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Praise for Dave Zirin and  Welcome to the Terrordome

“Dave Zirin is the best young sportswriter in America because he’s the one who understands the x’s and o’s, can arrange them vividly and show us what they mean in a world spinning out of control.”

—Robert Lipsyte, author, SportsWorld: An American Dreamland

 

“Dave Zirin’s writing is the opening shot in the battle to reclaim sports.”

—Jim Bouton, former NY Yankee; author, Ball Four

 

“Dave Zirin is an incredibly talented and courageous writer, the sort of scribe sorely needed in America in these early days of the twenty-first century. With Zirin no topic is sacred, no argument is ever evaded, no search for truth, real truth, is ever suppressed. That marks, to me, Dave Zirin as a uniquely American writer who understands that freedom of speech, the desire to be free, means nothing if we don’t exercise that freedom muscle every single day of our lives.”

—Kevin Powell, author, Someday We’ll All Be Free

 

“If there was an award for ‘Most Valuable Spor tswriter,’ I would vote for Dave Zirin. His writing combines vivid narrative, good humor, impressive knowledge of the game, and a keen awareness of the connection between sports and the world outside. In our sports saturated society, his is an important voice that demands to be heard. A talented sportswriter with a social conscience—what more can you ask?”

—Howard Zinn, author, A People’s History of the United States

 

“In sportswriting, attitude is easy. But Dave Zirin’s also got razor smarts, rapier wit, and, most of all, a rebel’s large heart. After you read him, you’ll never see sports the same way again.”

—Jeff Chang, author, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation

“Dave Zirin is one of the few writers in sport who refuses to bend to the increasing power of sport and media. His focus is honest and hard-hitting. This book is invaluable given that we live in a time when professional sports seem to be crossing the line from a neurotic national fantasy to psychotic nightmare.”

—Peter Gent, former Dallas Cowboys wide receiver; author, North Dallas 40

 

“Energetic, engaging, passionate, optimistic—and angry at all the right things, Dave Zirin has established himself as perhaps the best young sportswriter in the United States today. There’s just no one doing what he does so well: reporting on those many junctures where sports, politics, and the popular culture intersect. He writes with his heart on his sleeve, and his voice is authentic. If you’re a sports fan, you’ll love this book. If you’re politically active, you’ll love this book. If you’re a politically active sports fan, you’ve found your bible.

 

“P.S. Zirin is the only person my 15-year-old, basketball-loving daughter reads on thenation.com.”

—Katrina vanden Heuvel, editor and publisher, the Nation

 

“Dave Zirin says things most of the sports media are afraid to. More to the point, he’s saying things that most in this business don’t have the wisdom or vision to even consider. If your pas- sion for sports reaches beyond the box score—and it should—Zirin is essential.”

—Ryan Jones, editor, SLAM magazine

 

“In my opinion, the people who need to read Dave Zirin most are people who don’t think sports is important at all. Zirin knows it is and he continually shows how it fits into the rest of our world. For sports fans with brains, Zirin simply offers confirmation of every quaking thought we’ve ever had. And still loves the games and the players. He’s indispensable.”

—Dave Marsh, XM Radio

 

“Dave Zirin is an icon in the world of progressive sports.”

 

—Dave Berkman, Wisconsin Public Radio 

 

“Welcome to the Terrordome is both bold and brilliant, funny and fearless, and Dave Zirin may be the most important writer—sports or otherwise—to explode on the scene in many a season.”

—Mary Ratliff, editor, SF Bayview

 

“Allen Iverson may be ‘the Answer,’ but Dave Zirin is ‘the TRUTH.’ Alarming, compelling, provocative—opinions that will slap the taste out of your mouth, but insights that will make you hark back to Arsenio and say HMMM! Zirin’s critical yet out-of-the-box thinking, when mixed together, goes down smooth like Grandma’s Kool-Aid. From MLB eating their young, to the intertwining of the souls of the NBA and hip-hop, to grinding with Avery Brundage, to Barry Bonds in pursuit of your Mama! EXPLOSIVE!”

