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For the incomparable Katharine

Who somehow suffers writers.

Or anyway one writer,
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FOREWORD

“Adventure . . . All adventure”

IN 1903, WHEN BRANCH RICKEY WAS STARRING AS A catcher for the Ohio Wesleyan baseball team and coaching the squad though still a student, an incident erupted in South Bend, Indiana, that would change his life and, in time, change the country. The manager of the Oliver Hotel on West Washington Street said that Charles Thomas, Rickey’s black catcher who doubled as a first baseman, would not be permitted to register because “we don’t let in nigras.” That was one persistent and corrosive side of American life in 1903. Bigotry.

Rickey shouted down the hotel manager and dragged a cot into his own ground-floor room. Thomas would stay with him. Startled by Rickey’s intensity, the manager backed off. “But you gotta keep the colored boy downstairs,” he said. “He can’t go nowhere else. He can’t ride the elevators. And he sure as hell can’t eat with the white folks in our dining hall.” For emphasis the man slammed a fist on the counter.

Rickey turned away and took Thomas by an arm. “After we got into my room and I closed the door,” Rickey told me years later, “tears welled in Charles’s large eyes. His shoulders heaved convulsively and he rubbed one great hand over another with all the strength and power of his body. He was muttering, ‘Black skin . . . black skin. If only I could make my black skin white.’”

Rickey’s sense of drama was extraordinary. He paused to let Thomas’s words and pain impact me. “Looking at Tommy that day,” Rickey said finally, “I resolved that somehow I was going to open baseball and all the rest of America to Negroes.” Large, assertive eyebrows moved closer together. Rickey bit his cigar and puffed a thundercloud of smoke. “It took me many decades, but I did it.”

“Forty-four years later,” I said. “When you signed Jackie Robinson, did you know how good a ballplayer he was going to be?” Many suggest that Rickey was the greatest talent scout in all of baseball history.

He made a rumbling laugh. “Adventure,” he said. “Adventure. Show me a ballplayer with a sense of adventure and I’ll show you a great one. Adventure, all adventure . . . that was the Jackie Robinson I signed.”

The implications of that signing and indeed the significance of Branch Rickey’s long life and of Jackie Robinson’s life, which was all too brief, transcend the game and the business of baseball. But wasn’t integration coming to America anyway? Wasn’t integration an irresistible wave of the American future, as women’s suffrage once had been? Possibly so. Perhaps even probably so. But before Rickey–Robinson, America’s movement toward integration was so slow as to be barely discernible.

Marian Anderson, the great black contralto, was barred from singing at the Metropolitan Opera until she was almost 60 years old. Paul Robeson, the matchless bass baritone, was hounded to death by right-wingers citing Robeson’s defiant, leftist politics. Arrant bigotry played a major role in the persecution of Robeson, who had also been one of the first blacks to play in the National Football League. Turning on Joe Louis, the hammering heavyweight champion, functionaries at the Internal Revenue Service demanded enormous payments in Louis’s later years. They flatly refused to give him credit for the hundreds of thousands of dollars he had donated to Army and Navy family relief during World War II. Louis was careless with money, but government bigotry was a major reason that the Brown Bomber died broke and broken.

As Robinson told me on many occasions, “When you think about it, my demand was modest enough. I wasn’t asking to move into your neighborhood, or send my kids to school with your kids, and I certainly was not proposing to join your golf club. All I wanted was the right to make the kind of living that my abilities warranted.”

Obviously Rickey–Robinson could not and did not categorically end American bigotry, but they significantly diminished it. At the very least, they played a clear white light into corners that had been crawling and ugly. I used to say, “No Jackie Robinson, no Martin Luther King.” I expand that statement today. Without the foresight and the high moral purpose of Branch Rickey, and without the radiant courage of Jackie Robinson, Barack Obama could not have been elected president of the United States.

A nice touch to this rousing saga is the element of unpredictability. Close as I was to Jackie, intimate as I was with Branch, all the time I thought that the first minority American president would be a Jew.

—Roger Kahn

STONE RIDGE, NEW YORK


ONE

CONTRADICTIONS

LIKE MOST OF US WHO TAKE WRITING AND BASE-ball seriously, Walter Wellesley “Red” Smith retained a soft spot in his portable typewriter and a valentine in his heart for Wesley Branch Rickey. Mister Rickey, as generations of ballplayers were required to call him, was the game’s greatest orator, a clubhouse Churchill, its preeminent theoretical thinker, its talent scout beyond compare and, most important in America’s social history, its noble integrator. Rickey’s polysyllabic eloquence made the craft of baseball writing easier. Quote him accurately and the eloquence edged into your own prose. That may be what inspired Smith when he created this enthusiastic and extraordinary paragraph.

