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FOREWORD


America is obsessed with the grand game of baseball, and with good reason. The sport is played by boys, girls, men, and women. All ages. All races. It is played at various levels; amateur and professional. ’Talent can take a player anywhere, if he chooses to work hard developing his athletic craft. The sky is the limit.


In the land of the free, home of the brave, where all people are assumed equal under the constitution, it is hard to believe that well into the twentieth century black men were barred from entering the major leagues because of the color of their skin. The honorable and unofficial Gentlemen’s’ Agreement was the code that the white owners lived by. The majors would stay lily white. Because of this, the colored were forced to languish in their own leagues, where they had their own game, their own stars, and their own name. The Negro Leagues. Some called it Blackball, or Raceball. Jim Crow ball. Whatever the name, it existed for a purpose, an essential outlet for those players to flash their talents, although under less than ideal conditions, including poorer pay than the majors.


The year 1945 saw a shot in the arm to the grand old game. The following is that untold story.






ONE


BEAR MOUNTAIN, NEW YORK — APRIL, 1945


Due to war-time travel restrictions forced on major league baseball, the Brooklyn Dodgers held their third consecutive spring training camp in the north, instead of in Florida. This year’s camp was unique. Two ball players arrived unannounced, demanding tryouts.


Terris McDuffie was a pin-point pitcher who won five and lost six in 1944. Dave “Showboat” Thomas was an agile, hard-hitting first baseman. Thomas and McDuffie had thirty-seven years combined experience in the pro ball circuit. They were also dark skinned, seasoned veterans of the Negro Leagues.


On this cool, bright day, Dodger president Branch Rickey came out to the diamond to scrutinize the tryout. It was the first time since Charlie Grant performed for the New York Giants in 1901 that a black baseball player had vaunted his abilities before the watchful eyes of a white major league team.


From the stands alongside first base, Rickey called an end to the two-player tryout after forty minutes. No one in the game knew how to attach a dollar sign to talent the way flamboyant Branch Wesley Rickey did. Feared by a handful, revered by many, Rickey was a giant in baseball boardrooms, the most successful executive in the major leagues. In his early sixties, associated with the game for forty years, he was a combination preacher, politician, reformer, orator, lawyer, loan shark, and charlatan. His fiercest opponents called him a con man. His players referred to him as a cheapo, for the way he bargained so fiercely at contract time. He never drank potent liquids and the strongest language he ever used was “Judas Priest.” A shrewd judge of talent, he was a saint to hayseed high-school kids, farmers, and ploughboys who were offered more money in one month playing baseball for him in the minors than they could make in a year back home on the farm slinging bales with a pitchfork, spreading manure across a garden, or driving a beat-up old tractor over some dusty summer fallow field.


Rickey had learned the major league way of doing things from the ground up. Inept as a catcher as well as a manager, he was offered a job in the St. Louis Cardinal front office. There, behind a desk, sporting white shirt and black tie, he blossomed. Tradition didn’t mean a hill of beans to him. The game had to change to survive. In St. Louis, he devised the major league farm system, the overall scheme that brought six pennants to his Cardinals between 1926 and 1942. By the start of the Second World War, he had at his disposal eight hundred players assigned to thirty-two minor league teams. Before he departed St. Louis, with the war escalating around the world, he signed a load of young boys to Cardinal contracts.


Taking on the position of Dodger president in early 1943 at $100,000 yearly plus a piece of the team’s stock, Rickey continued signing players, this time before they went into the service, mindful that quality in quantity hadn’t failed him in St Louis. “Some of them might be killed, but most of them will be back. And they’ll be Dodgers,” he told his critics. He was already proving himself right. Most potential Dodgers had survived the war so far. Determined to see the Dodgers become a future powerhouse, Rickey was thinking years ahead of his competition. However, his greatest innovation was yet to come.


Thick cigar in mouth, Rickey turned his attention to his colored friend, Art Powell, a former Negro Leaguer of some note, whose leg injury had halted his playing career many years before.


“Art, what’s your opinion of the Negro Leagues?” There was a boom to Rickey’s voice, like a smoothbore cannon firing off. “Is there talent out there?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows fluttering over his glasses.