—Bobby Ramos, cohost, Sportstalk in Black n’ White

 

“Nobody writes sports like Dave Zirin. He is the sole (and soulful) Bambino of the People’s Games. His line-drive analysis cuts left to the basket and tells us what we need to know about the real business and politics of the games we play and watch. Thank you, Dave Zirin, for telling the gut stories buried behind the endless media mega-hype.”

—Harvey Wasserman, author,  Harvey Wasserman’s History of the United States

 

“Dave Zirin is hip, funny, and sharp as a tack. He uses sports—sometimes metaphorically, more often literally, to look at where we’ve been and where we’re headed. His latest book makes you devour every page, savor every word, and crave more, redefining sportswriting and taking it to its quintessential peak.”

—Pat Thurston, host, The Pat Thurston Show

 

“Separating sports from the world in which it is a part is like trying to separate Limburger cheese from the smell. Ain’t gonna happen. Not that far too many so-called ‘serious’ sports- writers don’t try on a depressingly regular basis. But Dave Zirin ain’t going out like that. His essays never shy away from the often troublesome, provocative social context at the heart of this society (or any endeavor, for that matter), but they are also clearly the work of a man who loves his subjects. Forget all those reactionary, noncommittal, beat-down beat writers. Let these sublime, perceptive essays in your life.”

—Reuben Jackson, poet laureate of the Jazz Journalist Association; associate curator, Smithsonian Institution

 

“Dave Zirin is the most provocative observer of the politics of sport in the United States today. Welcome to the Terrordome is his best work to date and should be required reading for sports fans and those committed to a more just and humane world.”

—Robert W. McChesney, author,  The Problem of the Media

 

“As a sports fan I am a big fan of Dave Zirin. He gets into the arenas, dugouts, and bullpens of the mythologies enveloping our modern-day gladiators, the owners who control them, and the media that deify and crucify them. Zirin breaks it all down with insight, humor, and the passion of someone who knows all aspects of the game. He is simply the best sportswriter around.”

—David Barsamian, director, Alternative Radio

 

“Dave Zirin, author of the sizzling What’s My Name, Fool? has written another book you don’t want to miss (Welcome to the Terrordome), probing into the hot topics at the intersection of sports and society as no one else could.”

—Lester Rodney, sports editor, The Daily Worker  1936-1958

 

“If Chuck D were a sportswriter, he’d be Dave Zirin, intelligent, well researched, and more than willing to give the mainstream sports establishment and our assumptions about race the middle finger. Dave tells the stories that America has purposefully forgotten. His focus is the game within the game. Dave is a real MC.”

—Nathan Ive, host, The Nathan Ive Show
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To Sasha and Amira y las luchas de mañana.
 You are both smart and strong and fearless.
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Foreword by Chuck D

My first encounter with Dave Zirin was interviewing him about his book, What’s My Name Fool? Sports and Resistance in the United States for my radio show  On the Real, which runs on the Air America radio network. I found this dude to be very much on the cutting edge of where sports journalists need to be today. Be open and aware that history beyond the so-called facts arrives from three sides: pro, con, and neutral. It’s wise to back your words with a wide range of perspective, and Mr. Zirin equips himself indeed with a refreshing refrain away from the locker room and neighborhood pub mentality.

When I first wrote the song “Welcome to the Terrordome” in 1989, it was at the edge of the last decade of the millennium, and I just knew—I could just feel—that a period of deep uncertainty was waiting for us. Upon the completion of the song I envisioned a fight announcer in the middle of a boxing ring amidst a rabid crowd. I don’t think I recalled anyone of color in that audience, and I felt that boxing ring was a roped-off haven or a petri dish of sorts.

Splattered blood was symbolic in my imagination, and I do remember the flying blood mixed both ways over them ropes, from the aggression of the approaching crowd and the boxers protected in their haven. The song in its literal meaning was introducing  a turning point decade for blackfolks in society. I’m quoted in interviews around then saying that the Terrordome was a “test” decade, and based on what I and my group went through in 1989, I felt that it was a litmus test for how well we would do rolling and tumbling through the mainstream and media kaleidoscope.