Branch Rickey was a player, manager, executive, lawyer, preacher, horse-trader, spellbinder, innovator, husband and father and grandfather, farmer, logician, obscurantist, reformer, financier, sociologist, crusader, father confessor, checker shark, friend and fighter. Judas Priest, what a character.

Well aware of Rickey’s merits, a college professor named Judith Anne Testa, who wrote an excellent biography of the intimidating pitcher Sal Maglie (whom she called “baseball’s demon barber”), raised an interesting question. “How,” Judy Testa asked when I was working on this book, “are you going to write something consistently interesting when one of your principal characters has no vice worse than smoking cigars?” It is true that Rickey neither drank nor caroused. He was unfailingly faithful to his wife, Jane, and to the Christian religion as he perceived it. He was a doting father to his diabetic son, Branch Rickey Jr., who in later years became, for whatever reasons, a heavy drinker. (Branch Jr. died at the age of 47.)

But there existed another side to the Mahatma. Rickey was a greed-driven man, obsessed across the nine decades of a remarkable life with amassing and guarding a personal fortune. He never once went to a ballpark on Sunday, citing a promise made to his mother always to observe the Christian Sabbath. That oath, however solemn, did not prevent him from banking the gate receipts of Sunday games.

His penury became legendary, notably among the men who played for him. “Mr. Rickey,” Enos Slaughter remarked to me one day at Cooperstown, “likes ballplayers. And he likes money. What he don’t like is the two of them getting together.”

A journeyman outfielder named Gene Hermanski hit 15 homers and batted .290 for the 1947 Dodgers. The following winter he strode into the team’s Brooklyn offices, where Bob Cooke of the New York Herald Tribune was loitering in search of a story. “This time,” Hermanski said to Cooke, “I’m gonna get the raise I deserve.” Half an hour later Hermanski emerged from Rickey’s presence smiling.

“You got the raise?” Cooke asked.

“No,” Hermanski said, “but he didn’t cut me.”

After the star-crossed pitcher, Ralph Branca, appeared in 16 games for the wartime Dodgers of 1945, Rickey offered him a 1946 contract calling for a salary of $3,500, which, on an annual basis, comes out to about $67 a week. Branca was only 20 years old, but locally prominent. He had been a two-sport (baseball and basketball) star at New York University and possessed a good fastball and a snapping curve. He consulted with his older brother, John, himself a pretty fair pitcher and later a New York state assemblyman. John thought his kid brother deserved $5,000 and Ralph returned the contract unsigned with what he recalls as a courteous letter “to Mr. Rickey” requesting an additional $1,500.

The response was silence. After a bit, Ralph telephoned the Dodger offices. Rickey would not take his call. When the 1946 Dodgers assembled for spring training in Florida, Branca still had heard nothing. Further, he was not invited to the camp. He borrowed money from his brother and drove a battered car to Vero Beach. There, alone and unhappy, he checked into a motel he recalls as being both ugly and dirty. “I was worried,” he says, “that my big-league career might be over before it really began.”

Following two weeks of increasingly frantic telephone calls—the borrowed money was running out—Ralph reached a secretary, who said, “Mr. Rickey will see you at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

When Branca appeared, Rickey produced the $3,500 contract. “Sign this immediately,” he ordered.

Branca did. “You may now check with the equipment man about your uniform,” Rickey said. He paused and fixed Branca with a gelid stare. “And Branca, one more thing. Don’t you ever hold out on me again!”

For the record, Branca, at $67 a week, went out and won 21 games for the Dodgers in 1947, when he was 21 years old. But he seldom seemed happy as a ballplayer, and a few years after Branca threw the notorious home run ball to Bobby Thomson, his career tanked and he went into the insurance business. Before reaching his 30th birthday, Branca, the pitcher, was finished. He had the good sense and good fortune to marry a wealthy woman, but even half a century later, when I see Branca, I sense a man with a battered and unrecovered psyche.

Would a gentler, less parsimonious Branch Rickey have given the large, sensitive Branca the confidence he lacked? Would a confident Branca then have gone on from his 20-game season and etched out a career that brought him into the Baseball Hall of Fame—not as a sometime guest, but as a member?

Perhaps.

“The love of money,” St. Paul wrote in an epistle to his disciple, Timothy, “is the root of all evil.” Not, as in the common misinterpretation, money, but the love of it—the sheer, unbridled, salivating lust for lucre—is what Paul insisted causes disaster. Few have read the King James version of the Bible as studiously as the devoutly Methodist Branch Rickey. Few, considering cupidity, have paid the words of St. Paul so little heed.

When Rickey was signing star athletes out of the Negro Leagues—Roy Campanella and Don Newcombe followed soon after Robinson—he refused to pay Negro League owners for their contracts. These owners, Rickey maintained, setting an unofficial record for sporting rationalization, were shady characters. Therefore they did not deserve to be paid.