“The talent’s always been there, Mr. Rickey.” Powell spoke slowly and carefully, punctuated with breathy pauses. “At best, the leagues is Double A or... Triple A. But in any year there’s a number of players who could step right into the majors... with little or no minor league training. I’m certain of that. There’s not much depth in the lineups. Each team” — he shrugged — “has only one... or two... good pitchers. The others don’t cut it. Even the strongest teams I’ve seen is weak at one or two positions... Maybe three.”


“What else? What about the game itself?”


Powell looked at the bow-tied executive in his suit, long coat, and fedora. “Bunting and base-running is outstanding. Every runner thinks extra bases. Run... run... run... There’s more daring in Blackball. Two bases on a bunt or a long fly ball. Cool Papa Bell has done it. I seen him. Runs like a rabbit. The infielders are fast and limber. The pitchers throw slow curves on full counts. There’s some mighty fine catchers around too. Outfielders is another story.”


“In what sense?”


“Blackball is lacking in outfielders. A lot of ’em have the range... but they don’t have the arms. And as far as long ball hitters, there’s only a few real good ones. Josh Gibson... Buck Leonard... and Brown.”


“Brown?”


“Yes, sir. Willard Brown. Only he’s in the service.”


“What do you think of these two... Thomas, McDuffie?”


Powell shrugged. “To begin with... sir... they’re too old fer the Brown Dodgers. McDuffie is in his thirties. Thomas... he’s forty. They’re long, long past their prime.”


Rickey nodded. He respected his friend’s opinion. They sat and watched the activity on the field in silence.


Powell was ash-haired and chunky, in his fifties, slow-moving, slow-talking, a perpetual sad grin of a face. Although uneducated, he was a man full of wisdom and down-home smarts. For the last fifteen years, the South Carolina-born Powell had managed winter teams in the Caribbean, Mexico, and South America. For thirty years he had seen quality black players come and go. Called up on the telephone to Bear Mountain by Rickey, Powell was told he’d be scouting for the United States League, a new and much-heralded Negro League started by Gus Greenlee, the numbers racket king and the owner of the once-powerful Pittsburgh Crawfords.


Established in January, the new league was set to open this season. Everything about the United States League sounded too good to be true. Nevertheless, franchises had been granted to Greenlee’s Pittsburgh Crawfords, the Toledo Rays, the Philadelphia Hilldale Club, the Detroit Motor City Giants, the Chicago Brown Dodgers, and the Brooklyn Brown Dodgers, financed by Rickey’s Brooklyn Dodgers, who would play at Ebbets Field when the Dodgers were out of town. Unlike the past colored leagues, the United States League would be run — so the stories went — in a more business-like manner, with uniform schedules, valid contracts, and better accommodations for the players.


Yeah, Powell had heard that before. He was not impressed.


Rickey flicked his cigar. “That’s not all,” he said. “Thomas swings at too many bad pitches. Hitting is combination of stride, hitch, and keeping your bat level. Meanwhile, the secret of pitching is throwing the ball as far from the bat and as close to the plate as you can. You know the biggest difference between a major league hitter and a minor league hitter? More than anything else?” He cut in before Powell could answer. “His judgment of the strike zone. That’s what.”


Powell nodded. He agreed. Good observation. “Right, sir. I agree.”


“Simple isn’t it. Too simple, really. Now, take that pitcher, McDuffie. He has control and can mix up his speeds with an array of pitches including a high, hard one, but he doesn’t know how to get off the rubber in time. He has no footwork. I’m surprised he hasn’t been killed by a batted ball before this.”


“What footwork... sir?”


Rickey stood to demonstrate. He was quick for a man of sixty-plus years. The art of pitching was his favorite baseball subject. A scattered few men in the stands looked over. Although he measured only five-foot-nine, Rickey, with his wide shoulders, seemed taller to Powell. He reeled into a wind-up, then stopped cold, stomping his foot down on the wooden floorboards.


“Some pitchers move wrong after they finish throwing to the plate,” Rickey said. “He has to bring himself to a proper fielding position in order to grab a line drive through the box. The pivot foot” — Rickey slapped the back of his leg — “the one on the rubber, must be brought even with his lead foot. Then the pitcher is evenly balanced. Like so.” He placed his feet together. “Far too many pitchers, even in pro ball, leave their pivot foot dangling in mid-air. They’re asking for trouble. Some pitchers don’t think out there. Their arm is ahead of their brain. There’s more to pitching than just throwing a baseball.”


