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        “When Field of Dreams meets Back to the Future, you have a wondrous tale of the Negro Leagues and its America as only Jerry Izenberg can bring to life.”

        Robert Lipsyte, former columnist NY Times

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This is a story about baseball of the special sort that was played for decades by the men we call Negro leaguers. Go read about a love story that will grab you in your heart and make you laugh and sometimes leave you with tears. Thank you, Jerry Izenberg, for all the love you have given me in Damn You, Josh Gibson.”

        Larry Hogan, author and Black baseball historian

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Jerry Izenberg is the dean of historical baseball writers. He knew many of the men he writes about. This gives him unique insights into his subjects. A must read.”

        Leonard S. Coleman, Jr., former President of the National League

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “The heroes of Negro League baseball, where Black stars were segregated before baseball integrated in the late 1940s, take over an old ballplayer’s dreams and send him and his grandson on a magical tour of their times. Jerry Izenberg combines his own voluminous history of Black baseball with the compelling writing style that has made him a nationally known sports columnist. The novel’s point is for young Jeffy to ‘be the messenger,’ to retell the story of these forgotten heroes. Hope he does as good a job as Jerry has.”

        Jim Overmyer, author of Queen of the Negro Leagues: Effa Manley and the Newark Eagle
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      For three remarkable friends who enriched my life: the late Monte Irvin, the late Larry Doby, and the late Max Manning.

      They played this beautiful game more for joy than money.
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      In 1954, Jacques Barzun, a French-born philosopher caught up in a serious love affair with the America in which he lived and taught, wrote, “Whoever would understand the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball, the rules and realities of the game.”

      He was legitimately trying to explain the American psyche through its love of a game that can generate magnificent beauty one moment and communal despair the next.

      Decades before Barzun wrote that, there was another side of America that felt the same love and despair from the beautiful game, although that side was totally excluded from its highest level.

      The men who played it had been barred from so-called organized baseball and its major leagues. But it was played under the same rules. Like in mainstream America, its bases were ninety feet apart and its games were nine innings in length. Like mainstream America’s game, the ball was white.

      But none of the players were.

      They were all African Americans, forced into an athletic subculture of their own by the ugliest of America’s shames: racism.

      Because of it, the Negro National and American Leagues were born. So were America’s separate but at the very least equal baseball heroes. As a result, the majority of America’s baseball fans never saw Josh Gibson hit a 500-foot home run or Cool Papa Bell score from second on a bunt or pitchers like Smokey Joe Williams and Leon Day or hitters like Turkey Stearnes or great teams like the Kansas City Monarchs, the Homestead Grays, and the Pittsburgh Crawfords.

      The obscenity of racism turned them into shadow dancers, performing in limited obscurity in their own country. Because salaries were low and the league seasons short, the men who played in these segregated games became knights of the open road, following the sun at season’s end to Mexico and Puerto Rico, to Cuba and the Dominican Republic, to Venezuela and anywhere else men of color were allowed to play the game that was so much a part of their lives.

      The doors to Major League Baseball were seemingly forever barred to them, but bitterness never tainted the purity of that love affair. They were baseball men, playing the game they were born to play.

      And the ultimate irony of those games was that in those venues—unlike in the land of their birth—they were no longer black men playing baseball for primarily black audiences. They were instead baseball players playing in front of crowds that never gave even a thought to their skin pigmentation.

      In the Mexican League, for example, the cheers for Monte Irvin, an African-American, dwarfed by far those heard for Mexican-born heroes. And the further irony was that in those Latin winter leagues, they often played side by side with white American-born players who at season’s end returned to the segregated major leagues of the United States.

      “It was sort of accepted by us because we didn’t have the time to brood about things we had no power to change,’” the late Max Manning, a pitcher for the Newark Eagles, once said to me. “We grew up with it, and we were too busy playing the game we so loved to wonder why.”

      Monte Irvin and Larry Doby, two superstars who did move from the Negro Leagues to the majors, each told me that Max was good enough to be a starting pitcher on almost any major-league team but never got the chance.

      “Some folks said that it [the whites-only rule of Major League Baseball] cheated me out of the best years of my life,” Max said. “Maybe it did, but I’ll go to my grave knowing our game [black baseball] was pure. There wasn’t any money in it, so it didn’t change our thinking. We didn’t play to prove things to others. We played to prove things to ourselves.

      “We sang on the buses, and we didn’t mind that once in a while we played three games in one day. We were doing what we wanted to do, playing the game we loved. Our seasons never ended. When the schedule ran out, most of us followed the sun and played more baseball in countries most Americans never got to see.”