But compared to Rickey’s greatest accomplishment, integration, parsimony becomes a minor shortcoming. Under close scrutiny no figure remains flawless. Even as Thomas Jefferson wrote “all men are created equal,” he kept slaves. While Abraham Lincoln was composing the Emancipation Proclamation, his family finances were in shambles. “No man,” Montaigne supposedly has written, “is a hero to his valet.”

Nor is any man necessarily a hero to his wallet.

In Rickey’s halcyon years, running the St. Louis Cardinals and the Brooklyn Dodgers, he demanded and got a percentage of receipts from the sale of ballplayers’ contracts to other major-league clubs. The costs of developing baseball players—paying managers and coaches, building and maintaining fields, buying uniforms, bats, baseballs, clubhouse hamburgers and all the rest—were paid by the organization at large. (Professional ballplayers must purchase only their spikes—now cleats—and gloves, although some finesse these costs with endorsement deals.) Presiding with care and penury, Rickey supervised expenditures from an executive suite, and often did hands-on coaching and evaluating around home plate. Or even in his office.

Carl Erskine, late of the Dodgers, who set a World Series record by striking out 14 Yankees on a cool October afternoon in 1953, remembers one of Rickey’s unique tests. He directed a pitcher to hold a baseball with his palm inward, facing his nose. Now bend the elbow as deeply inward as possible until the ball touches the shoulder. From that position throw the baseball as far as you can. (That will not be a very great distance.) “Mr. Rickey,” Erskine says, “could tell from that little toss just what kind of an overhand curve a pitcher would have.” Mister Erskine’s overhand curve was good enough for him to throw two no-hitters during a relatively brief but glorious Dodger career, mostly as a teammate of Robinson.

Rickey justified his percentage of player sales as fair compensation for his expertise. But the unusual arrangement raised at least one troubling question. Wasn’t it tempting for Rickey to sign more young ballplayers than his own major-league team could possibly use? Surplus athletes would mean more player sales and more cash in Rickey’s personal percentage piggy bank. Rickey never acknowledged that this issue might represent a conflict of interest. When he died in 1965, he left an estate of roughly $1.5 million. It would have been considerably greater had his personal avarice not antagonized other executives. Sam Breadon, the Cardinals’ president, who forced Rickey out of St. Louis in 1943, subsequently sold the team for $4 million. After Walter Francis O’Malley, Rickey’s fierce Brooklyn rival, died at the Mayo Clinic in 1979, the O’Malley estate amounted to an estimated $350 million. Baseball is a game for small boys and flinty businessmen.

Rickey’s covetous acquisition of young talent became so extreme that Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the commissioner of baseball from 1921 until his death in 1944, released 91 St. Louis Cardinal farmhands in March 1938. That is to say, Landis overruled what was then baseball’s prime directive, the reserve clause, and made these young players free agents, suddenly able to sell their services to the highest bidder. This was a revolutionary act, coming as it did during baseball’s feudal years. The total number of players “Czar” Landis released was more than enough to stock four full teams. Landis’s decree cost the Cards a lot of talent and might well have been a deathblow for Rickey’s baseball career, seven years before Rickey signed Jackie Robinson.

But Rickey survived. He was not only eloquent, but shrewd and tough. Besides, his great idea, the baseball farm system, worked. It worked so well that it became the wave of the future. Fighting against it—an idea whose time had come—Landis learned what Nicholas II of Russia discovered earlier when he went up against Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. Even the power of a czar has limitations.

In the pattern of a Rickey farm system, the major-league team controlled scores of minor-league rosters through what were then called working agreements and are now known as PDCs, player development contracts. Essentially, ballplayers throughout the minor leagues function under contracts that are owned or controlled by teams in the major leagues. A major-league “farm director” distributes talent among the big club’s affiliated minor-league franchises, which are classified from Triple A (the best) down to rookie leagues. The bigleague team pays the players’ salaries and may also pick up other expenses for the minor-league operation, such as the cost of bats and balls and chartered buses. The players advance, or are released, entirely at the discretion of the big-league team. The minor-league club owner runs ticket sales, plans promotions and determines the price of ballpark beer. Although his title is team president, he is in effect a combination doorman and barkeep. He is not allowed to make baseball decisions. The “independent” minor-league team, locally owned and locally controlled, was formerly a staple of organized baseball. It is now largely an anachronism.

Joe DiMaggio, a Bay Area youngster, broke in with the locally owned and controlled San Francisco Seals. Pee Wee Reese, a Kentucky native, first signed with the Louisville Colonels. Both minor-league teams eventually sold the contracts of these young stars for a significant profit. But that is not how things work today, in post-Rickey baseball. The actual talent in the minor leagues, the players—without whom, of course, there could be no games—are chattels of big-league teams, usually located a long way off. Some Massachusetts natives start playing pro ball in Oregon. Some Texans break in with teams in the Dakotas. “Our principal focus,” one farm director tells me, “is not where the athlete comes from. In fact he may do better away from the pressures of his family and his hometown. Our focus is on consistency of instruction, creating, so to speak, a uniform product.” I wonder if the McDonald’s Corporation got the idea of franchising its uniform hamburger salons from the baseball world invented by Branch Rickey.

