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For Luke Easter, from a fan
—J.O’C.

For Roberto Clemente
—J.B.
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Jackie Makes History



April 15, 1947



It is opening day at Ebbets Field, the home of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Today they are playing the Boston Braves. The crowd is excited. The crowd is always excited on opening day. But this day is special for another reason.

All along the third-base line fans peer across the bright green diamond. They try to see the new player that the whole country has been talking about.

He is over in the Dodgers’ dugout. He sits by himself. He looks nervous, and his teammates leave him alone.

[image: ][image: ]


[image: ][image: ]


Soon the announcer begins to call out the Dodgers’ names. One by one the players run out onto the field. The stands erupt with a deafening roar. Finally the new player’s name is called. Someone pats him on the back. Then he jogs to first base with a funny pigeon-toed stride that soon will be famous everywhere.

Who is this player? And why is this day so special?

He is Jackie Robinson. He’s twenty-seven years old. And he’s just become the first black man to play major-league baseball in the twentieth century.

Today about a quarter of all major-league ballplayers are black. But in 1947 the world is a very different place. Many hotels will not give rooms to black people. Many restaurants will not serve food to black people. In the South there are separate schools for white children and black children.

Even drinking fountains have signs. They say “For whites only.”

For more than fifty years major-league baseball has been for whites only too. But not anymore. Not with Jackie Robinson in the Dodger lineup.

Black fans have their hopes riding on Jackie. They know it is not easy being the first man to cross the “color line” in baseball.

During the season Jackie is booed by people in the stands. They call him awful names. They tell him to go back to the cotton fields, where he belongs.

On the field it isn’t any better. Pitchers throw bean balls—balls aimed right at Jackie’s head. Runners try to spike him with the sharp cleats on their shoes.

At home he gets hate mail. There are letters that threaten to kill him, beat up his wife, and kidnap their baby son.

The pressure gets to Jackie. After only a few games he falls into a batting slump. He makes an out twenty times before getting a hit.

But Jackie doesn’t quit. It is hard to take the insults without fighting back. It is hard to be “the first.” But he knows one thing. If other black players are to get a chance in the big leagues, he has to keep quiet and keep playing.

Jackie pulls out of his slump and starts showing what he’s got. By the end of the season he is hitting .296. He leads the Dodgers in runs scored and stolen bases. He has belted twelve home runs—the most any Dodger has hit this season.
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With every hit, with every stolen base, with every run scored, Jackie wins more fans. Wherever the Dodgers play, the stands are packed with people who want to see Jackie. There is even a train just for fans going to some Dodgers-Reds games in Cincinnati. It is called the Jackie Robinson Special.

By the middle of the season other teams start signing up black players too. It is the beginning of the end for whites-only baseball.

But it’s the beginning of the end for all-black baseball too.
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For nearly seventy years there have been professional all-black baseball teams. They have never been allowed in the major leagues. But they have had their own leagues. The Negro leagues. Up to now they have given thousands of black players their only chance to play pro baseball. But now all that is changing. As the big stars of black baseball sign up with major-league teams, the Negro leagues grow weaker. Fans stop coming to the games.

Fourteen years after Jackie Robinson’s first game with the Dodgers, the Negro leagues are wiped out. A forgotten chapter in baseball history.
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2

Barnstorming

Pro baseball was born soon after the Civil War. For the first time men started playing baseball for a living. Not just for fun. In those early days there were a few black players on different teams. They were good—just as good as their white teammates. But they always got cut or traded. All because of the color of their skin.

Bud Fowler was the first black man to play pro baseball. People who saw him said he was a great second baseman. But no club would keep him. One season he was on five different teams.

The story goes that it was Bud Fowler who invented shin guards. Before a game he would tape pieces of wood around his lower legs. It was the only way he could protect himself from all the players who tried to spike him.

Bud Fowler once said, “The color of my skin is against me.” And he was right.

By 1899 black players were completely shut out of pro baseball. No team owners would hire them. But that didn’t stop black players—they started up teams of their own.
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The first all-black team was called the Cuban Giants. It was started by a group of waiters at a hotel in Babylon, New York. Nobody on the team was really Cuban. But during games they pretended to speak Spanish. They did this because they thought white fans would come to see Cubans play. Even Cubans with very dark skin. But they were afraid no white fans would ever watch ordinary black Americans play baseball.

Right away the Cuban Giants were a hit with black fans. At last they had a team they could root for. Soon more black teams sprang up. Because the Cuban Giants were so popular, other teams used Giants in their name too. There were the Leland Giants. The Columbia Giants. There was even a team called the Cuban X Giants!

Nearly all the black teams were from big cities. Places like New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh. Sometimes the black teams played games against each other. But they did not belong to a real league that set up games for them. Not like the big all-white teams. Most of the time the black clubs just traveled on a team bus from town to town, looking for a game wherever they could find one. This was called barnstorming.

Barnstorming brought really great baseball to out-of-the-way places. Back then there was no TV. The only way to see a baseball game was to be at a baseball game. And America in those days was really baseball crazy. It was the number one sport. So when a good black team arrived in a small town, it was like a holiday. Factories might shut down early. Schools sometimes closed for half a day. The whole town—blacks and whites—would turn out to see the black team play ball!

Barnstorming meant spending weeks on the road. It was a hard way of life. Especially in the South. Often no hotels or restaurants let in blacks. So the teams had to eat and sleep right on their bus. Sometimes in warm weather they slept by the side of the road. Sometimes they even slept on the bleachers at the ball fields.
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Barnstorming meant playing in all kinds of places. One day a team might play in a real ballpark with stands and a scoreboard. The next day they might play in a schoolyard. Or even a cow pasture! That didn’t bother the black teams. They were pros. And they would play wherever there were paying fans.

Most of all barnstorming meant playing lots and lots of baseball. To make enough money, teams squeezed in two and even three games a day. Sunset was the only thing that stopped them. After all, they couldn’t play in the dark. And once good electric lights came into use, darkness didn’t stop them either! Black teams were the first, in fact, to play night games. They just brought big lights along with them.

Then, after the last inning was over, down came the lights and the tired players would climb back on their bus. It was time to head for the next town and the next game.

Barnstorming was too tough a life for some players. After a season or two they quit baseball.
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But most players stayed on the road for as long as they could. They made pretty good money at a time when
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