Powell was moved by Rickey’s knowledge of the inside part of the game. Rickey could talk people to death. The trouble was, he was usually right. “I get yuh, Mr. Rickey. I ain’t never paid it much attention before. But I will now.”


Rickey sat down. “Art?”


“Yes, sir.”


“There’s a revolution across this country. The war will be over soon. Times are changing for the better. Baseball and the Brooklyn Dodgers have a glorious future. We have some good young players coming up through the farm system and some coming back from the war.” He paused. “I don’t want to get ahead of myself. Let me tell you a story:


“In 1904,” Rickey began, “I coached the baseball team at Ohio Wesleyan University. Charles Thomas was our catcher, our best player, one of the better players in the league. He was a black man. No relation to Showboat, here, that I know of. He was the only black man on my team and one of a mere few in the league. We took a trip down to South Bend, Indiana, to play Notre Dame. When we booked in at the hotel, the hotel clerk refused Thomas a room. So I told that clerk I’d move the entire team out on the spot, if Thomas couldn’t stay.”


“What happened, sir?”


“I decided to call for the manager,” Rickey continued, glancing at the diamond, eyeing McDuffie and Thomas standing idle near the dugout. “We finally settled for a compromise. He agreed that a cot would be put in the room for Thomas. So, I told Thomas to go up to the room and I’d be up after I settled the accommodations for the rest of the team. When I got to the room, there was Thomas crying. His whole body shook. Then he began to scratch his skin. I was shocked. I asked what he was doing and he told me, ‘I’m scratching my skin until it turns white. If only I was white.’ And I said to him that the day will come when a good ballplayer won’t have to be white.” Glassy-eyed, Rickey turned to the black scout beside him. “That day is now, Art, my good man, I didn’t call you to Bear Mountain to look at these two players. Not at all. It was a mere coincidence they showed the day you arrived. I didn’t call you to scout for the Brooklyn Brown Dodgers either.”


“Yuh didn’t, sir?”


“Absolutely not. I called you to scout for the Brooklyn Dodgers of the National League.” There was now a fire in Rickey’s voice. “There is an untapped source of talent in America. Fifteen percent of the population. I can see a string of pennants flapping over the Ebbets Field facades in the years to come. We are going to sign colored players. And we are going to fill the park with millions of people. Soon. We are going to start signing colored this year.”


“Yuh are?” Powell stared off into space. He prayed his heart wouldn’t stop pumping blood to his brain. He never dreamed of seeing integration in his lifetime.


“Art, I need a black scout who can get closer to the players than a white scout can. Someone who can get to know people. Establish a network. Make connections. The United States League is only a front for what we’re really up to. Use it to our advantage. If anybody asks questions, make the players and press think you’re scouting for the Brown Dodgers.”


As Powell smiled, his lips quivered. “I’m at yer service, Mr. Rickey. It... will be a pleasure. When do I start?”


“Are you kidding? Immediately. Art, I’m looking for that one player to lead the way for the others. I have the secret backing of the Dodger directors on this. Our man has to be the right one on and off the field. He has to receive favorable reaction from the press and public, and the backing of the Negro community leaders and from the race in general. And,” Rickey sighed, “he has to be accepted by his teammates. That could be the toughest of all.”


“You are right about that.”


“He has to be many things. He has to have character. He has to be a leader. A competitor. A model citizen. He must have a clean background. An example to others of his race. He has to be willing to pay the price with sweat and hard work. He has to be saturated with the desire to excel. He has to strive to be more than mediocre. I need someone with three things on the field. Arm, legs, and power. I want to see speed on our team. Base-running is another key. And I don’t want a pitcher to be the first, although I value pitching. Our player has to be someone who will be visible, in people’s faces every day.”


Powell nodded, and said, “Yes, sir.”


“Scouting, Art, is sixty percent of the success of any ball team. Finding the right players. If it was the outside — a player’s talent — than it would be a whole lot easier. But a scout has to look into a player’s heart. Seek and evaluate, that’s your job. Project what he could do outside his current league. Next year. The year after. Can he move up? Does he have the heart?” Rickey pounded his chest. “For a year now several scouts have been out there for me looking over the colored players. Tom Greenwade, George Sisler, Wid Matthews, Clyde Sukeforth, and Oscar Charleston, whom I’m sure you know.”


