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“THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY
OF THE PIONEER WHO BROKE BASEBALL’S COLOR LINE.”
—Detroit Free Press


“Admiring but not worshipful … It avoids the temptation to rhapsodize over a figure whose life reads almost like a religious allegory, so full is it of redemptive power. Professor Rampersad unobtrusively lays out the facts, including the facts of Robinson’s edgy and sometimes irritating combativeness, allowing us to make out the meaning of the story on our own.”

—The New York Times




“Rampersad … peels away the gloss that years have added to Robinson’s legend.… By focusing on Robinson the man, Rampersad makes him all the more the hero.”

—USA Today




“Rampersad presents a portrait of a figure whose impact reached beyond sports into the most crucial areas of American life.… Never, perhaps, has his life been rendered with such depth and unsparing detail.”

—Chicago Tribune




“Riveting as a historic narrative, unflinching in its discussion of American racism in Jackie Robinson’s time, this sympathetic biography of the first black man to play major-league baseball is a model of its genre. Once again, Arnold Rampersad is to be commended for the sensitivity and intelligence of his writing.”

—JOYCE CAROL OATES




“One of the most compelling true-life epics of this American century … Rampersad … is to the art of biography what Paul Warfield was to the craft of catching footballs: smooth, graceful and effective, with no unnecessary moves and an affinity for cool restraint. There is passion here, though it is conveyed with streamlined subtlety and through a scrupulous attention to detail.… A model of how to weave what seems like acres of source material into flowing, absorbing narrative.”

—New York Newsday



“MASTERFUL …


Rampersad matches Robinson’s intensity in his chronicle of the great ballplayer’s life.… Rampersad allows the reader to feel the humanity of both [Dodger general manager Branch] Rickey and Robinson as the two men from different origins forged a father-son relationship en route to a common goal.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“Rampersad puts forward Robinson as a force in history, not its pawn, and his portrayal rings true.”

—The Wall Street Journal




“In an era when much of the focus in major-league sports is on money, this book reminds us of Jackie Robinson’s courage. It does an outstanding job of describing his journey from a small town to a historic career in baseball and beyond.”

—BILL BRADLEY




“Through exhaustive research and dozens of interviews with family members, teammates, business associates, and friends, Rampersad vividly recreates the life of a man who may have had history thrust upon him by circumstance but who also understood the magnitude of his burden.… Rampersad is an evenhanded biographer, and he brings an objectivity to his subject that only enhances Robinson’s place in history. We close this remarkable book realizing again that while any number of others, under different circumstances, might have been the first African American to break baseball’s color line, few would have been able to carry it off with Robinson’s integrity and courage.”

—Booklist (starred review)




“In capturing the life of trailblazing black major leaguer Jackie Robinson, Rampersad has found a subject to match his considerable talents as a biographer. Rampersad is the first biographer to be given complete access to Robinson’s papers, and his book is a thoroughly researched, gracefully written and vividly told story of one of the country’s most gifted, courageous athletes.”

—Publishers Weekly (boxed review)




“Gripping … This outstanding biography is in every way worthy of its esteemed subject.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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You opened the door for me and others who followed you and when you opened it you threw it wide open.

—Brooks Lawrence (1957)




The word for Jackie Robinson is “unconquerable.” … He would not be defeated. Not by the other team and not by life.

—Red Smith (1972)




He could beat you in a lot of ways.

—Yogi Berra (1972)
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Prologue
1962


Now everything is complete.…

—Jackie Robinson (1962)



ON THE MORNING of Monday, July 23, 1962, in the pretty and historic village of Cooperstown in upstate New York, a young white man awoke nervously in the darkness just before dawn, dressed himself quickly, and was out of his hotel, the Cooper Inn, just after six o’clock. The previous evening, he had left his home in Brooklyn, boarded a bus at the Port Authority terminal in Manhattan, and traveled some seven hours through the gathering darkness to be in Cooperstown in good time to witness the events of this day. Outside his hotel, he found the air more than a shade nippy for a midsummer morning; the sky, heavy and sodden with moisture, hung in thick shrouds that hid the sun. This was poor weather for the events he had come such a long distance to see. Later that morning, at ten-thirty, the Baseball Hall of Fame would induct four men into its ranks. Then, at two o’clock in the afternoon, two teams, the New York Yankees and the Milwaukee Braves, would meet in a memorial game played annually near the spot where—all facts to the contrary—baseball was said to have been invented by Abner Doubleday in a cow pasture in 1839, when the nation was young.

By seven o’clock, hours before the ceremony, the young man, Ron Gabriel, twenty-one years old and on summer vacation from his university, had eagerly claimed a seat in the front row of some two thousand chairs set out on Main Street before the official rostrum. This wooden dais stood on the lawn in front of the brick building, rich in baseball memorabilia, that housed the museum that was the Baseball Hall of Fame. Neither the chilly air nor the menace of rain could temper Gabriel’s excitement: “I wanted to see everything!” Born and reared in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn, Gabriel had come above all to witness one event: the induction of Jack Roosevelt “Jackie” Robinson into the Hall of Fame. Since his days as a boy haunting Ebbets Field, the aged ballpark that the Brooklyn Dodgers called home, Gabriel had admired Robinson. But his interest in the ceremony ran deeper. Four years before, in 1958, the Dodgers had quit Brooklyn and moved to Los Angeles. Soon, to make way for an apartment complex, a wrecking ball had reduced Ebbets Field to rubble.

To Gabriel, as to his parents and thousands of other fans, Brooklyn and its old, sweet ways had begun to die the day the Dodgers left. Gabriel’s grandparents had come to the United States from Russia and Austria, in the long river of migration that had brought millions of foreigners to New York. Almost as much as any other single force, the Brooklyn Dodgers had helped to make the children and grandchildren of many of these migrants truly American. With the departure of the Dodgers, that vision of old Brooklyn would live thereafter mainly in memory and legend, and most vividly in thrilling recollections of the baseball team of which Jackie Robinson, between 1947 and 1956, had been one unforgettable part.

When the ceremony at last started, every seat before the rostrum was taken, and all eyes were on the four men being inducted. Two were old-timers, chosen by a special committee: Edd Roush, sixty-eight years old and, in the seasons just before the ascendancy of Babe Ruth and the mighty home run, one of the premier hitters in the game; and Bill McKechnie, seventy-six, mediocre as a player but a paragon among managers. The other two inductees were stars of the recent past, selected by a far more exacting process. One was Bob Feller, forty-three, a flame-throwing pitcher from an Iowa farm whose 266 wins included three no-hitters and a dozen one-hitters. He had been, as one reporter put it, “supreme, a model athlete cast in the heroic mold, as a boy wonder who became a national sports idol.” The other was Robinson, also forty-three years old. Robinson’s complex fate had been to be the first black player in the major leagues of baseball in America in the twentieth century.

For all four men, as for virtually all baseball players, entry into the Hall of Fame was the crowning achievement of their lives. The white-haired McKechnie, breaking down at the podium, could not finish his remarks. More poised, Robinson was also deeply moved by the significance of the moment. “What I remember above all,” Gabriel recalled, “was how absolutely radiant he looked. He wore a dark suit and a dark tie and his skin was very dark, too. But his hair was thick and a glowing white and his eyes were sparkling because he was obviously very proud and very, very happy.” When it was his turn to speak, he did not hide his joy. “I feel inadequate,” he confessed. “I can only say that now everything is complete.”

Quickly, Robinson turned to include others in his moment of triumph. “I could not be here without the advice and guidance of three of the most wonderful people I know,” he declared. One was a bulky, bushy-browed white man, Branch Rickey, eighty years old, “who was as a father to me.” In 1945, as general manager of the Dodgers, Rickey had made up his mind to attack Jim Crow in baseball, and with many men to choose from in the Negro baseball leagues had summoned a rookie shortstop on the Kansas City Monarchs to walk point. The second was Robinson’s mother, Mallie McGriff Robinson, seventy-one. Once a sharecropper’s wife in rural Georgia, then a domestic servant in California, to which she had fled in 1920, she had also been the single most influential person in her son’s often troubled youth, urging him on toward a clean, God-fearing life and whatever success he could wrestle for himself in a world hostile to blacks. The third was his wife, Rachel Robinson, whom he had married in 1946, just as his baseball ordeal was beginning, and who had shared with him most of the grief and the glory of the years since then. These three people “are all here today,” Robinson said, “making the honor complete. And I don’t think I will ever come down from Cloud Nine.”

In January, five years after retiring, when he had become eligible for the Hall of Fame following a rule instituted in 1954, he had expected to be ignored. That month, according to a secret ritual, 160 members of the Baseball Writers’ Association of America had each nominated ten eligible players for the Hall of Fame. (A separate, smaller committee chose from among old-timers, executives, and the like.) To enter the Hall, a player first had to appear on 75 percent of these ballots. The standards for nomination were in part subjective; the writers were often unpredictable. In the history of the Hall, no one had entered in his first year of eligibility since its opening in 1936, when the selectors tapped five immortals: Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, Walter Johnson, Honus Wagner, and Christy Mathewson. In 1939, his last season, Lou Gehrig had entered by acclamation, because everyone knew that the “Iron Horse” of baseball was dying. But Rogers Hornsby, said to be the finest right-handed hitter ever, had waited six years; and Joe DiMaggio, lauded by Robinson himself as the finest player of their era, had waited two. Since 1956, the writers had not chosen any players.

Judged by the statistics of his career, Robinson’s chances were strong but not overwhelming; judged by the many controversies of a career born in raw controversy, they were slim. Robinson himself thought he had no chance. “I’m positive I won’t be accepted this year,” he had told a reporter. “Maybe someday. But regardless of what some of my achievements were, many writers are going to disregard this because of Jackie Robinson, Negro outspoken.”

“Negro outspoken” he had been as a player and in the five years since his retirement, which had coincided with the deepening crisis across the nation over civil rights for blacks. Putting his immense prestige at risk, he had almost recklessly thrown in his lot with the Movement. As a fearless competitor with the Dodgers, he had also clashed often with sportswriters; and the men who ran baseball, with one clear exception only, had both opposed his right to play the game with whites and turned their backs on him when he retired. “If I had been white with the things I did,” Robinson offered sourly, “they would never have allowed me to get out of baseball.” But he also commanded respect from many of the people who disliked him for stirring up antagonism. “He has a talent for it,” one writer shrewdly judged. “He has the tact of a child, because he has the moral purity of a child. When you are tactless, you make enemies.” Still, he concluded, “I am confident that Jackie’s non-friends will sweep him into the Hall of Fame.” “The aggressive Robbie carried a chip on his shoulder,” another newsman declared, “and inspired among writers and fellow players little of the warm affection they lavished on such as Roy Campanella and Willie Mays. Yet he unmistakably won their admiration. What a whale of a competitor he was!… Jackie rates the Hall of Fame on merit and merit should be color-blind.”