I also felt that at that time the microscope of society that had been focused on the most high-profile of Black males, the athlete, had veered into the realm of the young Black male entertainer, with even deeper focus—into the social sphere of the masses. Thus the new examination of the Negro via the rap music video and reality shows like COPS ushered a previously uninvited type into the American kitchen.

I immediately thought of the Three Mikes who were on top of the American celebrity heap. Jordan, Tyson, and Jackson. More to it than just basketball, boxing, and dance, these areas of performance rank way up high, especially in the appreciation corner of blackfolks. Not that we invented any of them, but in the process of performance, blackfolks had the nerve and audacity to reinvent their focal structure.

The Three Mikes were tested not far into the decade. Tyson lost in Japan to Buster Douglas right at the top and soon thereafter was jailed on rape charges. From there the growing technology of media not only microscoped his visibility but burned him in the process.

Michael Jordan early on was tossed through the T-dome. Winning championships but losing a father to murder, losing the game on accusations of betting, perhaps, but coming back to win and to lose, to time and the media machine, which still strips American idol shine off him to this very minute.

And the world’s greatest entertainer, Mike Jax, who ultimately may have been the smartest of them all. After being arraigned, arrested, then acquitted on rape charges and various  other accusations in the worlds of the legal and the tabloid, he ended up leaving the stage of the lower forty-eight states for another country entirely. When you’re called the world’s greatest anything, it’s advisable to peep the 191 other countries on the planet to validate that claim, and he did.

I mention these Black cultural “icons” because, on their paths to iconography, something more radioactive than just another piece of shit littered the road. Somehow, the sunsets of John Elway, Jack Nicklaus, and John Havlicek seem less strewn.

In entertainment we just know better. John Wayne and Elvis got another viewpoint directed at their iconoclastic relevance in “Fight the Power”; it was very CNN of me then. Rap music stated its position, thoroughly evaluating many American icons, although in the process seemed to lose itself by connecting to the corporate umbilical cord.

But in Supermedia what giveth is also what taketh away. ESPN, FOX, and their competition in sportsnews, talk, casting, and analysis realized the collision of the collection of athletes and entertainers coming from being “boyz in the same hood” was a convergence of every conversation, contemplation, reservation about race up to that point.

From 1990 to this minute, the Terrordome has completely expanded the stage for all to see, albeit many cannot interpret what is seen. Mike Tyson made me nervous as he entered the ring with the song in every fight from the song’s inception in late ’89 till the fight before Buster Douglas where he emerged with KRS-ONE’s Boogie Down Production’s “You Must Learn.”

The “hoodology” of the so-called ghetto had seeped through them TV sets and radios entangled with what was soon to be described as a 500-cable knotted matrix. The style of life and the pain of politics were thin-lined and trussed together in one flow. To the point: in judging many of today’s athletes born or raised in the era of R&B (Reagan and Bush), it’s  hard to separate out the influence of the game and its coaches from the influence of the video game and the music video on those same players.

I connect sincerely with Dave Zirin on many points he addresses in his works and writings. It’s public knowledge that I grew up longing to be a play-by-play sportscaster, a Knicks fan who wasn’t imitating Marv Albert. Being raised in Roosevelt, Long Island, in the 1970s, my hometown was prided by the fact that one Julius “Dr. J” Erving was carrying a whole league just up the block at Nassau Coliseum. Television gave us true images of sport, letting us know that whatever racism was going on in the news of the country, the court, ballpark, arena, stadium, or field wasn’t lying about the growing number of participants that looked like they was from around the way.

Wouldn’t try if I could to separate sport and politics as a kid. They say a first impression lasts a lifetime. Questions from me as a kid to my dad, where the bond had been welded by sport: “Why did Ali change his name from Clay?” Regarding the ’68 Olympics, “Why are those men putting their fists in the air?” And, “What’s the fuss about Curt Flood? Why ain’t he gonna play for the Senators? Ain’t he gonna play for [Senators manager] Ted Williams? How can Lenny Wilkens and Al Attles play  and coach at the same time?” (I didn’t know the great Bill Russell or Dave DeBusschere did it prior to then.) “Why is Hank Aaron getting all this hate mail?” “Why did Jim Brown stop playing at 29?”