Curiously, or not so curiously, there was no hint of future integration in the Rickey farm system. His players were white, his managers were white, his coaches were white, and his scouts were white. If Rickey felt—he says he did—that a time for change was coming, he kept that to himself. Debates about the farm system were creating all the controversy he could tolerate.

In 1939 Rickey’s St. Louis Cardinals had agreements with no fewer than 33 minor-league clubs. The Cardinals organization, which owned the baseball franchises in Rochester, Columbus and Houston, was an empire unto itself. One does best to think in terms of colonialism. In ordering the release of the 91 minor leaguers, Landis, who pined for fully empowered local ownership, provided what turned out to be only a hiccup in Rickey’s grand career. (But among the players Landis liberated was the implausibly gifted Harold Patrick “Pistol Pete” Reiser, who helped the Brooklyn Dodgers beat Rickey’s Cardinals out of the 1941 National League pennant. As a 22-year-old Brooklyn rookie, Reiser batted .341, which led the league.)

For several years before 1939, Landis and his staff had been digging into the working agreements Rickey negotiated with a number of minor-league teams: Cedar Rapids of the Western League, Springfield of the Western Association, Crookston of the Northern League and Fayetteville in the Arkansas-Missouri League, among others. At length, when Landis reviewed the findings, he was appalled. The so-called working agreements, the commissioner told reporters in Chicago, “are being manipulated into arrangements for complete control of the lower classification clubs through secret understandings.” Rickey himself saw nothing wrong with having a working agreement with two teams in the same league. Landis maintained that this sort of thing affected pennant races. The parent club, the Cardinals, could load one team with talent at the expense of another. Why might this happen? The parent club’s first interest was in developing players, not in minor-league pennant races. You might want to stress speed on one club, strong-armed pitching on another or perhaps speed and pitching together. Landis, a lawyer and a former federal judge, decreed that “no [minor-league] club should contract away its right and obligation to get competitive playing strength as needed and whenever obtainable.” In simple English: Play to Win.

Although Landis was an autocrat, he believed that minor-league club owners should be in complete control of their teams. Rickey, Landis charged, was “perverting working agreements with minor-league clubs so that he exercised complete control of various minor leagues.”

Matters came to a head in 1939 during a hearing at Landis’s office in Chicago. “You have agreements with two teams, Danville and Springfield, in the Three-I League so that you, in St. Louis, can influence the Three-I League pennant race,” Landis told Rickey. Landis lowered his pointed chin and glowered. “The agreements are big as a house, aren’t they?”

Rickey: “No, sir. Not as big as a house.”

Landis: “They are as big as the universe.”

Landis proceeded to lecture Rickey toward the point that pennant races in the Three-I League were “just as important as races in the National and American Leagues.” Rickey’s farm system, a baseball octopus, was strangling minor-league competition, Landis warned.

Despite Landis’s threatening manner, Rickey continued developing his farm system, but now he became careful to work with only one minor-league team per league. Across the 1930s and 1940s as many as 59 minor leagues came to exist in America, from San Diego up through Maine, and Rickey’s farm system and bank accounts flourished. Landis did not again intercede. “The general feeling in baseball back then,” wrote J. G. Taylor Spink in an authoritative biography, Judge Landis and Twenty-Five Years of Baseball, “was that farm systems were here to stay and the Judge had simply cleared the air, promoting competitive pennant races throughout organized baseball.”

Privately, Landis referred to Rickey as “that sanctimonious son of a bitch,” and “that Protestant bastard masquerading in a minister’s robe.” I can neither find nor recall instances where Rickey spoke critically of Landis. It would have been destructive and pointless to badmouth baseball’s historic czar.

In a decision handed down in 1922, the US Supreme Court issued a classic ruling. Writing for a unanimous court, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. exempted organized baseball from antitrust laws and standard government business regulations, maintaining that baseball was “first and foremost, a sport and not a business.” I played fast-pitch softball for many years alongside a shortstop named Charles “Cy” Rembar, who after-hours made a fortune practicing constitutional law. Rembar, a student of American legal history, wrote an authoritative book called The Law of the Land. Holmes’s 1922 baseball ruling, Cy Rembar told me, was “the worst decision any great Supreme Court justice ever made.”

In essence Holmes said that organized baseball could run itself any way it pleased. No minimum wage laws. No mandatory recognition of unions. No humane treatment of employees. No fair play to athletes. No fair employment. The men who ruled baseball were free to do anything they pleased, up to if not including assault and battery.