But color had to do with so much in Robinson’s career. An incident on a cold, windy morning in Manhattan in January had poignantly underscored that fact. He was stepping briskly on his way to his office on Lexington Avenue when a black man, a stranger, stuck out his hand. “Jackie,” the man said, “I know you are going to be elected into baseball’s Hall of Fame. And when you are, it will be the happiest day of my life.” Stunned, Robinson walked slowly away, musing on the man’s words. “I was greatly moved by what that fellow said and the way he said it. Imagine him saying it would be the greatest day of his life if I made the Hall of Fame! It meant more to me than anything I can tell you.”

In January, sure enough, merit was sufficiently color-blind for Robinson to garner 124 votes, or four more than he needed for admission. With congratulations pouring in, he had passed the months since his selection keenly anticipating this historic moment in Cooperstown. Three days before his induction, on the evening of July 20, he had sat in a golden haze of glory when some nine hundred admirers, led by the governor of New York, who hailed him as “a hero of the struggle to make American democracy a genuine reality for every American,” honored him with a testimonial dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. In an evening rich with praise, three messages stood out. One was from Richard Nixon, the former Vice-President of the United States, whom Robinson had firmly supported in the 1960 presidential election. “There are days when I feel a special pride simply in being American,” Nixon had written Robinson when the news first broke, “and Tuesday, January 23, 1962, was certainly one of them.” The second was from John F. Kennedy, who tuned out the persistent drumbeat of Robinson’s opposition to his presidency to offer a glowing tribute. “He has demonstrated in his brilliant career,” President Kennedy declared, that “courage, talent and perseverance can overcome the forces of intolerance.… The vigor and fierce competitive spirit that characterized his performance as an athlete are still evident in his efforts in the great battle to achieve equality of opportunity for all people.”

The most eloquent tribute had come from Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the central figure in the civil rights movement and the inspiration behind the testimonial dinner. King, like Kennedy and Nixon, was absent on July 20; he was in Albany, Georgia, caught up in perhaps the most explosive crisis of the Movement to that point, as a coalition of liberal organizations confronted one of the worst strongholds of segregation, about sixty miles from the place where Robinson himself was born on a plantation in 1919. Spelling out the meaning of Jackie Robinson’s example, King defended Robinson’s right, challenged by some observers who saw him as a faded athlete perilously beyond his depth, to speak out on matters such as politics, segregation, and civil rights. “He has the right,” King insisted stoutly, “because back in the days when integration wasn’t fashionable, he underwent the trauma and the humiliation and the loneliness which comes with being a pilgrim walking the lonesome byways toward the high road of Freedom. He was a sit-inner before sit-ins, a freedom rider before freedom rides. And that is why we honor him tonight.”

Praised by friend and foe alike, a hero to the heroes of a struggle inspired in many ways by his own achievements in baseball, Robinson felt a profound sense of satisfaction in what he had accomplished and was helping to accomplish. Now the vice-president of a successful company, living with his handsome family in a fine home in a wealthy Connecticut town, he seemed the epitome of success. “You are the richest man I know,” a friend wrote to him a few days later, “because you have everything; who could ask for more?”

Now, at Cooperstown, Robinson set aside his bad memories and acknowledged the inner truth about his relationship to the game that had transformed his life even as he had helped to transform the game. “I’m a tremendously fortunate individual,” he told the assembled guests. “I gave baseball all I had for ten years and baseball has given me everything I’ve got today.”

When the simple ceremony was over, Gabriel beat the crush of spectators storming the stage and offered congratulations to Robinson, and Branch Rickey, too. “I thanked Rickey,” he recalled, “for being the man behind this great moment. He liked what I said, I could tell that. I could also see that only Robinson was paying him any attention. He seemed far on the sidelines for a man who had helped to make the history we were witnessing.” Standing a few feet away, Gabriel watched as photographers snapped pictures of the two men together; then he trailed them as they toured the wall of plaques, now ninety altogether, that was the heart of the Hall of Fame. He listened closely as writers peppered Robinson with questions about his dramatic entry into white baseball, his pact with Rickey to endure abuse and not strike back while the game and the nation absorbed the shock of his black presence. “The one question that stood out for me,” Gabriel said, “was whether he was proud to have been the first black in major league baseball. And I heard him say, ‘Yes, that’s something I can really feel proud about. I will always be proud of that particular fact.’ I could tell that his answer came from his heart, that he was not boasting but was really terribly proud that he had done that particular thing.”

And yet the Hall of Fame plaque bearing Robinson’s likeness said nothing about his black skin—or his ordeal. In the Hall of Fame, each man was finally the same color: bronze. But Robinson’s color was central to his story. “Later his name would appear on two other plaques,” Gabriel said, “and then you had a hint of what he had gone through. But not on his own plaque. I always thought that a pity.” Under the heading “Brooklyn N.L. 1947 to 1956” Robinson’s plaque read only: “Leading N.L. batter in 1949. Holds fielding mark for second baseman playing in 150 or more games with .992. Lead N.L. in stolen bases in 1947 and 1949. Most valuable player in 1949. Lifetime batting average .311. Joint record holder for most double plays by second baseman, 137 in 1951. Led second basemen in double plays 1949–50–51–52.” Those numbers did not tell the whole truth, Gabriel knew. “To see Robinson’s career in numbers,” Roger Kahn would write, “is to see Lincoln through Federal budgets and to miss the Emancipation Proclamation. Double plays, stolen bases, indeed the bat, the ball, the glove, were only artifacts with which Jackie Robinson made his country and you and me and all of us a shade more free.”

Leaving the museum, Robinson, Rickey, and others in the main party went on their way. After a quick meal alone, Gabriel strolled over to the venerable Otesaga Hotel, where he knew most of the honored guests were staying. Easing himself near a doorway that opened onto the glittering dining room, he had no trouble finding Jackie Robinson once more. “Again, Robinson was like a vision,” he recalled. “He and his mother and his wife and their three children stood out because they were all dressed up, beautifully dressed up; but they were also the only black family in the entire room. Jackie couldn’t keep still; he was talking to waiters, moving around his table, making sure everything was fine for his family. It was truly a beautiful thing to see.

“But it was also heartbreaking, too. I asked myself, are they the first black family to sit in that dining room? Somehow, it looked that way. Jackie seemed very much at ease and yet also a stranger, a man inside and yet, at the same time, apart. But he had earned his place, his right to be there. I thought, gee, this is really wonderful, this is what America is all about.”

Fifteen minutes before game time, the skies opened and cool rain began to drench the village. For the first time in the history of the ceremony, officials had to call off the game. Disappointed, but musing still on the significance of all that he had seen, Gabriel boarded a bus for the long ride home.


CHAPTER 1
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In Pharaoh’s Land: Cairo, Georgia
1919–1920


Yet we did not nod, nor weary of the scene; for this is historic ground.

—W. E. B. Du Bois (1903)



NEAR SIX O’CLOCK on the evening of January 31, 1919, Jack Roosevelt Robinson was born somewhere near the town of Cairo in Grady County in southern Georgia, a few miles north of the Florida state line. Precisely where he was born is open to question, although only two answers make sense. In one place, a crumbling brick chimney is all that remains of the dwelling. In the other, two brick chimneys rise now above burnt-out ruins. The first place was a rough cottage, the home of Jack’s parents, Jerry and Mallie Robinson, on a plantation just south of Cairo owned by a white farmer, James Madison Sasser. The other site, not far away, was a somewhat more pleasant house sitting among whispering pine trees on the edge of Hadley Ferry Road near Rocky Hill, also to the south of Cairo. There, Mallie Robinson’s parents, Washington McGriff and Edna Sims McGriff, lived on twelve acres owned at that time by Edna.

Of these two places, the more plausible is the cottage on the Sasser plantation. Later, Mallie spoke of giving birth at a farmhouse with about five big rooms. With her were a doctor, her husband, her brother, and a brother-in-law. A major flu epidemic was raging, she noted; there were no women around. The physician, the first doctor to attend Mallie in her five birthings, was a white man, a Dr. Reynolds. Almost certainly he was Dr. Arthur Brown Reynolds, a University of Georgia medical school graduate who had come to practice in the area around 1910. The epidemic was the “Spanish flu,” which in 1918 and 1919 killed millions of Americans.

Mallie had given birth to a healthy boy. In choosing his middle name, his family intended to honor Teddy Roosevelt. As President, the patrician Roosevelt had inspired many blacks because of his outspoken disdain for racism, especially during his first term in office, before white supremacist power made him retreat into conservatism. He had condemned lynching and had also attacked the system called peonage, which had emerged as the new slavery in much of the rural South. Working with the premier black leader of the age, Booker T. Washington of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, Roosevelt had appointed several blacks to high office. He had also tried hard, if with little success, to forge a political coalition of Southern whites and blacks under enlightened white leadership. Roosevelt, a bitter critic of the sitting President, the segregationist Woodrow Wilson, was widely expected to run again for the White House in 1920. But on January 6, 1919, he died. When Mallie’s son was born later that month, she named him after the twenty-sixth President of the United States.

Mallie had wanted a girl; now she had four sons, but only one daughter. She also knew that Jack’s birth would not help her marriage, which was doomed. She and Jerry had been separated at least three times. Every patching-up had meant only false hopes and another child.

Marrying for love, Mallie McGriff perhaps took a step down. Jerry’s father, Tony Robinson, had crossed over the state line from Florida to rent and farm land on the Sasser plantation. Jerry, most likely the eldest of eleven children, had labored all his life for the Sassers; tied to the soil, he could neither read nor write. Mallie had known a different life. The seventh of fourteen children, she had grown up on land owned by her parents and gone to school up to the sixth grade—no small feat for a black girl in rural Georgia. Born slaves, Wash and Edna McGriff had pressed education on their children; when Mallie was ten, she repaid her father by teaching him to read his beloved Bible. The McGriffs had brought up their children to fear God but also to plan for the future, and Mallie had learned those lessons well. For her, hope was essential. Everywhere around her, she could see history weighing heavily on the lives of blacks and whites alike.