Added on to this was having to seriously learn about the meaning of one Jack Roosevelt Robinson for a book report. All this collectively made sport 75 percent of my everyday existence.

Because the radio was a window to sportstalk, mainly on WMCA, with future Yankee announcer John Sterling and Art Rust Jr., a Black man who knew his sports very well, I was exposed indirectly to the venom of racial rhetoric from the callers  who seemed to lash out at Black athletes a bit differently from the rest. Sometimes I’d tune my radio deep into the night and listen to the even less liberal opinions from the middle of the country on WWWE in Cleveland, and hear longtime announcer Joe Tait field a batch of Klan-like calls.

All of this sports background fueled me and prepared me to deal with people, this country, and the world. Sport seemingly starts equal and fair: based on one’s skill, effort, will, and determination, one can succeed beyond the pack of the masses. Expect this read into the “Pain, Politics, and Promise of Sports” to add some roundedness to the games we consider life, love, and what should be fun. Put your helmet on, though, and welcome to the Terrordome.






INTRODUCTION

The March of Domes

Welcome to the Superdome, home of the historically unsuper New Orleans Saints—a team on the rise that once inspired its own fans to arrive at games with brown paper bags on their heads. The Superdome was built for crowds of 72,000 people, and boasts of “9,000 tons of air-conditioning” and “102 restrooms.” It was also the emotional site of the first post-9/11 Super Bowl in 2002, won by the Cinderella New England Patriots. As Steve Serby of the New York Post wrote at the time,Inside a red, white and blue fortress called the Superdome, they let freedom ring last night, and they let freedom sing, and then they played a football game that stands today as tall as the Twin Towers once did, as a defiant statue of liberty. On the night they wrapped a star-spangled banner around the neck of terror and squeezed tight, they played a football game that will be remembered as Patriots’ Day.





But when Hurricane Katrina flattened the Gulf Coast, the “terror” was homegrown. The Superdome morphed into a homeless shelter from hell, inhabited yet uninhabitable for 25,000 of New Orleans’ poorest residents. They scraped, suffered, and for the most part survived, in conditions that Jesse Jackson likened to “the hold of a slave ship.”

It took Katrina for them to actually see the inside of a stadium whose ticket prices make entry restrictive. At the time of  the hurricane, game tickets cost $90, season seats went for $1,300, and luxury boxes for eight home games ran more than $100,000 a year. But the Katrina refugees’ tickets were comped, courtesy of the federal and local government’s malignant neglect. It was only fitting, since these 25,000 people helped pay for the stadium in the first place. The Superdome was built entirely on the public dime in 1975, a part of efforts to create a “New New Orleans” business district. City officials decided that building the largest domed stadium on the planet was in everyone’s best interest. New Orleans leaders have a history of elevating political graft to a finely honed art, and in this case they did not disappoint. Much of Louis Armstrong’s historic old neighborhood was ripped up for extra stadium parking, and, in an instance of brutal foreshadowing that would shame Wes Craven, an old, aboveground cemetery was eradicated to make space for the end zones.

In some ways, the makers of the Superdome were ahead of their time. Stadium swindles have since become common, substituting for anything resembling urban policy in the United States. They come gift wrapped as an instant solution to the problems of crumbling schools, urban decay, and suburban flight, SportsWorld shrines to the dogma of trickle-down economics. Over the last ten years, more than $16 billion of the public’s money has been spent for stadium construction and upkeep in cities all over the United States. Unfortunately, these costly public projects end up being little more than monuments to corporate greed: $500 million welfare hotels for America’s billionaires built with funds that should have been spent on clinics, schools, libraries—and levees.

The “era of big government” may be over, but it has been replaced by the Rise of the Domes. Money for the stadium but not for levees; money for the stadium but not for shelter; money for the stadium but not for evacuation. Post-Katrina  New Orleans showed what these policies reap. And what’s good for New Orleans is good for America, right to the top of the political food chain. As journalist Norman Solomon wrote, “The policies are matters of priorities. And the priorities of the Bush White House are clear. For killing in Iraq, they spare no expense. For protecting and sustaining life, the cupboards go bare. The problem is not incompetence. It’s inhumanity, cruelty and greed.”