      There are those who still deride the achievements of Negro League stars because, as a Veterans Committee member of the National Baseball Hall of Fame once said decades ago, when none of these guys were even mentioned as Hall of Fame candidates: “We had nothing to go on. They kept very limited statistics.”

      “They wanted us to keep better statistics?” Irvin, a Negro Leagues veteran, color-barrier-breaker with the New York Giants, and legitimate Hall of Famer, once asked rhetorically. “What does that mean? Hell, they didn’t even want us to play the game.”

      To say their credentials were unverifiable is like saying Miles Davis was just a trumpet player, Arthur Ashe and Althea Gibson just played tennis, and Paul Robeson and Billie Holiday just sang songs.

      So it was for these Americans who played America’s game, but almost always within the framework of a strange form of American apartheid.

      Sometimes I wonder who was cheated more: these baseball knights of the open road, or the white America that loved the same game with the same intensity but hardly ever got to see these men who played it as well as or better than anyone else.

      With that said, on a fine September day in 2007, near home plate at Newark’s Bears & Eagles Stadium, the idea for this book began. More than an idea, it was really a command performance. I was the MC at an event honoring fifteen players from Newark’s professional baseball history, more than a century old, who had later been inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York.

      One of them was Irvin, who was 88 years old. He had been a standout on the Negro Leagues’ Newark Eagles, a hero on two New York Giants’ World Series teams as the first African American to play for that franchise, and an administrative aide to the commissioner of baseball. He and I talked after the ceremonies.

      “I want you to know,” he told me, “that you can’t die. I really mean it. Don’t die.”

      “I’ll try to stay alive,” I said.

      “Listen, what I mean is, you can’t die, because you are the last writer to see us play in the Negro Leagues. If you go, who will tell people about us? I mean, the kids won’t even believe our leagues ever existed.”

      And that was the impetus for what became this book. Jeffrey Jefferson was not real. Once upon a time, the three ghosts were, but that was a long time ago, and obviously they did not collaborate with me.

      But beyond that, every tableau they created for Jefferson’s grandson was real—every single one of them, as was every single person recalled within their framework. Understand that, and you will understand exactly what Monte meant that day, and what far too much of America missed.

      So, Monte, this is all about keeping that promise.

      This is for you and those too often forgotten men who lit up the past, and, most of all, for the majority of Americans, young and old, who never were blessed enough to see them do it.

      

      
        
        Jerry Izenberg

        January 6th, 2026

        Henderson, Nevada
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          “Goddamn You, Josh Gibson”

        

      

    

    
      The old ballplayer was dreaming again, as he did more and more lately. In the dreams, he played in many different stadiums. This time he was in Santa Clara, Cuba, in tiny Boulanger Stadium. It was 1937, and he knew where he was because just beyond the outfield walls he could see the familiar ring of tall palm trees. In the dreams, he wore the uniforms of many teams. This time his gray visitor’s jersey bore the name “Habana” stitched across its front in navy-blue script.

      The venues were always different. But the dream was always the same. He could hear the crack of the bat, and as he turned his head he could see the great Oscar Charleston—who in the summers played against him in the Negro Leagues—circling under the towering fly ball, and could feel the weight of his back foot pressed against the base as he prepared to push off as soon as he heard the third-base coach yell, “Go, go, go!”

      Then, as always, in every single dream, he was no longer old. Instead, the legs that stole bases in hundreds of stadiums year after year were flying toward home and, as always, the big body crouched low to guard the plate was the same. Josh Gibson was waiting for him. But this time, caught in the euphoria of the dream, he was sure he would get there.

      He slid.

      And then it was all gone.

      Suddenly, there was only the sound of the clock radio kicking in with the voice of WNJR disc jockey Georgie Hudson:

      “Get movin’, all you nine-to-fivers, or you’re gonna be late for work. So while you take that last swallow of coffee before you head out the door, here’s Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers with a musical thought for the day: ‘Why do fools fall in love?’”

      The old ballplayer’s left arm snaked out and ferociously slammed down hard on the “off” button. “They fall in love because they’re fools, fool,” he mumbled at the now-silent radio. Then the familiar throb in his left leg, which he’d come to call Josh Gibson’s Revenge, hit him full force, as it did every morning.

      He half-rolled, half-slid out of bed. When his left foot hit the floor, spears of pain shot up his leg, and he shouted toward the ceiling as he limped toward the bathroom, “Goddamn you, Josh Gibson, goddamn you! I’m sixty-three years old, but I slid into so many bases that I got the knees of an eighty-two-year-old man. But I can live another sixty-three years with this pain and smile, because it won’t change one damn thing. I was safe, and you know it.”

      The old ballplayer’s name was Jeffrey Jefferson Jr., but in another world, when he was young and life was beautiful, they called him Jeff the Jet.