“Yes sir, I surely do. Played with him... in Mexico. Best center fielder I’ve ever seen. Some say he was better than Joe D.”


“Oscar is going to manage the Brown Dodgers for me. So, his scouting will be rather limited, due to his own workload. You’ll be one of my main scouts. I’m counting on you.”


Powell smiled. “I won’t let you or the Dodgers down, sir. Are there any players who yuh already have in mind?”


“A few, yes,” explained Rickey. “The trouble is the best ones so far are too old, like Thomas and McDuffie, here. Two of the best are still in the service. Larry Doby and Monte Irvin.”


“I’ve seen me a messa great ones.”


“No doubt, Art. No doubt.” Rickey puffed on his cigar, crunching the end with his teeth. “Cool Papa Bell, Josh Gibson, Satchel Paige, Buck Leonard. All four are too up there in age to be pioneers. Then there’s the younger ones. Sam Jethroe, Roy Campanella. But there’s got to be more.”


Powell jerked up. “Campanella is a great one. Best catcher in the Negro Leagues. He’s only twenty-four or twenty-five. Better than Gibson, I’d say. Seen ’em both in South America and Cuba.”


“In your estimation then, is Campanella a good prospect?”


“Of course,” Powell’s voice rose. “Catchers that good are hard tuh come by. He’s played on integrated teams before in his hometown of Philly.”


“Good. Put him on our list. This spring and summer will be the end to our hunt. Whoever rises to the surface will be our man.” Rickey stamped out his cigar butt under his shoe. “Now, I’m off to New York to a press conference to announce my support to the United States League. It will be official. I know I’ll get a backlashing about it, from whites and blacks, exploiting the poor black ballplayers and all that. But what about Clark Griffith in Washington. I know he’ll be the biggest screamer. Meanwhile, he rents his ballpark out to the Homestead Grays for $100,000 a year.” Rickey chuckled. “For years he’s sat there and watched Gibson and Leonard smash homer after homer and he can’t touch them, all because of the Gentlemen’s Agreement. Too bad for him.”


“Yeah, too bad,” Powell agreed. “Gibson and Leonard should be finishing up their major league careers. Instead... if they were only white.” Over the years, Powell had confided with a dozen black owners of the Negro League teams, many black media people, black players, and black managers. There were too many crooked owners and booking agents. Contracts were generally verbal. Games were canceled without notice. Umpires and official scorers often arrived at the games drunk or didn’t show at all. The leagues had always lacked proper organization, unlike the structured majors, where games were canceled only due to rain.


“Judas Priest, Art! It’s high time this Negro League baseball comes to a screeching halt. It’s a paradise for bookies and schemers. It’s a mafia, that’s what it is. A mafia. A racket.”


“I’ll say,” Powell added, dumbfounded that Rickey was almost reading his own thoughts.


Rickey stood, his hand on Powell’s shoulder. “Rest assured, that’s going to change. And you’re going to see it. This year will be the last year of Blackball as we know it. It might be the last year of America as we know it, too. The colored are fighting and dying in this war. If they can take a bullet and bleed alongside whites, they can at least play with the whites on the same ball field.”


Powell looked up, his eyes full of tears. The former player-manager began to picture a conglomeration of black faces belonging to the players he’d managed or seen over the years, spirits of the past, who were good enough for the majors, but were forced to waste away their baseball careers receiving a quarter of what they would make in the white leagues. No more. Hopefully. Providing Branch Rickey was true to his word. Somehow, though, Powell didn’t doubt the man. If Rickey said he was going to integrate the Big Leagues, then he was going to do it. But still, the pressure on the first colored player going up to the Dodgers would be unbearable. Powell had wanted to see black men in the majors all his life. Now, faced with the real possibility of it, he was suddenly scared silly for his race.


“It sounds like a real fight tuh me, Mr. Rickey.”


“It will be, yes. The wrong man could set this back a decade or more. We have to pick the right man. Our pennant man.”