The titanic tragedy of Katrina became farce when the Superdome refugees were finally moved: not to government housing, public shelters, or even another location in the area, but to the Houston Astrodome. It was the March of Domes. Here, they were able to encounter a force almost as terrifying as the hurricane: Barbara Bush. The “First Mother” walked among the dispossessed and dazed, coming within touching distance of a poverty she couldn’t come close to understanding. “Almost everyone I’ve talked to,” Babs told the press, “says, ‘We’re going to move to Houston.’ What I’m hearing, which is sort of scary, is they all want to stay in Texas. Everyone is so overwhelmed by the hospitality. And so many of the people in the arena here, you know, were underprivileged anyway, so this—this” (she chuckled slightly) “is working very well for them.”

Leading this carnival of disgrace was Barbara’s spawn, George W. Bush, who demonstrated a touching sympathy…for segregationist Trent Lott: “The good news is—and it’s hard for some to see it now—that out of this chaos is going to come a fantastic Gulf Coast, like it was before. Out of the rubble of Trent Lott’s house—he’s lost his entire house—there’s going to be a fantastic house. And I’m looking forward to sitting on the porch.”

But as those injured by Katrina and insulted by Barbara attempted to find their footing, something quite remarkable occurred. It made little news, but a wide swath of athletes emerged from their cocoons with money, relief, and, more importantly, something to say. Washington Wizards power forward Etan Thomas defended rapper Kanye West when he said “George W. Bush doesn’t care about Black people” at an NBC benefit concert. West was called “disgusting” by that arbiter of racial sensitivity, Laura Bush. Thomas came back with conviction, saying, “I definitely agree with Kanye West. Had this been a rich, lily-white suburban area that got hit, you think they would have had to wait five days to get food or water? Then you still don’t send help but instead send the National Guard to ‘maintain order’? Are you kidding me?”
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In the awful aftermath of Katrina, there were few places for the displaced to find shelter or aid. Above: Refugees make their way to the Superdome (AP/Lisa Krantz) Below: Crowds are turned away from the Superdome (AP/Dave Martin)
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Thomas also defended the rights of the people of New Orleans to survive by any means necessary:If I was down there, and starving for five days, after suffering that type of devastation, and I saw some armed troops coming down not with food or water or supplies but with guns drawn, trying to enforce a curfew or whatever they were doing, I would have reacted the same way many of them reacted, with hostility. I am not saying that I condone shooting at the police or firemen; I’m just saying that I understand their frustration. This is unfortunately a direct reflection of the entire Republican platform. The rich are awarded all of the rights, privileges, respect, et cetera…in this country and the poor are pushed to the side. You see that with education, health care, court justice, and every other aspect of society. If this had hit a higher economic area, Bush would have reacted much quicker and more effectively. It’s a sad reminder of the reality that is our society.





Thomas was not alone. Saints All-Pro receiver Joe Horn gazed at the place where he has set receiving records and said that football couldn’t be farther from his mind. “It’s devastating to us. I’ve cried three or four times. Seeing kids without any food, elderly people dying, and the government saying that help is on the way—that’s the most shocking part.”

“The Round Mound of Sound,” Charles Barkley, never too shy to comment, focused on the broader context:We need to look at the big picture now, and get these people back on their feet. We got to get them jobs and got to get them housing. That’s the most important thing. America is divided by economics. … If you are poor and black, or poor and white or Hispanic, you are going to be at a disadvantage. You are not going to have the best neighborhoods or best school…. [I]f you don’t get education and you are poor, then you are at the mercy of this government.





Barry Bonds asked why Congress had time to investigate steroids while people were dying in New Orleans.

William Rhoden, the New York Times sports columnist and author of $40 Million Slaves, describes his experience traveling to the Gulf with a group of NBA and WNBA players bringing supplies.