Slavery had defined, and continued to shape, the culture of the region. Before the Civil War, the fertile “Black Belt” across the middle of Georgia comprised the densest population of blacks anywhere in the United States. Most were slaves, who lived and died on rich cotton plantations in what one observer mordantly called “the Egypt of the Confederacy.” The region where the McGriffs and their relatives lived was well to the south, but was usually seen as part of the Black Belt because it, too, was fertile and home to many blacks. Taking in Grady County and the adjoining Thomas County, this area rolled on as far south as Tallahassee, the hilly capital of Florida. Compared to northern Georgia, the region was isolated, and home mainly to striving small farmers. Striving was part of its history. Needy white pioneers, many coming from the Carolinas, had helped to drive the native Seminole Indians from their ancestral grounds. Most of the territory that in 1909 would become Grady County, with Cairo as its seat, was given away in the land lottery that followed, in 1820. The architect of the overthrowing of Indian sovereignty was undoubtedly Andrew Jackson, later President of the United States, who profited enormously from this wanton theft and destruction.

Slaves had been essential to the growth of the region; slave labor had cleared its primeval forests, nurtured and harvested its crops. After the Civil War, which saw little destruction in this part of Georgia, blacks like Wash and Edna McGriff had looked forward to enjoying the fruits of their labor and freedom. Instead, Reconstruction became for them, in the words of a local historian, “a period of broken promises, abject poverty and crushed dreams.” By 1900, because of the punitive use of devices such as the poll tax and stringent literacy requirements, few blacks could vote, and Jim Crow laws and customs also harshly shut off even the most common avenues to prosperity, especially jobs.

White hostility took even more violent forms. Between 1890 and 1902, when about 200 lynchings made Georgia the worst state in the Union in this respect, six took place in Thomas County. The years between 1909, when Jerry and Mallie were married, and 1918 saw more than 125 lynchings of blacks across the state, often for flimsy reasons and always unpunished. Mob violence was a daunting feature of black life in Georgia, with the most harrowing single episode the Atlanta riot of September 1906, when four leading blacks were killed by whites, who also looted and burned black homes and businesses. The effect on blacks of so much repression was widespread poverty, disease, and crime, as well as cynicism and despair. For many, freedom had actually been a step down from slavery. “Although there were white people in Thomas County,” it was noted, “who believed that blacks should have a chance to have freedom on a par with whites, most local white leaders opposed black advancement at every turn.”

Still, some blacks managed to rise. A chronic labor shortage made black people, no matter how poorly paid, necessary to white self-interest. In the 1880s, local blacks also benefited when tourism became important, as well as a new plantation culture that brought rich Northerners, including those with names such as Whitney, Vanderbilt, and Rockefeller, to acquire estates in the region. Attracted by the sunny climate, stunning landscapes, and rock-bottom prices after a plague of bankruptcies, the newcomers began to transform decrepit estates according to their fanciful notions about the Old South in its golden age, before the Civil War. Blacks were essential to this fantasy, which also encouraged not only prosperity but new standards of civility as well. In 1904, the region ardently supported the charming Tom Watson as the Populist candidate for the U.S. presidency. Nevertheless, white supremacy was the first rule of life. In 1910, when the local Board of Trade published a brochure designed to attract new businesses to Grady County, it offered as one inducement “the interesting fact” gleaned from the last U.S. Census that “the rural South is becoming white with the coming in of farmers from the Central West” to buy cheap land in Georgia. Cairo, the brochure boasted, “is the Diamond Stud on Grady County’s Snow-White Front.”

In southern Georgia, as elsewhere, some blacks seized on almost every passing chance, every loophole in the logic of Jim Crow, to build as best they could. Family, the land, and the church became central to their lives. Clearly the McGriffs, Mallie’s family, were part of this group; clearly, too, they prospered. When Wash’s sister Eliza McGriff married Jerry Walden Jr., her former teacher at the black school in nearby Beachton, the McGriffs became even more deeply rooted in the community of landed black farmers who believed in family pride, education, the accumulation of property, and God. (Walden was a Morehouse College graduate whose family owned several hundred acres of land.) In the region south of Cairo, with its fertile red clay soil and rolling, pine-covered hills, black families like the McGriffs, the Waldens, and their relatives the Hadleys (whose patriarch, Richard Hadley, owned four hundred acres by the 1870s) endured and, now and then, even flourished. Prolific in offspring and intertwined in marriage, they forged this union despite the resentments of most of their white neighbors; the black families bought land that their descendants would own tenaciously a hundred years later. Raising livestock and planting fields of corn, cotton, sugar cane, peanuts, and garden vegetables, they were able both to feed themselves in times of grave financial hardship, which were not infrequent, and also to save a little money toward the future.

Religion was important. Breaking away from white churches, where they were unwanted, blacks dipped into their meager resources to build and maintain more than thirty churches in the region by the turn of the century. Mallie’s people, generous in their support of religion, worshiped at churches like the Evergreen Congregational Church in Beachton, built on land donated by the Waldens; or the Rocky Hill African Methodist Episcopal Church, which the McGriffs attended; or Ochlocknee Baptist, important in Hadley family history. Mallie’s faith in God was linked to her keen sense of family, and both were blended with her belief that family and God were the main defenses against the evils of the unjust world into which she had been born as a black in the Deep South.

Mallie no doubt would have remained in Grady County, a devoted wife and mother, but for her husband’s philandering. Handsome and virile, Jerry Robinson had first flashed his teeth at her during a party at Christmas, 1906. He was eighteen years old, she only fourteen. Taking her home, he promised to call on her on Sunday and escort her to church. Incensed, Wash McGriff put a stop to that: Mallie was too young, he insisted. Almost certainly, he saw that Jerry Robinson was a shabby prospect; instead, McGriff had in mind for Mallie an upstanding young man, originally from South Carolina, whose family lived in the best tenant house on the Sasser plantation. But Mallie, pretending to be scared of strange South Carolinians, ignored him and encouraged Jerry. On Sunday, November 21, 1909, about three years after their first meeting, she and Jerry Robinson were married.

At first, Mallie was happy with Jerry in their cabin on Jim Sasser’s plantation; but Sasser’s terms and conditions soon disturbed her. To her dismay, she found out that his tenants had to beg him for any farm produce they wanted, from collard greens to turnips. Hog-killing time that Christmas brought a further shock; Mallie was stunned to hear that Sasser allowed his black workers only scraps—he reserved even the neckbones and backbones. When Jerry, borrowing against his next year’s salary of twelve dollars a month, gave Mallie five dollars to make the season merry, she found the sum inadequate; furthermore, Sasser expected her to spend it all at his plantation store. Farming here smelled like slavery, and Mallie said so. A bold young woman, she set about changing their life. She made Jerry insist on sharecropping status with Jim Sasser rather than monthly wages. Sasser was not happy about the request, but agreed to it. In the usual arrangement, he provided housing, the land, fertilizer, and seed in return for half of whatever Jerry Robinson grew.

Mallie then threw her energies into making sharecropping pay, and their life improved dramatically. Soon the Robinsons owned their own fat hogs, chickens, and turkeys as well as the cotton and peanuts, sugar cane, corn, and potatoes that were some of the staples of the Sasser plantation. But prosperity worked poorly on Jerry; with money in his pocket, his eye began to rove. “We were just living as I wanted to live,” Mallie declared sorrowfully some forty years later; “only his love [was] drifting away.” Dazzled by the lights of Cairo, Jerry wanted to move to town, but Mallie could not be swayed. Fed up, Jerry tried to put her out, but she refused to leave. He left, then returned; she forgave him. He left again, and came back again; she forgave him once more. Meanwhile, their children came—Edgar in 1910, Frank in 1911, Mack in 1914, Willa Mae in 1916; and Jack in 1919.

By this time, Mallie knew that her husband was romantically involved with one of the married daughters of a respected black family, the Powells, who owned a large tract of land across the road from the Sasser place. (“It’s true,” Olin Faulk said some seventy-five years later; “my grandmother Fannie Powell’s sister was having an affair with him. The family often talked about it.”) Deeply hurt by the knowledge, Mallie turned increasingly to God, who warned her in a dream that Jerry and his lover were about to run off together. When Jerry announced too casually that he was going to visit one of his brothers in Texas and would take little Willa Mae along, Mallie replied just as casually that Willa Mae could not go. On July 28, 1919, Jerry said goodbye to his wife and children and went down to the railroad station in Cairo. Someone saw him skulking around one end of the station; then he climbed aboard a local train heading north—a curious way to go to Texas. Next, Mallie heard that he was working at a sawmill and that the woman was with him.

When Jerry’s money and luck ran out, he was back on her doorstep. But she was moving now in a different direction. Jerry’s departure had put her on a collision course with Jim Sasser, who once told her to her face: “You’re about the sassiest nigger woman ever on this place.” Powerfully built, “a tall, rawboned man, who scared a lot of people,” according to one person, Sasser ran his farm with a mailed fist. A county commissioner, he was widely respected as perhaps the most enterprising farmer in the region, but he was also rightly feared as one of the toughest. When he found out that Mallie had actually helped Jerry, perhaps his best worker, to leave, he was livid. But Mallie stood up to him. When Sasser sought to bring the sheriff into the matter, to compel Jerry back into the marriage and onto the plantation, she refused to go along. When he tried to hire her as cook for his household, she declined the honor. Sasser struck back after one of Jerry’s brothers offered to bring in the crops for her. “You might as well go,” Sasser advised her. “I ain’t gonna give you nothing.”

To accommodate new tenant farmers, he evicted her and the children out of her house into another one, less spacious, then into yet another, which she found barely habitable. Still, when Mallie tried to take a job elsewhere, Sasser blocked the way. Finally she found work with another white family, who treated her kindly. But Georgia and the South itself had become a dead end. As Mallie tried to gauge the likely future for herself and her five children, she saw mainly poverty, humiliation, and possibly worse. In the preceding five years, race relations had become bleak. On Thanksgiving night, 1915, at the behest of the same Tom Watson who had tried to lead blacks and whites under the Populist banner, the Klan was reborn in a ceremony atop Stone Mountain, Georgia. In 1919, when whites lynched seventy-six blacks in the United States, Georgia preserved its record as the most violently antiblack state in the Union. In April, three months after Jack’s birth, an incident in a church in Millen, eastern Georgia, led to the death of two white policemen; whites then killed five blacks and burned seven black churches and lodge halls. On May 10, a race riot broke out in Charleston in neighboring South Carolina. Early in September, in incidents across Georgia, a number of black churches and schools were burned down. Between the Charleston riot and the epidemic of arson had come the “Red Summer,” which witnessed at least two dozen race riots across the country, most notably in Chicago, brought on by bitter postwar competition between whites and blacks seeking jobs and housing.