      In the summers, he roamed the outfield for the Negro National League’s Newark Eagles. But before and after each season he was a baseball nomad . . . a knight of the open road who, like all the others who were denied access because of their skin color to what the white world called organized baseball, followed the sun to Cuba and Puerto Rico . . . to the Dominican Republic and Venezuela . . . to Mexico and any other place on the planet where the rainouts were few, the days and nights were warm, and he could keep playing the beautiful game.

      Even now in his mind’s eye, he could see an afternoon at Newark’s long-gone Ruppert Stadium that forever shaped his life. He was inching away from first base in a half-crouch, weight balanced to go either way, fingers flexing like a metronome keeping time with his concentration, and shouting over at the Homestead Grays’ Ray Brown on the mound, “You can throw that curveball all day long, but I won’t see it because on the next pitch I’ll be gone!”

      And the crowd joined the challenge—13,000 of them on a sun-drenched Memorial Day, with a full-throated chant:

      “Go, Jet . . . Go, Jet . . . Go, Jet!”

      And after Brown failed to pick him off twice, he went.

      He stole second. And the chant grew louder.

      He stole third. And the chant became an all-out roar.

      Now, he would steal home. He could recall that last tableau as though it were yesterday. He saw Josh Gibson shove the right-handed batter aside as though he were a rag doll. He saw that big body blocking the plate like a concrete barrier just as the old-man-now-younger lived the dream again, artfully twisted his body, and went into a hook slide, leaving nothing between him and Gibson’s desperate lunge except a corridor of air. The big catcher blew the tag, but his body came crashing down directly on Jet’s leg, leaving it twisted and shattered.

      He looked up and saw the umpire, who must have had the vision of an overaged bat, pump his right fist with the thumb pointed skyward, and he heard a single sound echoing like a cannon shot above the dust:

      “Yer out!”

      And then his leg began to throb. It hadn’t stopped throbbing since.

      He had finished shaving when the sounds of what had become the traditional morning battle between his daughter and his grandson drifted back from the kitchen.

      “I told you,” said the mother, who never lost this fight, “no Devil Dogs. Too much sugar. You got a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a big red apple for dessert. That’s gonna be your school lunch, and you ain’t gonna win this or any other argument with me.”

      “Aw, Ma . . .”

      “Don’t you ‘aw, Ma’ me. I gotta get to work. And don’t you roll your eyes at me. You pick up that sack and your book bag before you miss the bus. And if you’re late again and I have to come to school, Lord help you—because your grandfather can’t.

      “And I surely do mean that,” she said to the old ballplayer, who had walked into the kitchen.

      “Hey, girl, kitchen closed for breakfast? And before you get started, lower your voice, please. I got the miseries again this morning. Old Josh Gibson pullin’ at my leg right now like he’s in a tug-o’-war with the devil.”

      Behind her, he could see little Jeffy trying not to laugh.

      “Ain’t nothing wrong with you,” she shot back, hiding her own smile, “except that you’re gonna make him late for school. Sit down. I fried you a couple of eggs, there’s bacon, and you can put the toast on yourself.”

      The harsher she sounded, the more he knew it was an act of love, just like the way her mother had handled him.

      The girl’s name was Effa Jefferson. She had been named after Effa Manley, the co-owner and general manger of the Newark Eagles. The first time he saw little Effa, she was wrapped in a blanket in her mother’s arms at the hospital. Jefferson had asked his wife, Barbara, “What should we name her?” And Barbara, who knew she had married a baseball lifer, simply smiled and said, “She needs a baseball name. Mrs. Manley has done so much for us—we’ll call her Effa.”

      Years later, when Effa bore his only grandchild, she took charge, just as her mother had: “We’ll call him Jeffy—after the greatest ballplayer I ever knew.”

      As Effa gave her father orders in the kitchen, Jeffy wiped his smile away. He looked at the man, whom he obviously adored, and said, as he did every morning: “Pop Pop, I hate old Josh Gibson.’”

      “I know, son, but best you hold on for a minute—you are talking about the greatest hitter who ever lived. I do recall that one time . . .”

      “Oh, please, no,” Effa said. “Not another story.”

      “Hush, girl, ’cause you might learn something, too. Now, I remember a time we was beatin’ his Homestead Grays, 3-1, up in Pittsburgh. Ninth inning. They had two men on and two outs, and as I recollect, Max Manning was pitchin’ for us.

      “He tried to cut a curveball just a little too fine and he hung it, and old Josh caught it right on the sweet spot. He hit it so hard and so high that it disappeared. Guys were running around the bases, and the ball never did come down. And that’s how we lost the game.