Horrifying images underscored the reality that there are multiple tiers of life in America. The images of death, desperation, hopelessness, and poverty, flushed into full view, made many of us wonder where this America had been hiding. We did not recognize it. Some of us did not even realize this America existed.

The hurricane was also a wake-up call for this group of NBA athletes, because the hardest hit were black and poor…. Many of the athletes were raised in Mississippi and other parts of the South. They knew firsthand what it meant to live by a slender thread. Justin Reed, a forward for the Boston Celtics, said he saw himself in the faces of young storm victims. “I come from a single-parent home, and once upon a time we were homeless,” he said. “I know how hard it is to start from scratch, to have to build and build and wonder if you’re ever going to be able to live like you once lived.”

Dallas Mavericks center Erick Dampier also spoke about the need to “pull together as a group.” The instinctive desire to come together was real, but we—and the people of the Gulf—are still waiting for it to ripen and cohere into the new kind of Civil Rights Movement so needed.



When athletes speak out for social justice, they break what Howard Cosell called “Rule number one of the ‘Jockocracy’—that athletes and politics don’t mix.” But history also shows that  when the iron wall of the Jockocracy is dented, it’s usually the sign of deeper discontent in society. As I wrote in my first book,  What’s My Name, Fool? Sports and Resistance in the United States, Jackie Robinson, Muhammad Ali, and Billie Jean King were exceptional individuals, but also products of social movements that shaped them and which they in turn helped shape.

The response to Katrina, among other rumblings and grumblings in our SportsWorld, demonstrates that struggle and its relation to sports is a question not of the past but of the future. For the last generation, sports have been suffocated by corporate greed, commercialism, and military cheerleading. They have become our own personal Terrordome, and there is no exit. Our only option is to stay and fight. That is what Welcome to the Terrordome is about: if we wish to reclaim sports, we must look at history, learn from the role sports play in our world, and listen to the athletic rebels of today who are so often ignored by the media.

James Baldwin once said, “America is a nation devoted to the death of the paradox.” In other words, to use the updated version by pro wrestler The Rock, “Know your role and shut your mouth.” Stay in your box. If you’re a cashier, a Wal-Mart employee, a sanitation worker, a teacher, that is how you are defined and all you can be. Don’t think about being a cashier/artist, a firefighter/activist. We endure model/actresses and oil company executive/politicians but that is it. This book is dedicated to all athletes, sportswriters, and fans in the athletic industrial complex who defy the box. They are the hope for the future of sports.






CHAPTER ONE

Relearning Roberto Clemente

Only once did I ever buy a rare baseball card. I was fourteen and the man on the laminated treasure was Roberto Clemente. Clemente’s story, in my young mind, held the magic and poetry of folklore. He was the man who could throw 400-foot lasers from right field to home plate. He recorded his 3,000th hit in his last game, and then died in a plane crash trying to get aid to earthquake-ravaged Nicaragua. I knew that a friend of mine, a Nuyorican named Ray, had a framed picture of Clemente in his house—right next to Jesus Christ.

The card I bought was different. Unlike others, where players strike manly action poses, or smile goofily for the camera, Clemente is looking down, deliberately, at his feet. It’s the baseball card equivalent of another doomed ’60s icon, John Kennedy, whose presidential portrait shows his face tilted in eerie shadow. Unlike Kennedy, Clemente believed in a liberated, independent Latin America, but I knew nothing of that at the time. There was something about Clemente’s picture that was undeniably charismatic, romantic, and defiant.




Clemente: A Latino Jackie Robinson? 

Today, there is a controversial movement under way to have Clemente’s number 21 retired by every major league team. Currently, the only player who holds that distinction is Brooklyn  Dodger trailblazer Jackie Robinson. This has sparked a nasty war of words between those who want Robinson to hold the honor alone and the people who believe Clemente deserves an equal place on that pedestal.

This divisive fight occurs in the context of an urgent need for unity between African Americans and Latinos, given recent attacks on immigrant rights. Rather than turning into a turf battle over who is more worthy, the campaign to retire Clemente’s number could be seen as an opportunity to unite around a common interest: the need for baseball to treat all players like human beings regardless of their backgrounds. The flap is somewhat ironic, considering that Clemente’s emergence as a baseball star, as we will see, owed a great deal to Robinson and the Civil Rights Movement. Ironic considering that Clemente was also very inspired by the Black Freedom struggle and helped shape how it came to be reflected in the world of sports. Clemente is actually a terrific example of the collective strength and confidence that Black and Brown unity can inspire.