A way out for Mallie came with a visit to Grady County by Burton Thomas, her half-brother, who had emigrated to southern California. (He was Edna McGriff’s son by a previous marriage, to Monroe Thomas.) Elegantly garbed and exuding an air of settled prosperity, Burton expounded to one and all on the wonders of the West. “If you want to get closer to heaven,” he liked to brag, “visit California.” Slowly and secretly, and apparently with the aid of some whites among Mallie’s employers, a circle of relatives began to plan an exit. Mallie would take her five children with her. Her sister Cora Wade, two years younger, would also move, with her husband, Samuel, and their sons, Ralph, who was three, and Van, an infant. Mallie’s brother Paul McGriff also planned to go. Eventually, about thirteen family members formed the party migrating to Los Angeles.

On May 21, 1920, Mallie commandeered a buggy, loaded her children and possessions on it, and headed for Cairo. There, preparing to leave, she and the children stayed briefly at the home on Adams Street (later called Seventh Street) of her half-sister Mary Lou Thomas Maxwell, forty-two years old and the full sister of Burton Thomas. Unhappy with her husband’s ways, Mary Lou intended to follow Mallie and Cora to California.

Summoned by an indignant Jerry Robinson, as Mallie herself recalled, the police caught up with her at the small train station near the middle of town. To many white Southerners, migrating blacks were an insult and a threat: an insult to the myth that the South was perfection itself, especially in the harmony of its races; and a threat in that it meant the loss of some of the South’s cheapest labor. Local Georgia police routinely saw it as part of their responsibility to curb black migration. In 1916, in Macon, Savannah, and elsewhere in Georgia, officers mounted specific actions, including the vigorous policing of the black section of Jim Crow train stations, to prevent blacks from leaving. Typically, they tore up train tickets or intimidated blacks into turning back. In Macon, the city council approved the purchase of forty rifles by the police to deal with a perceived threat from blacks angry over this issue. About fifty thousand blacks abandoned Georgia that year.

At the Cairo train station, some white policemen truculently checked train tickets, churlishly kicked at suitcases and boxes. But they did nothing to stop Mallie’s party from leaving.

“In those days,” Charles Copeland, a family friend, later recalled, “six trains passed through Cairo every twenty-four hours. I was young, but I remember the day the sisters left with their children, the commotion at the train station. I had never seen anything like it. It was a big thing for us, everyone was so excited.” Around midnight, the number 58 train pulled into the station. The band of travelers wept, said their goodbyes, and climbed aboard. Almost certainly, Jack Roosevelt Robinson, only one year and four months old, was in his mother’s arms as the train pulled slowly out of Cairo to start the long journey across the continent.


CHAPTER 2
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A Pasadena Boyhood
1920–1937


I might have become a full-fledged delinquent.

—Jackie Robinson (1972)



ON A WARM JUNE night in 1920, Mallie Robinson and her band of migrants from Georgia at last reached Los Angeles, California. After a sometimes dreary, more often absorbing ride across the continent, the first vista of the city dazzled her; it was, she wrote home, “the most beautiful sight of my whole life.” The next day, passing through orange groves and winding upward toward the land under the San Gabriel Mountains, the train bearing the party reached its final destination, the city of Pasadena, about a dozen miles from Los Angeles.

The California weather and scenery were spectacular, the city of Pasadena impressive—but the Georgia migrants started their new life in a shabby cold-water apartment of three small rooms, with a tin tub serving as a kitchen sink, near the railroad station. The next morning, Mallie resolutely began her search for work; except for three dollars sewn into the lining of her petticoat, she was broke. Soon, however, she had landed a job as a maid with a white Pasadena family, on terms she liked: eight dollars a week, and her working day ended in the late afternoon, not into the night as in Georgia. When her employers moved away suddenly, she lost this job; but she soon found another, also with a white family, the Dodges, whose trust and respect she quickly earned. Twenty years later she was still working for them.

After a few weeks in the cramped apartment, the Robinsons and the Wades moved with Burton Thomas into a roomy house with an ample backyard at 45 Glorieta Street, in the tree-lined northwestern section of the city. Like all of Pasadena, this area was mainly white; but it also formed the center of Pasadena’s small black population.

Late in the summer, Edgar and Frank Robinson, ten and nine years old respectively, started school at Grover Cleveland Elementary School nearby; Cora Wade, who was too frail to take a regular job, was in charge of Mack, Willa Mae, and Jack as well as her own children while her husband and Mallie worked. This arrangement worked well for the Robinsons and the Wades, less happily for Burton. Uncle Burton was “really very much a loner,” Willa Mae later recalled, “and he definitely wasn’t used to children.” In 1922, after about two years in Pasadena, Mallie and Sam pooled their money and bought a house at 121 Pepper Street, on an all-white block just to the north of Glorieta. The 1921–22 Pasadena City Directory listed Sam Wade as owner and “Mattie” Robinson as a fellow resident there, but they were co-owners. According to family legend, a black real estate agent employed his light-skinned niece to buy the house, then sold it to Mallie and Sam. However, the county tax assessor’s records indicate only that the property was bought in 1905 by two men, Charles R. Ellis and William H. Harrison, who then sold it in 1922 to Mallie Robinson and Sam Wade.

Two years later, in 1924, the Wades moved into their own home a few blocks away, at 972 Cypress Street. Mallie then became the sole owner of 121 Pepper Street, where Jack would live until he left home in 1941. In 1939, Mallie would also buy the property next door, 133 Pepper Street, at what was then the corner of Pepper Street and Navarro Avenue (years later, Navarro Avenue would be filled in at that point). In 1946, she acquired a third adjoining lot, at 1302 Navarro Avenue.

PEPPER STREET IN 1922 was a working-class district, but the black migrants from rural Georgia now lived in the wealthiest city in the United States, judged according to the size of its population. Twenty years later, despite the ravages of the Great Depression, Pasadena still ranked as “the richest city per capita in America.” Its main thoroughfare, Orange Grove Avenue, adorned by impressive mansions and effulgent gardens, was commonly called “Millionaires’ Row”; and signs of affluence and taste were everywhere to be seen. An educated black visitor passing through the city shortly before the arrival of the Robinsons in 1920 wrote admiringly of “a civic pride running through all the town,” as well as other features that made Pasadena unmistakably “a city of beauty and harmony.”

In some ways, its story is a familiar American tale; in other respects, it is more or less original. Familiar enough is the conquest by whites of the Gabrielino Indians, whose unusually pale skin led some people to believe in a race of white Indians but did not save that race from extinction. Their lands, dominated to the north by the stone-faced San Gabriel Mountains and embracing the fertile San Gabriel Valley, then passed from the hands of the Church to a succession of secular owners, who presided over great ranches once a part of Mexico. Where the Gabrielinos, feeding on acorns and squash, used to roam freely, profitable grape vineyards and orange groves, often the property of eastern financial interests, began to flourish in the balmy climate. Then, in 1873, a group of Indiana citizens, sick of midwestern winters, took steps to acquire a California home in the region. By the end of the year, a model community was in the making. Wanting a quaint Indian name for their settlement, in 1875 the founders came up with “Pasadena,” which in a Chippewa dialect is said to mean “the valley,” or “of the valley.” The new community formally adopted this name.

The founders set lofty civic goals for themselves. They divided the land in a spirit of harmony, built roads with a respect for the natural features of the land, and planted thousands of fruit trees, which led to the area being celebrated as a kind of Eden. The warm, dry climate encouraged sanitariums and hotels and a steady flow of tourists, many of whom returned to stay. Spurning heavy industry, Pasadena wooed the rich and the educated. The city, making the most of its mountains and clean air, factors conducive to geology and astronomy, established what became the major science school in the west, the California Technical Institute, or Caltech. “Sophisticated and wealthy patrons fostered the arts,” one historian has noted, “and Pasadena became an important center for distinctive architecture, painting and sculpture, music, literature and science.”

For a while, Pasadena was a liberal community, proud of its Indiana abolitionist roots and its civic ideals. The city openly welcomed, first as visitors, then as settlers, Jason and Owen Brown, sons of John Brown, the martyr of the action at Harpers Ferry, in which Owen had fought. But the main test of its liberalism came from its servants and their descendants, of whom there were many. Pasadena was famous for its profusion of private gardens, the most famous of which was that of the beer magnate Adolphus Busch, formerly of St. Louis, Missouri. With its shimmering pools and fountains, winding paths, mossy stone walls, verdant lawns, and quaint little cottages out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Busch Gardens became a magnet for visitors to the town. Built by the rich, such gardens depended on cheap labor. As with the faux plantations of southwestern Georgia, the fantasies of the white rich became a boon to the colored poor.

At first, the Chinese dominated, until the Exclusion Act of 1882 did its work; then the Japanese, less objectionable to whites, filled the vacancies. By 1920, when the Robinsons and the Wades arrived, blacks comprised the largest single minority group in Pasadena, although they numbered only about eleven hundred. The black presence dated back to 1883, when a Negro teamster, after driving a herd of cattle out from Nebraska, bought a vineyard and settled down with his family. Other blacks quickly followed in search of work in the homes and gardens of whites. Churches were founded and families took root, in relative peace. This period before the end of World War I came to be seen as their golden age by Pasadena blacks, who during the war found jobs for the first time in factories, mills, lumberyards, and other light industries. But with the end of the war came bitter clashes between them and returning white soldiers. If the war marked “the beginning of the transition in the economic livelihood of the colored people,” as one scholar noted, it also marked “the start of more intolerance, prejudice, and persecution” than had ever been known in Pasadena.

In fact, Jim Crow had been a feature of Pasadena almost from the start. In 1900, the growing presence of blacks, Japanese, Chinese, and Hispanics led officials to zone the city according to race, a practice stopped only when the United States Supreme Court ruled against it in 1917. When blacks built a new African Methodist Episcopal church in 1909, whites attempted to burn it down. On July 4, 1914, came the issue that would symbolize more vividly than any other the mean and divisive spirit of Jim Crow in Pasadena. On that day, when city officials opened the sole municipal swimming pool, the Brookside Plunge in Brookside Park, they also restricted its use to whites only. After a storm of protest, the city instituted “International Day” at the pool—one day each week when anyone could use it. At the end of this day, they promised, the plunge would be drained and refilled with clean water.

Justice was not unknown for blacks in Pasadena. In 1918, after two black women filed a lawsuit against a local theater that charged them more than whites for admission, a superior court judge awarded them one hundred dollars in damages. But similar acts of race prejudice persisted, as whites sought to turn the screws on blacks and other minority groups, to keep them out of all but menial jobs and bar them from as many public places as possible. In 1919, appalled by local conditions, some blacks founded a chapter of the then-militant National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. That year, the local correspondent for the main black-owned newspaper in the region, the California Eagle, challenged African-Americans “to come together and agitate for the things necessary for their betterment, and circulate propaganda for the guidance of the race in this, the greatest crisis of the Nation’s progress and reconstruction.”