“Yes, sir.” Powell wiped his tears with the back of his hand. From this day forward, he knew baseball would never be the same.


“Everything, I mean everything, must be done in secret.”


Powell cleared his throat. “Yes... sir.”


“Good luck, Art.”


“Thank you, sir.”






TWO


DENVER, COLORADO — MAY


The black cab driver wheeled over to the curb. “There she is, there, lady.” He got out, took the money, handed the passengers their luggage and roared off.


Ramona and Chester found themselves in the colored section of Denver. From what they could tell at first glance, the ratio of blacks to whites in this modern western city was far less than they were used to in the small towns in Louisiana. A lot less. The Denver black neighborhood — known as Nigger Alley to the whites — was tidier by comparison to anything they had seen in the Deep South. Most of the houses here had a fresh coat of paint. Boulevards were reasonably well kept. Trees were pruned, the grass and the bushes trimmed. The people seemed happier, including the black cab driver who had dropped them off in such a hurry. All he talked about along the way was the latest news of the day. Germany’s surrender to the Allies. The war in Europe finally over after nearly six bloody years. The driver didn’t need to tell Ramona and Chester that because they saw it for themselves. Downtown Denver was coming unglued. Screaming, drunken people blocking the downtown streets. Everybody whooping it up, it seemed, except for Ramona and Chester, two small-town Southerners out of place in the North country. A couple of square pegs in two round holes.


“Let me do the talking,” said Ramona, suitcase in hand, pondering the beige, three-story house with the blue shutters. “I have me a good story.”


“I was hoping you might, mama.” Chester rubbed his hands together. He was cold and the sight of snow patches on the distant mountains made him shiver all the more. Denver felt like another planet to him. How would they ever fit in? What were they doing here?


“This is one harsh part of the country, boy.”


“It sure is, mama.”


“Come on, son.”


Chester grabbed his suitcase and hurried after her, up the porch, to the wide, shiny, wood-grained door. Chester ranged nearly a foot over his mother at an inch past six feet on a frame that tipped the scales at an even 195 pounds. He had his father’s solid build, his mother’s mouth and nose on a friendly, trusting face. Light-skinned like Ramona, he appeared to be a well-tanned white man if not for the kinky hair under his fedora.


Ramona knocked and waited, peering over her shoulder, a habitual quirk she had picked up after leaving Louisiana so suddenly.


A black woman’s face appeared, transfixed through the window. “Ramona!” she burst out, swinging the door open. “Oh, God. Ramona! The war’s over and my sister visits me on the same day. I don’t believe it!”


The two women hugged for a long time.


“And Chester! I do declare. It is Chester, ain’t it?” the woman said, as she broke away from her sister.


“It’s me, Aunt Anna.”


“Lordy, Lordy. Such a handsome young man. Yer all grown up.” The woman hugged Chester.


“Well, sis, aren’t you going to invite us in?” Ramona asked.


“Of course. Come quick and set yerself down. I still don’t believe it!”


They placed their suitcases on the area rug inside. A black man in his twenties walked by, smiled, and proceeded to a room around the corner on the main floor.


Anna was the older sister of the two, shorter and overweight. She’d been widowed for a year. She removed her tomato-stained apron and held it in her hand. Her flowery dress had tomato stains on it, too. “What in blazes are yuh doing here in Denver? Why didn’t you tell me yuh were coming for a visit?”


“I couldn’t.”


“Why? What’s wrong? I always could tell when there was something wrong, girl. I can read it in yer eyes.”


Ramona cleared her throat. “It’s Clyde.” She held her breath. “We’re... fugitives.”


“Fugitives? What you mean, girl?”


“We’re on the run.”


“Pretty far to run. What did he do this time?”


“Let’s just say things haven’t gotten any better.”


“Uh huh, honey. Can’t lay off the liquor. Gosh, sis. Fool man.”


Ramona hoped her sister would believe the story. “He threatened to kill me and Chester with a shotgun. We left Grambling and Louisiana too, for good. Sold what we could. We’ve had it with the South.”


Anna sighed, looking to the ceiling, clapping her hands once. “Thank God, you finally came to yer senses and got outta there. Didn’t I always tell you that you were too good fer that place?” She shook her head. “But, wasn’t this Chester’s last year in senior high?”