Rickey is hailed, and rightly so, for signing Jackie Robinson. But a hard-eyed look shows us also a Rickey who, more than anyone else, perpetuated baseball feudalism. Of course, contradictions in great leaders are not unusual, but seldom are they so dramatic. Branch Rickey, the Great Emancipator, was also a practicing feudal lord.

Aside from Landis, the baseball establishment generally came to accept the farm system as an efficient way of doing business. Quite simply, it worked. Only sportswriters made protest. Some called the farm systems “chain gangs,” and one columnist, Jimmy Powers of the New York Daily News, almost drove Rickey out of baseball in 1950. Powers was a resolute reactionary and a closet anti-Semite—in short an unappetizing character—but he championed the salary rights of individual ballplayers with enduring passion. His ferocious clashes with Rickey came later, when Rickey was presiding over the Brooklyn Dodgers. These seemed to blind Powers to the nobility of Rickey’s highest calling: integration. Thus Rickey’s crusade in Brooklyn proceeded without the support of New York’s most popular newspaper. For its part, the New York Times seemed embarrassed by the whole thing.

James Timothy McCarver, a major leaguer at the age of 18 and later a prominent baseball broadcaster, says candidly, “I don’t have fond memories of Branch Rickey.” Tim and I were lunching at a well-known French restaurant in Midtown Manhattan, and as we splurged on fabulous fish, McCarver went on. “In 1963, after the Army discharged me at Fort Knox, I headed to St. Petersburg to join the Cardinals at Al Lang Field.” (That arena has since been renamed Progressive Energy Park.)

Most ballplayers in those days held winter jobs and did not work out year-round. Spring training began with endless hours spent swinging against pitching machines that threw only strikes. No batting gloves, either. You wanted to refocus your hitting eye and toughen your hands, bringing them from the blister phase to callus. Stan Musial says that for position players, not pitchers, spring training was mostly about developing calluses. Except for the pitchers and the publicity value, spring training then, and probably now, could be compressed into about 10 days.

Rickey, 81 years old at the time and a “senior consultant” in his second tour with the Cardinals, sat near the machines, chomping an unlit cigar and repeating the mantra “A good ball, a good ball, a good ball.” He wanted the players to start saying the phrase themselves. If you repeat “a good ball” enough, he believed, you would be unlikely to swing at eye-high fastballs or curves bouncing into the dirt.

“Spring training was reentry,” McCarver said, “and you were always making little adjustments with your feet and how and where you gripped the bat. I was holding mine a little higher than I should have. During the first week, Rickey called a team ‘sit-down’ to discuss aspects of what he had observed. Looking directly at me, Rickey said that one ‘foolish’ player, who will remain nameless, has been around long enough so that he ought to know how to hold a bat. Rickey continued to glare at me. Nameless? The whole team knew Rickey was talking about me.

“We had some solid veterans, [third baseman] Ken Boyer and [shortstop] Dick Groat, and I got some teasing about not knowing how to hold a bat. It was highly embarrassing for a young player, which I was.”

“What did you hit that year?” I asked across a platter of flaky halibut.

“I believe .289,” McCarver said. “I must have been holding the bat properly some of the time.” He considered briefly. “Rickey’s comment was humiliating and needless.”


TWO

CIVIL WRONGS

BRANCH RICKEY’S SHORTCOMINGS ARE undeniable. Indeed, they caused recurring problems for him both with other baseball executives (notably Walter O’Malley) and with the working press (notably the New York Daily News). But his frugality, his sometime pomposity, his militant piousness and his intellectual elitism shrink in the balance when they are weighed against a monumental deed of moral courage performed during a hellacious time.

On August 6, 1945, a United States Air Force B-29 named Enola Gay dropped an atomic bomb called Little Boy on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. The explosion killed approximately 140,000 people. One Japanese radio announcer reported, “All living things, human and animal, were seared to death.”

Three weeks later, on August 28, 1945, during a highly dramatic first meeting, Rickey agreed to sign Jackie Robinson to a minor-league contract in the Brooklyn Dodgers organization, ending so-called “organized” baseball’s all-powerful, unwritten rule against employing black athletes. Major-league baseball had been rigidly segregated for 61 years. It is not entirely hyperbolic to suggest that signing Robinson in the year of Hiroshima was also a nuclear event, exploding in the white-washed corridors of big-time, big-money baseball. Hopefully this began the searing to death of American bigotry.

More than 40 years after Rickey’s rich life came to an end in a hospital at Columbia, Missouri, the Rickey–Robinson adventure reverberates within baseball and beyond. Many, particularly young people, in the 21st century wonder how arrant prejudice could have persisted for so long in baseball. That is an underlying consideration of this book. Put briefly right here, if baseball was racist, and it was, so also was America. The game is an aspect of American life and mores, and a reflection of both. Like the moon, it simultaneously is a source of light and a reflector.