      “Next day in Newark, we’re playin’ them again. Just before the game starts I’m on the third-base line and I’m passing the time with one of the umpires. Suddenly I look up and damned if I don’t see a baseball falling out of the sky. So I run over and catch it. And that umpire, he whirls around and points to the Grays’ dugout and hollers, ‘Gibson, you’re out—yesterday in Pittsburgh!

      “Only time I ever got the better of Josh. Now get on outta here, boy, and let me eat breakfast because I got places to go, things to do, and people to see today.”
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          “Who Will Tell the Children?”

        

      

    

    
      The house was quiet now. The sun streamed in through the kitchen window, and he sat there with both hands around a second cup of coffee. The cup was old and chipped, a gift from his late wife, and he liked to look at the writing in big white letters on one side:

      “Go, Jet, Go”

      Barbara had bought it and had it lettered during a second honeymoon trip they took to Atlantic City after the Eagles had won their first Negro League World Series in 1946. Someone else would have chosen something like “I love you” or “My hero,” but Barbara understood what she had opted for when she chose him. He was a baseball lifer; the words she chose for that cup said just about everything about the baseball man she had married and the lifestyle they shared for so many years.

      He could still conjure up the images of that special day in Atlantic City as if it were happening again. All of it: the wooden boardwalk, the sunlight dancing off the ocean, the waves rolling toward the shore. He could hear the beach sounds of young people at play and the nonstop calliope from the Steel Pier. He breathed in deeply and he smelled the sticky-sweet aroma of caramel popcorn from a store of candy treats across from the boardwalk benches.

      Alone with his memories, he heard her giggle, and in his mind’s eye he saw her playfully reach up, lift his navy-blue baseball cap with its big white script “E” on the front, and place it on her own head. He remembered that in that instant he touched a lock of her hair, peeking out from under the hat, the same one he’d worn in what the newspapers had called the Colored World Series in September that year. Pain had yet to leave its mark on her young face. Cancer had yet to attack her body. He had always believed this was the single most beautiful moment of his entire life.

      He could almost hear himself think (or was he actually saying the words out loud in the empty kitchen?), “Lord, if this is a dream, don’t let me wake up. Let me be with her again. Let me stay . . .” But the reverie vaporized, leaving him only with the pain in his left leg.

      When the all-white major leagues had begun to integrate, he thought for a while that because he knew the Negro Leagues so well, maybe the Giants or the Yankees or the Dodgers would hire him as a scout. He would have been good at it, too. Or maybe, with integration, he could have been a minor-league manager or a major-league coach. To wear what had always been an unobtainable uniform might have taken some of the sting out of what was destined to become the dream forever denied that marked the cadence of an incomplete life.

      He would really have liked to grow old doing that. But nobody called. In his heart, he knew he would have worked like hell trying to travel from sandlot to sandlot, scouting kids, sometimes in three games a day, while the pain Old Josh had left him hampered his mobility.

      Now, the only baseball he saw live was the high school and semipro games he could walk to over at West Side Park. His daughter knew he would be there every afternoon there was a game. He didn’t know how she found out about the high school kids who would stop by and sit in the stands for an inning or two and make fun of the stories he told about the way he had played in a league they were sure had never even existed. He told them about “Double Duty” Ted Radcliffe, who caught all nine innings of the first game of a doubleheader for the Pittsburgh Crawfords in 1932 and then went to the mound and pitched a shutout in the second game. He told them how Willie Wells, a shortstop and later manager for the all-black Newark Eagles, got so tired of pitchers throwing at him that he bought a hard hat from a construction worker and wore it in the batter’s box.

      “And that, young men,” Jet said, “was the first batting helmet in baseball history.”

      None of them believed a word he had said. The kid who seemed to be the ringleader snatched his cane, and the three of them taunted him as they played keep-away with it, laughing and imitating him until, for reasons he never knew, his daughter appeared, gave them hell, and threatened to call the park policeman nearby, who she said was her cousin. A lie, but they didn’t wait to find out. They took off running and didn’t come back.

      “You wanna go home now?” she asked him.

      “What I want is for you to stop acting like you’re my mother.”

      But he smiled with his heart as he said it. This girl, he thought, is very much her mother’s daughter.

      He liked the way she was raising Jeffy, and he felt as though the private talks they had at night and the way Jeffy looked at him were adding years to a life that had begun to fade from the moment the only woman he’d ever loved had died.

      His daughter and his grandson kept him going—them, and his love affair with baseball. His daughter was his safe haven in a world where he continued to seek the sum total of all that had been and all that almost was in a lonely life that always seemed to add up to “coulda, shoulda, and mighta.”

      But as close as he was to the daughter who looked so much like her mother, he never—but absolutely never—told her about the ghosts.

      One night, he admitted to her that he had prematurely begun to forget things; it scared him, he said, when he thought about
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