“It was.” Ramona stole a glance at Chester, relieved that Anna had fallen for the story. “I was forced to remove him early.”


Anna pouted. “What a shame. So, you two need a place to stay, do yuh? I just happen to have a room for each of yuh, until yuh get on yer feet. Or if yuh want to stay a spell, that’s just fine too.”


“We’re thinking of being around for some time.”


“That’s OK, honey. Men on the first floor. Women on the second floor. Those are the the rules.”


“Fair enough.”


The door opened behind Chester, bumping him in the elbow.


“Oh, I’m sorry.” It was a woman’s voice.


Chester turned around to see a young lady in a bright, white dress and brown hat. She had plain features, yet pretty in her own way. She was slim, with dancer’s legs, medium height, and rich, dark eyes with a whisper of pink make-up.


“That’s quite all right, ma’am. I was in the way,” he said to her, shyly.


“Agnes, what yuh doing back so soon?” Anna asked. “Come home to celebrate?”


The girl smiled at Anna, shaking her head, her long hair swinging back and forth. “No, ma’am. They closed the pharmacy down early.”


“Did they now?”


“What with the war news and, of course, the ball team coming home tomorrow.”


“Ball team?” Chester asked. “What ball team, ma’am?”


“Don’t you know?” the girl told him. “The Black Sox.”


“They ain’t from around here, Agnes,” Anna said. “This is my sister, Ramona. Moved up from Louisiana way.”


“How do you do? I’m Agnes Hudson.”


“Pleased to meet you. I’m Ramona... Parker.”


“And this is her boy, Chester,” Anna said, glancing at her sister then to Chester. “He’s played a hot game of baseball down in Louisiana.”


“That so? How do you do, Chester?” Agnes held out her hand. Her smile showed off perfect white teeth.


Chester pumped her hand gently. “Fine, ma’am.”


“I know a couple of the players. I hear they need a player or two. What position you play?”


“Outfield, ma’am.”


“What do you know? I think they’re looking for another outfielder for this summer, come to think of it. They’re professional. Barnstormers. They pay good, too, I hear.”


“They do?”


“Now, Chester. Remember your schooling.”


Chester grinned. “Mama, you know there won’t be any schooling for me until the fall.”


“That’s right, honey,” said Anna.


“You stay out of this, sis,” Ramona said to Anna.


“I don’t want to start a family squabble,” the girl smiled, moving gracefully up the flight of stairs. “Pleased to meet you both.”


“The pleasure is ours, ma’am,” Chester replied, watching her until she was out of sight.


“Supper’s on in thirty minutes,” Anna shouted up the stairs.


“That’s swell, Anna,” Agnes called down. “Thank you.”


“Come on,” Anna said, an eagerness about her. “Let’s go to the kitchen. Coffee’s on.”


“Anything to warm us up,” Ramona said. “It’s going to take me a spell to get used to this weather. It’s freezing.”


Anna laughed. “You’ll get used to it. Most Mays are like this. It’ll warm up soon enough.” She lowered her voice. “Ramona Parker, huh. How did yuh come up with that one, girl?”


“We’re on the run, remember.”


Anna winked. “Oh, yeah. I’ll play along.”


“Aunt Anna?” Chester asked.


“Yeah, boy?”


“Tell me more about this baseball team?”


Anna talked nonstop as she poured strong coffee in the kitchen. The Denver Black Sox were run by a well-to-do black man real estate operator, the owner of the boarding house that Anna had been running for him since she had moved from Joplin, Missouri almost a year ago. Dead in winter, the colored section of Denver came alive during baseball season, especially when the Sox came to town off a road trip. The players and their families and girlfriends always needed a place to board. The team traveled most of the time, but returned once a month for a few days. The merchants, of course, looked forward to it because the players always had money to spend.


“You’ll like Denver in no time. You’ll see,” Anna went on. “It’s a nice place for blacks. No KKK around neither. No lynchings, that I know of. It’s not perfect, but not bad either. The air is dry and sometimes hard to breath seeing that we’re up so high. Like everything else, it takes some getting used to. The snow in the winter, well, let’s take that step when we come to it. It can snow here in September or October, and stick around till April.”


“Snow!” Ramona winced, her forehead creasing.