The comparison to Robinson is an interesting one. Unlike Robinson, Clemente broke no obvious barrier of race or language. He was not the first Latino player or even the first dark-skinned Latino player. But the similarities to Robinson outweigh the differences.

Like Robinson, Clemente played with a fire and flair that transcended statistics. Like Robinson, Clemente was an armed forces veteran struck by the gap between the ideals he fought for and the reality on the ground. Like Robinson, Clemente was brought to the major leagues by legendary baseball executive Branch Rickey. Like Robinson, Clemente was told by Rickey to “ignore the abuse” that would come from racist fans. Like Robinson, Clemente possessed a fierce pride with no patience for bigotry or prejudice. Like Robinson, Clemente was  someone who came to represent something far more important, vital, and political than just a ballplayer. And, like Robinson, Clemente’s legacy has grown more powerful over time.

Despite the fact that he played in Pittsburgh, a minor media market, a football town, and a city slow to embrace baseball heroes of color, Clemente’s legend has only mushroomed over time. As David Maraniss wrote in his excellent book Clemente: the Passion and Grace of Baseball’s Last Hero, “Forty public schools, two hospitals, and more than two hundred parks and ball fields bear his name, from Carolina, Puerto Rico, where he was born, to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where he played, to far off Mannheim, Germany.” Maraniss could have added a bridge in Pittsburgh to that list, as well as countless children. Much of Clemente’s lasting legacy has to do with the way he died, but it is also intimately connected with who he was as a player. He wasn’t the first Latino, but he was the first Latino star. He was the first to wear his Latino heritage proudly. He was the first to speak out on the way racism in the United States affected Latino ballplayers. He was the first Latino to find the hearts of white baseball fans but never by checking his culture, language, or heritage at the door. He is an icon of gathering strength, as baseball becomes more Latino and the government’s immigration policies demand a new civil rights movement in the United States.

But the most chilling similarity to Robinson is the way iconography has robbed Clemente of politics, of his true self.




Clemente as a Player: Art, Not Science 

Clemente’s baseball bona fides are above reproach. He led the Pirates to two World Series victories, in 1960 and 1971, was the 1966 National League MVP, and won four batting titles. Hitting in an era that forced him to face Mount Olympus-worthy pitchers like Sandy Koufax, Bob Gibson, Juan Marichal, and Don Drysdale, Clemente led the major leagues in batting average  throughout the 1960s. Swinging at the ball wherever it was pitched, Clemente sprayed line drives all over the field like a broken sprinkler. And even though he never hit more than twenty-nine home runs in a season, the 185-pound Clemente hit the ball as hard as anyone. Once he broke Bob Gibson’s leg with a line drive and another time he literally took off the top of Don Drysdale’s ear with a screaming single.

But it was on the field that Clemente was a man apart. He garnered twelve Gold Gloves with a platinum arm that may be the best the game ever saw. In a recent piece, the New York Times called Clemente the “Fielder of Dreams,” saying that he “looked like a dervish expelling a cannonball” when he threw the ball in from right field. As the prideful Clemente said about his arm, “When they say Babe Ruth hit over 700 home runs, I keep my mouth shut. But when they talk about throwing the ball, I can’t keep my mouth shut.”

Despite his many strengths, Clemente was derided throughout his career for overreacting to the assorted bumps and bruises that most view as part of the game, and there is no question that, when it came to his health, Clemente was an eccentric. But he bristled, justifiably, when labeled a hypochondriac, knowing that the moniker had more to do with propagating the stereotype of the lazy Latino asleep in the shade of his sombrero than it did with questioning the legitimacy of his time on the DL.