Meanwhile, white Pasadena leaders glowed understandably with a sense of accomplishment. In 1922, the city constructed the Rose Bowl, which served annually on New Year’s Day as the venue of a nationally renowned battle between college football teams, as well as the terminus of the famed Pasadena Parade of Roses. Between 1927 and 1932, the city completed an ambitious Civic Center, including a new city hall and an imposing main library. Pasadena saw the construction of the first freeway in the nation, the imaginatively landscaped Arroyo Seco highway, free of billboards, which linked the city to Los Angeles. About this time, Henry L. Huntington also committed himself to endowing the world-famous library and art gallery that would bear his name into posterity. The Pasadena Community Playhouse gained national fame, especially after its world premiere in 1928 of Dynamo by Eugene O’Neill.

If Pasadena could now claim to be the Athens of southern California, its white citizens increasingly saw only one flaw in all this perfection: the presence of blacks. Crime was not an issue; black crime was insignificant. But Negro residents on any street drove down property values, as Pasadena whites looked with envy on nearby communities such as Eagle Rock, South Pasadena, and San Marino—but especially on Glendale, which had had the foresight not to employ blacks as domestics and now boasted that not a single Negro lived within the city limits. As one of Jack’s friends remembered about Pasadena in the 1930s, the boundaries for most nonwhites were strictly drawn, although there were also scattered exceptions: “You couldn’t live east of Fair Oaks. You couldn’t live north of Washington Boulevard. And you couldn’t live west of Lincoln Avenue.”

Far more devastating were the restrictions on where blacks might work. By 1940, a year before Jack Robinson’s departure from Pasadena, the city had not yet hired, as one editorial indignantly put it, “a single [black] policeman, fireman, regular day-time school teacher, meter-reader, or any other type of employee for the utilities; no, not even a janitor or an elevator boy in the City Hall.” Pasadena employed some blacks in the park, street, and refuse departments, and then only as laborers, never as clerks. At some point, the post office began to hire blacks, and a county office gingerly broke the Jim Crow rule; but most businesses did not, and all trade unions scorned blacks as members. The result was chronic unemployment and poverty and a growing despair. In 1924, after the city rebuffed a petition to appoint a black policeman (by then Los Angeles had a black detective and several black patrolmen and firemen), the Eagle summed up its concern: “The condition of affairs surrounding the racial issues in Pasadena is nothing less than nauseating.”

The white house at 121 Pepper Street, once the site of a local post office, was large; with five bedrooms and two baths spread over two floors, it offered for the first time a measure of comfort and privacy to the Robinsons and the Wades. Within the Robinson family it came to be known as “the Castle,” not least of all because it was their fortress against an often hostile world. The lot was shady with a variety of fruit trees. “We had apples, oranges, peaches, and figs,” Willa Mae recalled, “just about six or eight different kinds of fruit trees, and my mother put up cans of fruit during the summer that lasted us through the winter.” Mallie also put in a large garden. She planted bright-blooming flowers to make the house beautiful, but in addition raised vegetables, “things we could go out in the garden and pick and eat.” As in Georgia, Mallie also raised, at one time or another, turkeys, chickens, ducks, rabbits, and even a flock of pigeons.

Even so, the Robinsons were relatively poor and sometimes hungry. Late in life, Jack would write of his boyhood as marred by stretches of real hunger: “Sometimes there were only two meals a day, and some days we wouldn’t have eaten at all if it hadn’t been for the leftovers my mother was able to bring home from her job.” He also recalled “other times when we subsisted on bread and sweet water.” But Jack’s earlier interviews about Pasadena apparently never mentioned such extreme poverty, and his sister, Willa Mae, denied it. She blamed the emphasis on poverty on the desire of writers to foster a rags-to-riches myth once Jack had become a star. Perhaps the truth is in between, but the Robinsons doubtless struggled to earn money in the 1920s, despite the purchase of their “Castle,” and continued to struggle throughout the Great Depression.

Jack and Willa Mae disagreed about hunger but not about bigotry on Pepper Street. “We went through a sort of slavery,” she recalled, “with the whites slowly, very slowly, getting used to us.” At first, angry whites tried to buy out Mallie and Sam Wade; but Mallie’s kindness won over the only person on the street with the means to buy her out, Clara Coppersmith, a widow who lived alone next door. After Edgar Robinson, at Mallie’s behest, did various chores for her without pay, she gave her vehement support to her black neighbors. Still, resentment remained deep. Someone burned a cross on the front lawn. Down the street, an elderly white couple scurried indoors in terror if any Negroes approached. The police responded to complaints about the children, especially Edgar and his noisy roller-skating. “The police were there every other day,” according to Willa Mae, “telling my mother that she had to keep us in the yard.” Refusing to give up, Mallie also tried to look on her foes with charity. “My mother never lost her composure,” Jack later wrote. “She didn’t allow us to go out of our way to antagonize the whites, and she still made it perfectly clear to us and to them that she was not at all afraid of them and that she had no intention of allowing them to mistreat us.” Once, when he and some friends, in retaliation against a white man on Pepper Street, spread tar on his lawn, Mallie ordered them to repair the damage; she supervised the job as they cleaned the lawn with kerosene and rags and carefully snipped blades of grass with scissors.

The worst episode on Pepper Street touching Jack directly occurred when he was about eight years old. One day, he was sweeping the sidewalk when a little girl from the poorest house on the block, almost directly across the street from the Robinsons’, began to taunt him: “Nigger! Nigger! Nigger!” Incensed, Jack answered in insulting kind. Her father, a surly, shiftless fellow, stormed out of the house to challenge Jack. Soon stones were flying between boy and man until his wife came out to scold him for fighting with a child.

Eventually the Robinsons were accepted on Pepper Street, in large part out of respect for Mallie. At one point, she even made the Robinson home a kind of relief center. On Saturday evenings, a bakery nearby allowed her boys to take away leftover baked goods; and daily, at the end of the milkman’s run, he gave what was left to the “Robinson Crusoe” household, as he called it, rather than let it spoil. Generously, Mallie included her neighbors in distributing this largesse. “My mother divided with them because it was too much for just our family,” according to Willa Mae, “so all the neighbors—even the one that was throwing rocks and fighting—they got some too. And then we got to be real friends and all in the neighborhood. They found out we were human, too; the color didn’t do anything to them.”

To many people, Mallie’s job as a domestic servant, along with her black skin and her gender, fully defined her. In fact, she had a keen imagination and a radiant spirit, as well as abilities and interests that sometimes surprised even her children, who had not known her when she was a young woman starting out, with the world before her. As one of her daughters-in-law recalled, “Mallie loved to sit on her porch with people about her and spin stories endlessly. She would act out the various parts, the different characters, in an animated way, and she had a really vibrant sense of fun and pleasure.” Her son Mack was astonished one day to see her impulsively climb up on a horse and happily gallop off sidesaddle with a skill and confidence he never expected. For all this whimsical aspect, Mallie also had her stern side. “We knew that we had to do what we had to do,” Willa Mae recalled, “or we got spanked, punished; she would pick a switch and come after us.” She worked hard to instill in them the key values she herself had learned growing up in Georgia, about the importance of family, education, optimism, self-discipline, and, above all, God.

Tenaciously, Mallie tried to preserve her family ties to Georgia even if it meant helping several relatives and friends there escape to California. In 1927, following the death in Georgia of her father, Wash McGriff, Mallie welcomed her mother, Edna Sims McGriff, who lived for a while with Mallie, then with her son Burton, and finally with her daughter Cora. Near seventy in 1927, gnarled and feeble, she made a vivid impression on her grandson Jack. “I remember sitting by the flickering light of an oil lantern,” he would recall, “and watching her face, which had a thousand wrinkles in it.” Far more than Mallie, it was Edna McGriff, born a slave, who embodied for Jack the fearsome aspect of his Southern heritage, including the legacy of slavery. “I remember she told me once,” he said, “that when the slaves were freed they wanted no part of freedom. They were afraid of it.” Years later, at one of the most perilous moments of his life, when his future hung in the balance with his military court-martial, he would also recall what his grandmother had told him more than once about the word “nigger,” and her insistence to him that no matter what ignorant whites said, he was not one. On July 25, 1933, when Jack was fourteen, Edna Sims McGriff died at Cora Wade’s home at 972 Cypress Street. She became one of the first of the Georgia migrants to be buried in the Mountain View Cemetery in Pasadena.

Family was vital to Mallie, but God was supreme. For her, as she tried to make her children see, God was a living, breathing presence all about her, and she seeded her language with worshipful allusions to the divine. “God watches what you do,” she would insist; “you must reap what you sow, so sow well!” Faith in God meant not only prayers on one’s knees each night, and Scott United Methodist Church on Sunday, but also a never-ending sensitivity to God’s power, an urge to carry out the divine will as set out in the Bible, and a constant appeal to Heaven for aid, comfort, and guidance. Through all his years living with Mallie, Jack was witness to his mother’s unshakable attachment to religion, the entirely willful way she delivered herself and her fortunes to God without becoming fatalistic or withdrawing from the world. If anyone questioned the durability of the link between prayer and belief, Mallie had a forthright answer. “Prayer,” she often told her children, “is belief.”

CRAVING HIS MOTHER’S COMPANY, Jack as a small boy slept downstairs at 121 Pepper Street with her and refused to leave her bed. When she offered him a quarter a week to move out, he turned her down. Finally, after Jack dreamed one night that an intruder had climbed in through the window, he then fled upstairs to the large bed his older brothers shared.

With Mallie at work, Jack passed his early childhood mainly in the care and company of his sister, Willa Mae. “I was the little mother,” she recalled; “I was Jack’s little mother.” Jack agreed: “When I was eight years old and she was ten, you would think she was a hundred the way she could talk to me when everything was blue.” In his childhood, Willa Mae bathed, dressed, and fed him almost every day. Prompted by Mallie, who had no choice in the matter, she even took Jack with her to her school. There, sympathetic teachers allowed him to play in a sandbox outdoors while Willa Mae sat in class and watched him through a window.

He was a handsome, charming child. A boyhood photograph of him at four or five, perhaps his earliest portrait, caught him relaxed and insouciant, sitting on a rocking chair with a leg drawn up. Evidently he was more than a little mischievous. His lifelong friend Sid Heard remembered the day in 1925 when he first met Jack. It was Sid’s first day at Cleveland Elementary School, a red brick building a few blocks from 121 Pepper Street. Sid and a friend, Timothy Harrison, were standing outdoors, waiting for their mothers, when they felt something hitting them. At first, they thought that acorns were falling from a tree arching overhead—“but it was only this little young guy, sitting on the edge of the sandbox, shooting small acorns like marbles at us, and smiling. That’s how I met Jack.”