Baseball flowered as the segregated national pastime in the United States, the last major enlightened power on earth to renounce black slavery. As we all learned in grade school, the renunciation occurred in 1863 with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. But—and we were not taught this in any classroom syllabus—segregation and bigotry persisted.

I remember my own grade school, a sedate Brooklyn prep called Froebel Academy, where each day began in chapel with the reading of a psalm and the singing of stirring Christian hymns.

Cast thy burden upon the Lord,

And he shall sustain thee.

There were no black faces in the chapel, nor on the faculty nor on the sporting fields behind the school building where we played ball. This was the 1930s. A rule, perhaps the rule, in privileged upper-class America was simple enough. Whites only. This approach extended far beyond the paneled walls of the Froebel chapel. In a variety of forms and manners, bigotry suffused the entire nation.

Occasional widely publicized exceptions appeared, mostly in college football. A great running back, Frederick Douglass “Fritz” Pollard, entered Brown University on a scholarship endowed by the Rockefeller family and was named to Walter Camp’s 1916 All-America team. Pollard later coached, played professionally, ran a variety of small businesses and lived to the great age of 92. Currently Brown and the Black Coaches and Administrators cosponsor an annual Fritz Pollard Award, given to the college or professional coach chosen by the BCA as coach of the year. Pollard was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in 1954 and the Pro Football Hall of Fame, posthumously, in 2005.

In 1917 Paul Robeson, later famous as a basso cantate, actor and political activist, made Camp’s team as an end from Rutgers. “A Rutgers dean once called me in,” Robeson told some friends, “and said his grandfather had traveled north from the same part of North Carolina where I had roots. He wondered if my grandfather had traveled the identical route. I told him no, my grandfather did travel from Carolina, but the dean was using the wrong verb. My grandfather didn’t simply travel. He escaped.” Robeson won 15 varsity letters at Rutgers in four sports. He also made Phi Beta Kappa and graduated from Columbia Law School. For a brief period he worked for a prominent law firm, but quit after a white secretary refused to take dictation from him. Subsequently he left the law and became an internationally acclaimed performer and later the most memorable Othello of the 20th century.

Splendid as these men were, they were splendid exceptions. They entered mainstream America through portals in the academic community, which was arguably more enlightened than the nation at large, at least in northern states. When Rickey brought a black man into organized baseball for the season of 1946, he did so against centuries of whites-only tradition that extended far beyond academia, and against wide and ferocious opposition.

After the chaotic Reconstruction era, no black had sat in the American Senate, no black had ever been appointed to the Supreme Court and neither major political party had even considered (heaven forfend) a black as candidate for the presidency of the United States.

American schools and colleges largely were segregated. American armed forces, so heroic in defeating the Nazis and the brutal Japanese military, were segregated. Most black soldiers in the Army served in segregated units. Blacks in the Navy were limited to menial work, such as waiting on tables reserved for white officers. It was not until 1943 that the Marine Corps accepted any black volunteers. Still, America’s World War II experience chipped away at the wall of racism. Segregated or not, blacks (including Jackie Robinson) did serve in the armed forces, sometimes heroically. Many returned from military duty with a sense of legitimacy and worth that had not been there before.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, president from 1933 until his death in the spring of 1945, is rightly remembered as an enlightened liberal. But his actions against American racism were painfully deliberate. Meeting with A. Philip Randolph, the leader of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and Walter White, director of the NAACP, primarily to discuss the lynching of blacks, Roosevelt insisted that his hands were tied. He could not campaign for a federal antilynching law and his great make-work programs during the Depression, such as the Works Progress Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps, had to remain as rigidly segregated as the military. “I did not choose the tools with which I must work,” President Roosevelt told the black leaders. “Had I been permitted to choose, then I would have selected quite different ones. But I’ve got to get legislation passed by Congress to save America [from economic turmoil that could lead to socialism or even communism]. The segregationist Southerners, by reason of the seniority rule in Congress, are chairmen or occupy strategic places on most of the Senate and House committees. If I come out for the anti-lynching bill now, they will block every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing. I just can’t take that risk.”

Historians generally accept 1968, long after the reign of FDR and three years after Rickey died, as the time when wholesale lynching of blacks finally disappeared from the American scene. A song remains:

Southern trees bear strange fruit,

Blood on the leaves and blood at the root,

Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze,

Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.

Across the decades, more than one cross-burning Klansman would cheerfully and savagely have strung Branch Rickey from a tree.

Baseball swept into the American South during the 19th century and subsequently prejudices from the American South swept into baseball. Some historians claim to have found evidence that black slaves had begun playing ball as far back as the 1830s. But the records, if any survive at all, are skimpy. A few oral recollections exist, but no written accounts. Other researchers suggest that during the Civil War, Union soldiers between battles spread the game throughout southern red-clay fields and rural hollows. Whatever, it was after the Civil War, during the bitter Reconstruction period, that baseball boomed into the national sport. With that boom came baseball’s hostility toward blacks.