“Yeah, snow! What you expect in the Rockies, honey, palm trees?”


* * * *


Chester couldn’t sleep. He just lay there, staring at the ceiling. After what Anna told him earlier about the ball team, Chester decided that Denver wasn’t going to be such a bad place after all. Like she said, it’ll warm up. It always did every spring, she said. And what luck. A professional team, all the way out here. Chester grinned to himself in the darkness. Every spring, the urge called out to him. The smell of green grass meant the smell of baseball, no matter where he was.


He was hooked. And he knew it.


That one day did it. April 9, 1936. The Pittsburgh Crawfords were touring the South, and expected to play an exhibition game at Shreveport against a local colored semi-pro team. Ten-year-old Chester, older brother Billy, and their father made the trip across the state to catch the game. In his Denver bed now, Chester closed his eyes and could still see it all... nine years later. The more than 13,000 fans did not leave disappointed. That mild afternoon, the great Satchel Paige hurled an 8-0 shutout, striking out fourteen men. Chester was stirred by Paige’s performance, but he was absolutely awed by the catcher, Josh Gibson, an all-muscle six-foot, 200-pounder. Chester loved how Gibson kicked up his lead foot like a bronco before he swung at the ball with a vicious, yet controlled, compact swing. He had a fluid way of moving his huge arms and meaty thighs into the ball. In his first two times at the plate, the right-handed Gibson hit two line-drive homers to left-center. Then he walked twice. But in the ninth inning, he ended the day by hitting one loud, tremendous blast over the grandstand roof in left field.


Never in his life before or since had Chester heard such an explosive sound, and never had he seen a ball get so small so fast. Once he saw Gibson in person, Chester Henry made up his mind then and there he would one day be a professional ballplayer.






THREE


DENVER, COLORADO


It was easy for Chester and his mother to take the five blocks to the ball field the afternoon that the Denver Black Sox were in town for their first long practice in weeks. What luck Kramer Park was a mere fifteen-minute walk from the boarding house.


The two were clad in their Sunday best on a Tuesday, Ramona in a clean, blue dress and Chester in a black suit, white shirt, and black tie. Chester was carrying his canvas bag with him, containing his glove, two bats, socks, cleats, and Beckford High uniform. Anna was right about it warming up. It was a fine morning, marred only by Ramona’s nagging along the way. The majestic snow-capped Rocky Mountains glistened against the bright, sun-filled western sky. The temperature was near seventy degrees. Chester took his mother’s remarks one at a time, then stopped her suddenly.


“Now hold on, mama,” he explained, slowly. “I have to do this. I just have to. And I wanted you to come along. You haven’t seen me play since my junior year.”


She looked behind her.


“Mama, nobody’s following us. OK?”


“I can’t help it. Habit.”


“Louisiana is a long way off. We’re safe here,” he tried to assure her.


“Don’t be so sure, boy.” She unbuttoned the thick coat she had borrowed from her sister.


“Come on.”


They walked on.


“There it is, mama. The park.”


She saw the lights and the grandstand roof. “Baseball is a waste of time, Chester.”


“Why do you say that?”


“It won’t take you anywhere. Education and a good job will do it. That Miss Hudson knows that. She finished her high school and took a university course to be a pharmacist. She graduated near the top of her class. And she has a good job that pays her one hundred and fifty dollars a month. Smart girl for twenty-two. She’ll marry some college boy and do just fine. She won’t marry no wood-chopper or cotton-picker. No, sir. It’s a decent suit-and-tie man for her.”


Chester took his mother by the hand. “Mama, I was ready to finish high school, too.”


Ramona lowered her head. “I know. I don’t need to be reminded.”


“I never told you this. But I better now.” He swallowed. “That day... you know... I came home to tell you something.”


Her eyes bulged. “I thought we weren’t going to discuss that day. Billy took care of everything. Isn’t that what he said? That subject is closed. Forever. It never happened!”


“Sorry, mama. But listen to me. After my last game, a professional scout found me and offered me two-hundred and seventy-five dollars a month to play for the Birmingham Black Barons.”


“Goodness me, boy.” She was obviously surprised at the amount of money. “What did you tell him?”


“I said my mama wanted me to finish my school year first.”


“Good boy.”


“And he told me to call him
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