His teachers, too, seemed to like him. Starting out at Cleveland Elementary in 1924, he was lucky in his first two teachers, Bernice Gilbert in kindergarten and Beryl Haney in the first grade. (All his teachers were white.) On some days, he recalled, he and Willa Mae “would get to school so hungry we could hardly stand up, much less think about our lessons.” But Miss Gilbert and Miss Haney “always had a kind word for us—and a couple of sandwiches.” According to Willa Mae, Jack and these teachers formed “a deep, embedded friendship” that lasted the rest of Jack’s life, long after he became famous. This affection existed despite the fact that the idea of white supremacy was entrenched in the school system. In a confidential survey of Pasadena schoolteachers (still all white) in 1940, almost half would express a preference for schools with no black students at all; not surprisingly, more than ninety percent of the black parents in the same survey believed that their children were not treated fairly in the schools. Eleanor Peters Heard remembered that while Lincoln Elementary School, which she attended, had been fully integrated, in Washington Junior High “they put all of the blacks together.”

After two years at the Cleveland school, Jack transferred in September 1926 to another elementary school, Washington Elementary, still only a stroll away from home. This change followed a rezoning of the Pasadena school districts when a rise in the black and Hispanic population in northwest Pasadena threatened to leave some schools with white minorities. Then, in 1931, at twelve, he left Washington Elementary and enrolled, as expected, in Washington Junior High School, which shared the same city block. His official transcript at Washington Elementary shows grades of B and C over the years, but with a decline in quality between the fourth grade and the sixth grade, his last year there. The transcript also includes a simple note made by a school official about his likely future occupation: “Gardener.”

Jack’s precociousness as an athlete undoubtedly helped him to negotiate the traps of racism early in his life. “He was a special little boy,” his sister recalled, “and ever since I can remember, he always had a ball in his hand.” Whether the game was marbles or soccer, he wanted to win, and usually won. Why he needed to win so early in his life is impossible to say, but the desire to surpass and the discipline to achieve this goal were there. “We used to play a game in the schoolyard with everyone in a circle, and you had to dodge the ball thrown at you,” Sid Heard recalled. “Jack would always be the last one left. They’d have to stop the game.” Whites as well as blacks bowed to his gifts; indeed, most of Jack’s classmates seemed able to like and accept one another easily, without much anxiety about differences in race or social standing. He and other gifted young athletes in Pasadena, black or white or Asian-American, competed against one another without allowing race to drive a permanent wedge of hatred or resentment between them. After the democracy he had known as a boy among boys and girls in Pasadena, nothing could convince Robinson that Jim Crow in any sport—or in any other aspect of American life, for that matter—was right or natural.

Not the least of his good luck was the accident of growing up in northwest Pasadena, which was a paradise for sports lovers. An easy walk from home was the cliff looking down on the natural wonder of Arroyo Seco. Within its expanse was the only public golf course in Pasadena, laid out in 1928, when Jack was nine. There, too, was Brookside Park, with its fine array of sporting facilities for baseball, basketball, tennis, and swimming, with only the Brookside Plunge restricted by Jim Crow. Crowning Arroyo Seco like a trophy was the Rose Bowl itself, the most storied arena in California football. Early, Jack began to hone the skills that would make his phenomenal local reputation not simply as an individual star but as a team player. “When I was in third grade,” he later recalled, “we got a soccer team together that was so good we challenged the sixth grade and beat them. After that, we represented the school in matches.” Completely accurate or not, the story will do to mark the rise of his local reputation as a sportsman, of gifts both physical and mental, from which all the important achievements of his life would flow in time.

But sports could not save him from all distress. He entered his perilous teenage years at the lowest point of the Great Depression. Black Pasadena, including the household at 121 Pepper Street, felt its pain at once. Few white people could now afford to keep servants, and then seldom at the old pay; moreover, Mallie was now the only reliable wage earner in the household, since white men were snapping up jobs they once had left in disdain to blacks and other colored folk. To Jack’s dismay, Mallie also insisted on trying to help other people. Living with her at 121 Pepper Street, in addition to her five children and Frank’s wife, Maxine, and their two children, were her niece Jessie Maxwell, the young daughter of Mallie’s sister Mary Lou Thomas Maxwell, who had died prematurely soon after migrating from Cairo. Other relatives and friends came and went, drawing on Mallie’s strength and kindness, often moving on without much of a thank-you, as Jack saw it.

To help her, he took whatever jobs he could manage. He had a paper route, mowed grass for neighbors, and sold hot dogs at ball games in the Rose Bowl. None of these jobs lasted a long time. Young Jack Robinson was not lazy, but he did not like such work; all his life he would not enjoy manual labor. He also began to neglect his studies. For a while, he had loved reading; years later, veteran staffers at the La Pintoresca branch of the Pasadena Public Library would remember him as “a constant user.” But Willa Mae recalled that by junior high school he began to rush into the house after school, drop his books on a table near the telephone, and hurry out to play. The next morning, he would pick up the books, unread, on the way out to school. By Jack’s high school years, as a star athlete, he was coasting as a student, as his friend Ray Bartlett recalled, perhaps too severely: “I used to be a pretty good student. Jack wasn’t a good scholar at all. He wasn’t worth a damn. They just carried him through.” In time, Jack would regret this inattentiveness to his studies and try to make up for the lost opportunity.

In other ways, too, he began to change. Despite his success in sports and the adulation it inspired, as he grew older he became less and less open. Outside of his tight circle of close friends, his boyish charm cooled uneasily with adolescence into a sometimes awkward shyness, which he covered more and more with a show of truculence. Now, at a time when many boys of his age were warming to girls, he wanted nothing to do with them. “I guess I was a little afraid of my ability to cope with women,” he would recall at thirty. “I can’t tell you for the life of me why I worried about it so much.” When the prettiest girl (or so he thought) at Washington Junior High, Elizabeth Renfro, approached him, he rebuffed her. “I was too bashful to start conversations,” he would recall, with some embarrassment. “All I did the first time she talked to me was tell her to go jump in the lake! Imagine that!” In his late teens, Jack had become an adolescent mixture of, on the one hand, overweening confidence reinforced by rare exploits as an athlete and, on the other, fragile self-esteem.

His nagging self-doubt probably had much to do with the way he was living. Jack knew he was poorer than most of his friends, and fatherless, and the knowledge hurt. Almost all of his black friends, and some of the whites and Asians, were poor; but nearly all had a father in the house, and most homes had fewer mouths to feed. Jack tried to strut and pretend that money didn’t matter, but “to tell the truth, I think that behind all this sort of pride was the knowledge that we were very poor.” His cousin Van, the son of Sam and Cora Wade, sensed that Jack “didn’t have the things that normal families had.” Because Mallie was out all day at work, her household had at best an erratic routine. “We had a dinner time, a breakfast time,” Van recalled; “I don’t think he had that. We got new clothes at Christmas, on birthdays, Easter, when school started, that sort of thing. He didn’t have that. But I think he was really unhappy because he didn’t have a father, and his mother did day work.”

In 1921, according to one account, word had reached Mallie that Jerry Robinson had died, somewhere in the South. Later came reports that, like a black Kilroy, he had been here or there; but Jerry never surfaced. Resigned to the failure of her marriage, Mallie made no attempt to learn the truth, but tried hard not to speak ill of Jerry at home. According to Willa Mae, Mallie once explained that she held back “because some of us children might decide to take after him; we might figure, Well, that is what my Daddy did, I want to be like my Daddy. So my mother decided not to talk about him.” From Edgar, however, Jack heard about nasty whippings Jerry had given him back in Georgia, and for mere trifles. “Edgar didn’t like our father,” Willa Mae knew; “he said he didn’t want to remember him.” As a child, Jack also saw contempt for Jerry in the attitude of the other boys, Frank and Mack. “We didn’t know him,” Mack said, “and we did not recognize him or ever consider him being a part of the family.” Willa Mae, too, had closed her heart to Jerry Robinson. “I just didn’t have a father,” she said. “And when I heard about him, I didn’t need him. I didn’t need a father.”

Like Mack, Jack would later deny having had the slightest interest in knowing his father, who was a phantom from the dark, forbidding South that was now forever behind them. But Jack’s character and psychology were undoubtedly shaped in part by this loss and its denial. At least once, late in his life, Jack could be philosophical about his pain. “My father’s will and spirit,” he reasoned, “were slowly broken down by the economic slavery imposed upon him, the exorbitant costs of food and rent and other necessities.” More typically, however, he was angry and unforgiving about Jerry Robinson and what he had done: “I could only think of him with bitterness. He, too, may have been a victim of oppression, but he had no right to desert my mother and five children.”

Mallie herself set aside any thought of marrying again, according to Willa Mae, because “she wasn’t going to have any man whipping her children.” Over the years in Pasadena she had one male friend, known to her children only as “Mr. Fowler,” with whom she was on intimate terms. But he never moved into the house, and she seemed to have no desire to marry him. “As far as I can remember, he was the only man in her life after we came out here.”

As Jack struggled into his teens, his brothers were crucial to him, but not always much of a help. He looked at them and imagined he saw his own future, but the sight was not entrancing. His eldest brother, Edgar, was eccentric at the very least, or a mystery. Although he was “somewhat sickly sometimes,” according to Jack, Edgar did amazing physical feats on his roller skates and bicycle. Speed fascinated him. Once, police ticketed him for skating at an excessive speed; he was known to terrify onlookers by jumping in his skates over the hoods of cars; he also could outrace the bus from Pasadena to the Santa Monica Beach, some thirty miles away. He started riding a motorcycle, but so recklessly it was taken away from him. Intellectually, Edgar was also a puzzle. He had no formal schooling past the sixth grade, and mainly one intellectual interest—the Bible, from which he quoted chapter and verse with ease. However, to one of Jack’s friends, “Edgar was mentally retarded. He talked strangely, and he had difficulty with words, getting them out. He was definitely retarded.”

Edgar, who would live to be eighty-four, never married. He lived mainly for his religion, and he died alone, surrounded by sagging shelves of books and recordings about his beloved Bible. To Jack in his youth, his eldest brother was a sometimes friendly, sometimes disturbing presence. “There was always something about him that was mysterious to me,” Jack declared in 1949. “Maybe it was the way he’d get angry once in a while and lose control of his temper. Something like the way I do.”