As far as I can learn, the first formal statement of racism in baseball appeared just five years after the Emancipation Proclamation. “On the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three,” Abraham Lincoln wrote, “all persons held as slaves within any State . . . shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.” When General Robert E. Lee signed terms of surrender in a private home at Appomattox, Virginia, in 1865, the death of legal American slavery became assured. But bigotry has had a vastly longer shelf life.

In 1868 the National Association of Base Ball Players publicly announced a ban on “any club including one or more colored persons.” Although a “national association of players” sounds like a union, actually it was a federation of club owners, a primitive major league.

Over the late 1860s and 1870s baseball evolved from an amateur activity, a club sport conducted broadly along the lines of English cricket, toward becoming predominantly professional. When the National Association splintered into competing organizations in 1871, professional teams no longer were restricted by the 1868 racist rule and for a short while—in 1878 and again in 1884—African Americans played in the major leagues. But abruptly, they were excluded in 1885. No written decree, much less a public statement, came to light back then, nor has any since. But black faces vanished, first from the major leagues and then, over about 15 more years, from the minor leagues as well. By the end of the 1898 season, when the minor leagues were finally and totally closed to blacks, the triumph of baseball bigotry became complete.

In 1884 two Negro brothers, catcher Moses Fleetwood Walker and outfielder Welday Wilberforce Walker, played part of a season for the Toledo Blue Stockings of the then major American Association. They are generally accepted as the first blacks in the major leagues. The Walkers came from an upper-middle-class background in Mount Pleasant, Ohio, the sons of Dr. Moses W. Walker, the first African American physician in Mount Pleasant. Fleet Walker, a man of keen intelligence, enrolled in Oberlin College in 1878 and played on the college’s first varsity baseball team in 1881. He transferred to the University of Michigan law school the following fall and played varsity ball for Michigan in 1882. With the Toledo Blue Stockings two years later, Fleet Walker batted .263 in 42 games. His brother, Welday, played in five games and hit .222.

The numbers do not suggest great skills, but Hugh Fullerton, one of the ablest early baseball writers, offered a telling story. It came from Anthony John “Count” Mullane, a native of Cork, Ireland, who settled in the Midwest and became an early pitching wonder. Mullane was ambidextrous. He threw equally hard from either side and never used a glove. How, then, did he contend with line drives bashed through the box? Quite simply, as Count Mullane put it, “I got the hell out of the way.”

Mullane signed with Toledo for 1884 and that season pitched 65 complete games. He won 35. “Toledo had a colored man [Fleet Walker] who was declared by many to be the greatest catcher of his time,” Fullerton wrote in the New York World, “but Tony Mullane did not like being the battery partner of a Negro.”

“I had it in for him,” Tony admitted years later. “He was the best catcher I ever worked with, but I disliked having a Negro catcher and whenever I had to pitch to him I used to pitch anything I wanted without looking at his signals. One day he signaled me for a curve and I shot a fastball at him. He caught it and walked down to me.

“‘Mr. Mullane,’ he said. ‘I’ll catch you without signals, but I won’t catch you if you are going to cross me when I do give you a signal.’

“And all the rest of the season he caught me, and caught anything I pitched without knowing what was coming.”

Toledo finished eighth in a 12-team league. Neither Walker was re-signed. Mullane kept pitching in the majors for another 10 years. He won 284 games and lived out most of his days in Chicago, working as a policeman. The ambidextrous cop, Count Tony Mullane, died at the age of 85 in 1944, the year before Jackie Robinson signed his first organized baseball contract in Branch Rickey’s office above Montague Street in Brooklyn.

As I mentioned, no baseball blacklist was publicly announced in 1875. Blacklists seldom are proclaimed formally. Most often they are the stuff of backroom conspiracies. But within a few seasons such stars as Adrian “Cap” Anson, first baseman and later manager of the early Chicago Cubs, was telling anyone who cared to listen that he would never step on a field with a Negro as a teammate or even as a rival.

Anson drove that point home on July 14, 1887, when his Chicago club was scheduled to play an exhibition against the Newark Giants, a minor-league squad from the International League, which included two black players (Fleet Walker and George Stovey). Anson refused to let the game start until both black men exited the field. He would not countenance allowing either to play or even sit on the bench. Anson was a great star—he had batted .371 the previous season—and the Newark officials yielded without a protest. Soon thereafter, all the owners in the Triple A International League voted secretly to refuse future contracts to black players. Christy Mathewson quotes John McGraw as not wanting his New York Giants to mix with “a bunch of coffee-colored Cubans” even in spring exhibitions. I had probably better add in this dismaying chronicle that neither McGraw nor Anson hailed from the South. McGraw was born in the central New York State village of Truxton, Anson came from Marshalltown, Iowa. Like baseball, America south and north was something less than a temple of enlightenment in those days. Indeed, the Baseball Hall of Fame inducted both Anson and McGraw into its chambers in 1939. For many decades officials at the Hall prattled about the personal character of inductees, all the while closing their eyes to—and even endorsing—racial prejudice. (Of late, Hall officials, now frantic to be politically correct, have been overcompensating.)

