE D. HOGAN, SHADES OF GLORY







  IT WAS A STARKLY SMALL FRATERNITY. YET TWO OF THE BEST BLACK players during baseball’s professional rise in the late 1800s found themselves on the same team. Pitcher George Stovey and catcher Moses Fleetwood Walker both began the 1887 season with Newark, of the International League. It was an auspicious start. Stovey won his first 10 decisions of the season; Walker had cemented his reputation as one of the best catchers in the league. When Walker caught Stovey, there was the rare sighting of not one, but two Black players on the same field—battery mates, no less—in an otherwise almost entirely white ballgame, white ballpark, and white league. And as Walker and Stovey were about to find out, playing on a mostly white team even in a northern city in the late 1800s could be illusory. Despite their official presence on the roster, there was no guarantee of real acceptance, and no real refuge from the lack of it. But then, by 1887, Walker should have been used to it: the slights, the scars, both inside and out. It was there from the beginning. On September 5, 1884, in advance of a road trip to Richmond, Virginia, the below letter was received by Walker’s manager, Toledo’s Charlie Morton:






   Manager Toledo Base Ball Club:




  Dear Sir: We the undersigned, do hereby warn you not to put up Walker, the Negro catcher, the evenings that you play in Richmond, as we could mention the names of 75 determined men who have sworn to mob Walker if he comes to the ground in a suit. We hope you will listen to our words of warning, so that there will be no trouble: but if you do not, there certainly will be. We only write this to prevent much blood shed, as you alone can prevent.







  As it happened, Walker was injured and was ultimately released by Toledo prior to the Richmond trip. Beset by injuries for much of the historic season, he played in only six games over most of the summer. Just four months earlier, on May 1, 1884, Walker had been the first African American to play in a major-league game. Officially released on September 22, he would never play in another one.




  Not that there weren’t pockets of tolerance, and places where professional Black ballplayers on white teams felt more accepted and welcomed for simply doing what they, like their teammates, were there to do—play baseball. New Castle, Pennsylvania, was one such place. Located about 50 miles north of Pittsburgh, the town was home to a semipro team, the Neshannocks. In the summer of 1882, Fleet Walker was hired to catch for the “Nocks,” as they were known locally. On his arrival, local press reports described him as “one of the best catchers in the country,” and “a gentleman in every sense of the word, both on the field and off.” Walker’s biographer, David Zang, described the New Castle–area newspapers as being unique in that, “unlike those in every other city where Walker played professionally, they never made reference to Fleet Walker’s color.” (Nor, presumably, to any of the other players’ colors.)




  For professional Black ballplayers in most other places not named New Castle, references to their color were made routinely, and often obscenely. But name-calling was the least of it. Physical injury stung a bit more.




  As a second baseman, Bud Fowler was often in a dangerous position anyway, as runners bore down to the bag and slid, spikes high, in an attempt to beat a throw or break up a double play. But as any infielder


 


[image: chpt_fig_004]





  Bud Fowler (second row, far right) in 1894 with the Findlay, Ohio, unaffiliated minor league team (Grant “Home Run” Johnson, is second row, far left)
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  knows, there are “clean” slides and “dirty” slides—slides that are intended to merely avoid a tag, or slides that are intended to “take out” the tagger. For Fowler, it was invariably the latter. Both he and fellow infielder Frank Grant adapted to baserunners bent on malice by fashioning wooden slats, which they wore under their socks to protect themselves. For catchers, it can be even rougher. A baserunner barreling full-speed around third base and attempting to score at home plate represents a potentially dangerous threat, especially if the catcher is trying to prevent a run by blocking the plate. Even in modern-day baseball, violent collisions at home plate aren’t uncommon. Nor did 19th-century catchers wear the extensive protective gear of today. Fleet Walker often faced runners less intent on scoring a run, and more intent on driving him out of the game. Over time, they nearly succeeded.




  “When the 1884 season ended,” wrote Doc Kountze, “Walker was so cracked up, including broken ribs, that Toledo had to release him for his own good.”




  Looking back, what’s more striking is not that a small number of Black players made their way into early professional and major-league baseball, but that those who made it often chose to stay with it over multiple seasons, and for some, for as long as they could. Even while, as Lawrence Hogan writes in Shades of Glory, “Events were making life for black players in white baseball more tenuous.”




  The “integration” of early professional baseball, such as it was, was a fact. But only barely. From the outset, even in small numbers, it was a brittle and uneasy stasis, frequently jolted by bursts of the raw bigotry that ran just underneath it all, like the shallow roots of the grass that covered the ball fields. Sometimes it seeped, sometimes it spat. But it was always there.




  Why would it have been otherwise? Baseball, after all, was not something separate from the larger society and culture in which it was played. It was a part of it. It reflected it. It represented it. And it cannot be overstated that the rapid, national growth of professional and major-league baseball took place only a decade or so removed from the end of the Civil War, and slavery. States and cities that had been Confederate strongholds (and had fought to hold onto their slaves) had only recently had their first exposure to baseball.* There is a frequent narrative regarding baseball’s early history, that the growth of the sport at this particular time made it something of a balm for a recently fractured nation, that baseball itself became a building block of new unity during the period of Reconstruction.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE UNSUNG HEROES WHO

HELPED BREAK BASEBALL’S COLOR BARRIER






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