Frank was far more mild and sweet-tempered; Jack remembered that he was “tall and thin and the girls liked him.” Of the three older brothers, Frank alone showed a subtle concern for Jack, who loved the fact that “he was always there to protect me when I was in a scrap, even though I don’t think he could knock down a fly.” And unlike young Jack, Frank was a smooth talker. “He could never be forcibly brutal,” Jack recalled, “and could talk me out of any trouble.” In other ways, however, Frank’s life was anything but a model for his younger brother. Frank had done his best in school but then was stopped dead by Jim Crow in Pasadena. He couldn’t find a decent job; around 1936, when he was twenty-five, he finally landed a position as a tree trimmer with the city. By this time he was a married man and a father, but he still was living at his mother’s home.

Despite Frank’s open love of Jack, it was their brother Mack, four and a half years older than Jack, who dominated the youngest child and became his idol, particularly when Jack was in the middle of his teenage years. A star athlete in Pasadena while Jack was still a growing boy, Mack was Jack’s intimate introduction to the glory and the glamour of sports. “I remember going to track meets with him,” Jack remembered, “and watching him run and listening to the crowd yell.” Unlike Jack, Mack excelled not at team sports but in track and field. He was a sprinter with dramatic speed, especially over 200 meters or 220 yards, where he often started slowly but closed almost any gap with a supercharged rush; he was also a champion broad jumper. In 1932, when Jack was thirteen and the Olympic Games took place in Los Angeles, with some aquatic events contested at the Brookside Plunge, Mack committed himself to a relentless campaign of training. A diagnosis of heart trouble almost ended his career prematurely, but Mack pressed on until he won a place on the U.S. Olympic team in 1936. That summer, in Berlin, as the entire Robinson household heard the crackling radio broadcast of the race from Europe, Mack placed second to Jesse Owens in the 200-meter dash.

After a triumphant post-Olympics tour on the Continent, in which he set a world record in one race, Mack returned to Pasadena. Expecting a hero’s welcome, he got nothing of the kind. Pasadena had a way of ignoring its many sports heroes, black or white. In 1938, a Pasadena Post columnist would list several Pasadena sports stars—including Ellsworth Vines, then the world’s top tennis player; Charles Paddock, a white Olympic gold-medal sprinter; and Mack and Jack Robinson—and declare: “In many places they would be given the key to the city. Here we take them in stride, for granted. Never have they received their just due, from their own home citizens.”

Unquestionably, racism played a big role in what happened to Mack after Berlin. When he applied for a job, the city treated him like any other Negro; it gave him a pushcart and a broom and the night shift as a street sweeper. Mack then irritated a number of white people by sweeping the streets decked out in his leather U.S.A. Olympic jacket. Some saw this act as provocative, but he brushed off the criticism: “When it was a cold day, it was the warmest thing I owned, so I wore it.” He stayed on the job, unhappy but with few options, for about four years. A handsome man, Mack was said by a few people to be sometimes sullen and difficult; certainly he lacked his mother’s calm in facing racism. Her faith in religion never took hold of him. Mack’s relationship with Jack was also troubled. Mack encouraged his brother but perhaps saw him at times as competition to be crushed. Here, again, he was to be disappointed. As a runner, Jack never had Mack’s great speed, but his legs were at least as powerful. Eventually, Jack would soar past Mack’s best distance in the broad jump. Still later, his baseball fame would overshadow Mack’s silver strike at the Olympics. Eclipsed, Mack tried to be gracious but could not hide his sense of hurt. “I think he thought Jack got some breaks that he should have had,” a friend guessed. Mack himself denied ever being jealous; whatever a family member went through, “we was right there pushing for them, pushing for them and rooting for them to get along.” Jack, he said, “learned by being the youngest of the family to fall into the line of being an individual who was, I guess, following after his brothers.”

In 1940, Mack’s wife, Grace, gave birth to their second son, Phillip. Because of either a congenital defect or a childhood illness, Phillip was mentally retarded and never learned to speak. When his family moved to put the boy into an institution, Mallie stopped them. “I will take care of him,” she announced—and she did, until she died. Within a few years of Phillip’s birth, Grace Robinson was dead. In his own days of triumph, Jack would speak cryptically of events in Mack’s past that had “soured him on life completely, I guess.” That way was not for Jack himself. “I sort of look back at my brother’s experience every once in a while,” he said in 1949, “and resolve to make the best of things.”

In the turmoil of his adolescence, Jack unquestionably felt more and more guilty about his relationship with his mother. He felt guilty that she worked so hard and in such menial jobs to support him and so many others. Then and later he was often impatient with her; he found some of her ways hard to accept: her almost compulsive generosity to relatives, friends, and even strangers; her incessant talking about God; and perhaps other things. At some point in her life Mallie had lost the use of her right eye. Some people said one of the older children (no one knew which one) had poked it out by accident; in any event, it gave her at times a fearsome aspect. As a teenager, Jack understood as praiseworthy many aspects of his mother’s moral heroism, but that heroism came clothed in a shabbiness that seemed unlikely to end, when he himself wanted to have more. Jack’s sense of discomfort, his mixture of affection, guilt, and perhaps even a degree of shame, did not mean that he failed to love his mother, only that he was young, a boy striving to understand the true nature of the pact Mallie had made with the world. Decades later, just after her death in 1968, he would look back on her with a lifetime of experience and open eyes: “Many times I felt that my mother was being foolish, letting people take advantage of her. I was wrong. She did kindness[es] for people whom I considered parasites because she wanted to help them. It was her way of thinking, her way of life.” In her life, he came to understand, “she had not been a fool for others. She had given with her eyes as open as her heart. In death, she was still teaching me how to live.”

Whatever his reservations about his mother, she offered him unstinting maternal love and encouragement. In 1935, when he graduated from Washington Junior High School, her pride and joy at his achievement brought tears to his eyes. “Through some miracle” (as he put it) Mallie had managed to secure for him as a graduation gift something he badly wanted—his first dress suit. “I remember I cried a little when I saw it,” Jack wrote. As always, Mallie gave all credit to God for everything. “My mother said she always believed the Lord would take care of us,” Jack went on. “Right then and there, I never stopped believing that.” This was not literally true. Jack’s real religious awakening would come about three years later. But the way to his rebirth as a believer had been paved assiduously throughout his life by his remarkable mother.

AS HE GREW OLDER, Jack turned naturally for his closest companionship away from his older brothers to neighborhood boys nearer his own age. These included youngsters like his cousin Van Wade, a powerful hitter who was often a teammate in baseball; Sid Heard, from his earliest days at the Cleveland School; the brothers Woodrow and Ernest Cunningham, who lived only a block away; and Ray Bartlett, who would play sports with Jack from kindergarten to college and beyond. In addition, Jack’s circle included Japanese-Americans, like the brothers George, Frankie, and Ben Ito, and Shig Kawai, an excellent football and baseball player; Tim and Bill Herrera, who were Mexican-Americans; and such white pals as George Spivak and Danny Galvin, a little fellow, younger than Jack, who was one of the most relentless scorers in Pasadena basketball.

Ernie Cunningham remembered that while Jack took a particular liking at one time to him and Ben Ito, Jack himself was not always liked. “At that time,” he claimed, “Jackie wasn’t a very likable person, because his whole thing was just win, win, win, and beat everybody.” Some, but not all, of these friends resolved themselves at one point into what passed into local lore as the “Pepper Street Gang.” Exactly when, and for how long, the gang operated is not clear—or even how democratic it was. “Our gang was made up of blacks, Japanese, and Mexican kids,” Jack wrote just before his death; “all of us came from poor families and had extra time on our hands.” But others, such as Eleanor Peters Heard, who lived near the gang’s favorite street corner, would recall white members, including Danny Galvin. Another white friend of Jack’s, Warren Dorn, who later became an influential political leader as mayor of Pasadena and a Los Angeles County commissioner, also claimed to have been a member of the gang.

Only its harshest critics thought the gang dangerous; for a city of its size, Pasadena’s juvenile delinquency rate was well below average. “There was no drugs, no smoking, no liquor, no beating up anybody, nothing of that nature,” recalled Ray Bartlett, who knew everyone in the Pepper Street Gang but was forbidden by his mother to be a member. “We never got into vicious or violent crime,” Robinson insisted, but indulged instead in pranks and petty theft. They threw “dirt clods” at passing cars, “snatched” balls on the golf course and often sold them back to the players; “swiped” fruit at produce stands; “snitched what we could” at local stores. Such activity was enough to make some parents wary, and to bring Jack into direct contact with the police. His first, but not his last, brush with the law came when he was once “escorted to jail at gunpoint by the sheriff” for taking a swim in the city reservoir, which he felt justified in doing because of the rules at the Brookside Plunge. In fact, partly because of his local fame as a schoolboy athlete, the Pasadena police came to know Jack fairly well; at one point, he seemed likely to become, as he himself said, “a full-fledged juvenile delinquent.”

“Hardly a week went by,” Jack wrote, “when we didn’t have to report to Captain Morgan, the policeman who was head of the Youth Division.” Given the degree of racism and segregation in Pasadena, he was lucky in having to deal with Hugh D. Morgan. “About nine feet tall,” as Ernie Cunningham remembered him, the burly, cigar-smoking former football player from Louisiana State University had migrated to Pasadena and joined the force in 1924. A student of juvenile delinquency control at the University of Southern California, Morgan relied on psychology and diplomacy rather than threats or brute force. “He was always ready to give us advice,” Jack wrote in 1949, “and maybe a dollar or two if he thought we hadn’t had any breakfast that morning.” Willa Mae remembered Morgan coming to the house often, but not only to scold Jack; Mallie recalled going down to his office “often” to bawl him out, as she put it, when she thought he was too hard on the boys. “I think he did a good job at really keeping things in hand,” Ray Bartlett judged (he would become Pasadena’s second black police officer), “and actually pointed kids in the right direction.” Despite a bad habit of quietly urging members of each ethnic group to avoid members of the other ethnic groups as being beneath them, he carefully avoided showing racial prejudice. In 1939, as protests grew over Jim Crow at the Brookside Plunge and segregation in housing, he publicly defended young blacks in Pasadena against the charge that they posed any special problem as delinquents.

Morgan was one of several male figures of authority, especially his coaches, to whom Jack responded well, as a good son might to his father, even as he muddled through his adolescence. Another such person was a black man named Carl Anderson, who challenged Jack to move beyond the inanities of the Pepper Street Gang. “He made me see,” Robinson later wrote, “that if I continued with the gang it would hurt my mother as well as myself.… He said it didn’t take guts to follow the crowd, that courage and intelligence lay in being willing to be different. I was too ashamed to tell Carl how right he was, but what he said got to me.” Only seven years older than Jack, Anderson worked as a car mechanic near the intersection of Mountain and Morton, where members of the Pepper Street Gang often loitered. As one of the unofficial leaders of the local black community, he tried hard to undo the psychological damage done to black youngsters by Jim Crow. When the local Boy Scouts refused to integrate their units, Anderson founded the first black troop in northwest Pasadena. “He also organized a special group for us kids, that he called the Friendly Indians,” Sid Heard remembered. “We’d go over to his house every Friday night and listen to him tell stories and the like. He really liked young people.”