After the major leagues banned Fleet Walker, he caught minor-league ball and semi-pro, struggling to make a living. Then one night outside a Syracuse bar called the Crouse Saloon, at the corner of Monroe and Orange streets, he got into a dispute with six whites. As they assaulted him, Walker reached for a knife and stabbed an ex-convict named Patrick “Curly” Murray in the groin. Walker then fled for dear life. Murray died in a Syracuse hospital.

Police arrested Walker and charged him with second-degree (unpremeditated) murder. After a tumultuous trial in Syracuse, he was acquitted on the grounds of self-defense. Walker quit baseball and became a supporter of a movement generally called black nationalism. In 1908 Walker published a 47-page pamphlet entitled Our Home Colony: A Treatise on the Past, Present and Future of the Negro Race in America. Here Walker recommended that African Americans migrate back to Africa. “The only practical and permanent solution of the present and future race troubles in the United States is entire separation by emigration of the Negro from America.” Fleet Walker warned, “The Negro race will be [seen by whites as] a menace and the source of discontent as long as it remains in large numbers in the United States. The time is growing very near when the whites of the United States must either settle this problem by deportation, or else be willing to accept a reign of terror such as the world has never seen in a civilized country.”

Mostly forgotten, Walker died on May 11, 1924, in Cleveland at the age of 67, when Jackie Robinson was 5 years old. There is no evidence to suggest that either Robinson or Branch Rickey knew the full story of a gifted American named Moses Fleetwood Walker. It is nothing less than a tragedy.

In signing Robinson, Rickey was moving against currents of tradition and proceeding under a battery of dangers. At the time of the signing it seemed possible that baseball’s ruling powers would invalidate the Robinson contract and expel Rickey from the baseball business. “My grandfather knew the risks,” says Branch B. Rickey, currently the president of the Pacific Coast League. “He had spoken at a meeting of club directors, 15 men besides himself, and every one said with iron resolve first that Negroes had no place in the national pastime and second that anyone who tried to bring in Negroes should be disbarred.” Disbarring Rickey would have turned a lifetime career, decades of hard and often inspired work, into a handful of dust.

A few, such as George Weiss, functioning as general manager of the New York Yankees, argued that their sentiments were purely a matter of business. Black ballplayers would attract black fans, “offending our [affluent, white] box-seat customers from Westchester. They don’t want to sit with Negroes and they’ll stop coming to our games at the Stadium. To bring in Negroes is to court financial ruin.” Others said that blacks already had their own leagues and that was how “the good Lord and the US Constitution meant for things to be.” Indeed, on May 18, 1896, the Supreme Court had held by a vote of eight to one—in an infamous case called Plessy v. Ferguson—that racially separate facilities, if equal, did not violate the constitution. Thus, segregating blacks to their own leagues in no way compromised equality. After 1896, segregation reigned with the blessing of the Supreme Court’s purblind vision. One recalls George Orwell’s sardonic theme that “All men are equal, but some are more equal than others.”

Fully 58 years passed before the Court got around to recognizing that separate facilities, if they existed at all, were not likely to be “equal.” On May 17, 1954, seven years after Jackie Robinson made his debut with the Brooklyn Dodgers, the Court under Chief Justice Earl Warren unanimously held that black children had a right to attend—and integrate—all public schools. The new doctrine stated simply that segregated facilities were “inherently unequal.” Theoretically at least, integration became the law of the land.

One summer night in 1952, while the Dodgers were defeating the Philadelphia Phillies, Benny Weinrig, the press box attendant at Ebbets Field, approached behind my station in the box and said in a soft, anxious tone, “Mr. O’Malley wants to see you.” Walter O’Malley, who had wrested control of the Dodgers from Rickey following the 1950 season, presided from a private box suspended from the front of the upper deck directly behind home plate. A splendid seat, this was a level below the chirping portable typewriters of the working press who labored in a box suspended from the roof. A private bar and kitchen served both facilities so that neither the sportswriters nor O’Malley and his guests had to subsist during games on the bottled Schaefer beer and the Stahl-Meyer hot dogs that bellowing vendors hawked.

(Before O’Malley’s Dodger days, Walter had been chairman of the board of trustees at Froebel Academy when I was a wafer-thin running back there. That old school tie probably is why O’Malley made himself so accessible to me. Buzzie Bavasi, the late Dodger general manager, told me long afterward, “Walter never let any other writer get close.”)

An expansive and political man, O’Malley enjoyed entertaining dignitaries with gourmet food and fine whiskey in his prized private seats above
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