With each passing year, the cheering Jack heard at football and baseball games contrasted poorly with the pain of knowing what it meant to be black in Pasadena. At first, as a boy, he took Jim Crow in his stride; then he began to see and feel more intensely. “I always thought Pasadena was a great place,” he recalled, “until I got more experience of life.” One episode involved the YMCA, which had fine sports facilities but refused blacks as members, and stalled and frustrated Jack when he applied for membership. Another was the Brookside Plunge: “During hot spells, you waited outside the picket fence and watched the white kids splash around. I honestly think the officials didn’t think the Negroes got as warm and uncomfortable as white people during the Pasadena heat.” Jim Crow dogged him in the movie houses, where blacks were forced to sit in one section only. At the Pasadena Playhouse, empty seats, if available, quarantined black patrons from whites. “At the Kress soda fountain, you could sit at the counter and wait and wait and no one would serve you,” one friend would recall. “The same thing at Schrafft’s. You could work in the kitchen, but you couldn’t eat there, at least not without a hassle.”

The veteran Los Angeles Times sports journalist Shav Glick, who as a fellow Pasadena Junior College student would cover Jack’s exploits for the Pasadena Post for some years in the 1930s, wrote in 1977: “The Robinson the world came to know, competitive and combative, aggressive and abrasive, impatient and irascible, was tempered on the streets, the schoolgrounds and the playing fields of Pasadena.” But Glick stressed that this process of tempering went on inside, and was kept inside, by Robinson. The face Jack presented to the world, especially after high school, was on the whole calm. And then, as well as later, he almost never brought his anger home, as Willa Mae and others would attest. Jack could not and would not use profanity in his mother’s home, or rebel against her or his sister and brothers. “The only curse word he would ever use,” Sid Heard recalled with amusement, “was ‘Dadgummit!’ When he said that word, that was it. Yessir, ‘Dadgummit!’ Then he’d go and beat your brains out!”

EARLY IN 1935, in the middle of the school year, Jack finished at Washington Junior High and enrolled at the John Muir Technical High School, where Mack and Willa Mae were also students (Mack would graduate in June). Once a vocational school, Muir Tech was now in every sense a typical high school, one of Pasadena’s two public high schools, with a full range of academic courses. Muir offered first-rate facilities, with handsome buildings designed in the local California Mediterranean style, and landscaping that made the most of its fine location, within sight of the San Gabriel Mountains. In addition, by 1935 Muir Tech had developed an outstanding regional reputation as a sports powerhouse. It would provide the backdrop for Jack’s first emergence as a star school athlete.

Before the summer of 1935, he had established himself as the most versatile of the Muir Terriers. He also sang in the glee club, but sports were his mainstay. Light but nimble at 135 pounds and with excellent, even uncanny, hand-to-eye coordination, that spring he nailed down a spot on the baseball team as a shortstop in what one enthusiast called an “exceptionally good” infield. He then shone for Muir Tech as a star at the annual regional baseball tournament in Pomona, when the Muir Terriers went to the finals before losing to Long Beach. Despite conflicts with baseball and little time to train, he also earned honors that spring in both the broad jump (or long jump), in which Mack also competed, and the high jump. Even his casual efforts left him far ahead of most competitors. As he later recalled, he particularly loved the broad jump: “You [toe] the line and spring forward with all your strength. Then you jump—you really try to jump off the earth and your legs churn the air like you wanted to reach the moon. Then you come down to earth in soft sand and you have to remember to fall forward so that there are no marks behind the back of your heels.”

In the fall of 1935, he went out for Terrier football but, still a lightweight, had to bide his time on a brilliant team that was dominated by the brothers Bill and George Sangster, two white youths who were among the finest athletes in Pasadena history; the Terriers went undefeated that year. (In all of Jack’s schools, most of his teammates were white, just as all the student bodies were predominantly white.) Late in the season Jack saw some action as quarterback, running and passing the ball, and showed “much ability,” according to one judge. When the football season ended, he switched at once to basketball, where Jack’s speed and deftness in ball handling, his aggressive play under the basket on both defense and offense, as well as his unselfish style, made him an outstanding guard and a “mainstay.” Contending all season for the league championship, the Muir Terriers lost it in the last game of the season.

From basketball, he cycled back into baseball and track to establish his athletic routine of the next few years. In 1936, having lost several lettermen, Muir Tech had a mediocre baseball season, but Jack excelled despite moving from shortstop to catcher for the team’s sake. That year, he earned a place on the annual Pomona tournament all-star team, which included two other future Hall of Fame players: Ted Williams of Hoover High in San Diego and Bob Lemon of Long Beach’s Wilson High. In track, where the Terriers also struggled much of the season, Robinson was one of seven athletes hailed as “the nucleus of the squad.” He went out again for the broad jump but also competed for Muir in the pole vault. Not surprisingly, so much versatility led at times to inconsistent results. In the broad jump, for example, he won the Southland Class A title with a superb leap of 23 feet 1 inch. A week later, however, he failed to place in the California state championships.

On September 6, 1936, just after Mack’s Olympic Games success, the legend of Jackie Robinson as a sports prodigy gained new life when he captured the junior boys’ singles championship in the annual Pacific Coast Negro Tennis Tournament. Jack played tennis only sporadically. His game was unorthodox; he relied on speed and guile and on his fierce will to win. Playing mixed doubles with his ambidextrous childhood friend Eleanor Peters, he refused to accept defeat easily. “Jack was always very competitive,” she said, “but of course we were all very competitive. Our parents all wanted us to achieve, to do something more with our lives.” Jack’s competitive fire helped her when she nervously faced the women’s singles champion in another Pacific Coast tournament. “Jack said, ‘You can play with her, you can do it,’ ” she recalled. “And I said, ‘No, I can’t.’ But he pushed me and pushed me, and I started to believe in myself. I didn’t win, but I gave her a run for her money. That’s what Jack was like.”

Ray Bartlett, too, recalled the amazing drive Jack showed even in junior high school. “He was a hard loser,” Bartlett said. “By that I mean that he always played his best and did his best and gave all he had, and he didn’t like to lose. He liked to be the best, and he would be unhappy at school the day after we lost. He took losses very hard. The rest of us might shrug off a loss, but Jack would cry if we lost.”

In the fall of 1936, as his young body developed, Jack’s football skills reached new heights. Although the Terriers started the season with almost every star of the previous year gone, they ran Muir’s record to eighteen consecutive league victories before losing in the last game of the season to Glendale, who won the league championship. Playing in the backfield on offense, Jack emerged as the star of the team. In the first game, before five thousand captivated spectators in the Rose Bowl, the “snake-hipped” quarterback (as the Pasadena Post called him) scored a rushing touchdown in the last minutes of the game to earn a tie against powerful Alhambra. In the third league game, against the Hoover High team from Glendale, he returned the opening kickoff fifty yards, then scored later as Muir won. Taking note, the Pasadena Post surprised its readers with a large picture of Jack, poised to hurl a football, on the front page of its sports section. Against Fullerton, “dusky” Jack Robinson scored the first touchdown as he “sped around right end” and “outraced the entire Fullerton team to cross the goal line standing up.” Against Pomona High, Muir Tech was down by thirteen points in the first half. “Then the fun started as the second half opened,” the Post reported. The Terriers struck back with a touchdown by Robinson to begin a rally that ended in a Muir victory.

In its final game, however, against Glendale, the Terriers fell apart. Early—and perhaps according to a plan—Robinson was brought down, then “three Glendale boys piled on.” With cracked ribs, Jack staggered off the field and out of the game. His injury sickened the other Terriers, who proceeded to fumble the game and the championship away. Still, Muir Tech had enjoyed an excellent season, and Jack had established himself as a sensational quarterback and all-around football player, one of the finest prospects in talent-rich southern California.

When his ribs finally mended, he rejoined the basketball team. Again, the loss of several stars made Terrier fans expect little for the new season; experts picked Muir Tech to finish fourth or fifth in its league. But the Terriers won almost all of their games and ended in second place. Closer now to his full height, which was just shy of six feet, Robinson started at forward instead of guard; he also began the league season as acting captain. In the first game, against the elite Hoover High team, he led the Terriers to an upset victory that set the tone for the rest of the season. Not only was Robinson Muir’s most reliable and prolific scorer, but his precocious sense of the importance of team play and his fearless desire to win also made everyone around him a better player. In the last sixty seconds of a crucial game against South Pasadena, Jack led a furious charge that brought Muir from behind to win the game. Leading his team’s scoring, he tallied 20 of his team’s 49 points.

On January 29, 1937, he played perhaps his most dominating basketball game ever for Muir Tech; he was like a man possessed in a league encounter with archrival Glendale. Much was on the line. His Terriers entered the game with a tenuous hold on first place; but it was also the last scheduled game of Jack’s high school career. Rising to the challenge, he went all out for victory. “Robinson was all over the floor,” the Post marveled, “and when he wasn’t scoring points he was making impossible ‘saves’ and interceptions, and was the best player on the floor.” His unselfishness stood out. “Many times,” according to the Post, “he fed the ball to teammates, giving them setups. And there were few times Glendale, even with a decided height advantage, could snatch the ball away from Robinson off the backboard.” The Terriers won, to tighten their grasp on first place.

The day of the game against Glendale was Jack’s last at Muir High. Whatever his misgivings about Pasadena, he clearly loved his teammates and his high school and cared deeply about its fortunes and the nurturing role it had played in his life. As an athlete, he had given Muir Tech everything he had to offer, and knew how much he had profited from the giving. His efforts had been recognized even by those who took no pleasure in doing so. Even the powerful Pasadena Star-News, usually frigid to blacks and begrudging in its praise of his exploits, conceded finally that Jack Robinson “for two years has been the outstanding athlete at Muir, starring in football, basketball, track, baseball, and tennis.”

Two days later, on January 31, 1937, he celebrated his eighteenth birthday. The next day, he enrolled as a student at Pasadena Junior College, across town. In the next two years, Jack would take his local fame to new heights. Through his amazing exploits in his four top sports, he would also bring himself, for the first time, to the attention of the wider world. But in these two years, he would also come close to disaster in his conflicts with himself and white authority, especially the police. He would come to the brink of killing the hopes his mother had nursed for him, and that he had been nurturing for himself during his boyhood in Pasadena.
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