Clemente may not have had the titanic statistics of contemporaries like Hank Aaron, Willie Mays, Ernie Banks, and Frank Robinson, but it doesn’t matter because his play transcended the numbing number-crunching that is so intrinsic to baseball. As Maraniss put so well,There was something about Clemente that surpassed statistics, then and always. Some baseball mavens love the sport precisely because of its numbers. They can take the mathematics of a box score and of a year’s worth of statistics and calculate the case for  players they consider underrated or overrated and declare who has the most real value to a team. To some skilled practitioners of this science, Clemente comes out very good but not the greatest; he walks too seldom, has too few home runs, steals too few bases. Their perspective is legitimate, but to people who appreciate Clemente this is like chemists trying to explain Van Gogh by analyzing the ingredients of his paint. Clemente was art, not science. Every time he strolled slowly to the batter’s box or trotted out to right field, he seized the scene like a great actor. It was hard to take one’s eyes off him, because he could do anything on a baseball field and carried himself with such nobility. “The rest of us were just players,” Steve Blass would say. “Clemente was a prince.”





He was a prince, as we will see, who wanted to collectivize the crown.




His Era, Politics, and Roots 

Clemente played right field for eighteen seasons, from 1954 to 1972, years that encompassed a panorama of fantastic changes in both Major League Baseball and U.S. society. His career spanned the entirety of the Black Freedom struggle from the Montgomery bus boycotts to the urban ghetto rebellions, from Martin Luther King to the Black Panthers.

Thanks to Jackie Robinson, Clemente broke into the big leagues alongside the first post-color-line wave of young, brilliant, African-American ballplayers. But while there was room for Black stars in the 1950s, teams had informal quotas to make sure that color was kept to a minimum. They also thought nothing of continuing to hold spring training in the segregated South. And the fact that baseball was moving, albeit slowly, toward acceptance of African-American players did not mean that the same courtesy was extended to Latinos.

In 1964, Giants manager Alvin Dark banned the Spanish language from the clubhouse. Dark was openly hostile to Latino players, but his loudly boorish rules were tacitly enforced in clubhouses around the league. Nevertheless, throughout the ’60s, the changes occurring in society gradually bled onto the ballfield. Most players were passive participants in this process, but not Roberto Clemente. His was a voice impatient for change. Clemente was a populist in the best Latin American tradition. He was a Bolivarian, someone who believed in a united Latin America that could serve the interests of the region’s poor. His heroes were Martin Luther King Jr. and Puerto Rican leader Luis Muñoz Marín. Marín—a name known to many people in the United States as the San Juan airport they fly into for spring break—was the first democratically elected governor of Puerto Rico. Early in his long political career, he was a member of the Puerto Rican Socialist Party and a strong advocate for independence.
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Roberto Clemente poses in his Pirates uniform, 1967 (AP)

Throughout his life, Clemente believed in economic and social justice. He also had an instinctive solidarity with people fighting for their rights. When his friend Osvaldo Gil chided Clemente for being controlled by his wife, Clemente said, “The way you think about women is what happened with the major leagues and black players. They were afraid that if they let black players in, they’d take over. That’s the way you are with women.”

The youngest of four children, Clemente was born August 18, 1934, in Carolina, Puerto Rico, and raised “by people who knew what it meant to struggle.” Compared to others in depression-era poverty in Puerto Rico, the Clementes had stability: a roof over their heads, electricity, and food on the table. But even this meager living was a family project. Clemente’s father, Melchor, earned only $12 a week. All the children worked, either in the sugarcane fields or by bringing ice water to the cane workers in exchange for pennies.

Despite the arduous labor, there was always time for sports. Roberto Clemente was not the only athlete in the family; his older brother Matino had major league dreams that were dashed by Jim Crow. Roberto always maintained that Matino  was the better ballplayer. Once again a comparison to Robinson suggests itself. Just as Jackie was motivated by the aspirations of his brother Mack, a silver medalist at the 1936 Olympics, whose professional athletic aspirations were thwarted by racism, Roberto was inspired by Matino, who coached him throughout his career.




Dodgers Disgrace: Jim Crow vs. Brown Pride 

Being raised in a proud Puerto Rican household did not prepare Clemente for the racism he encountered in the United States. Even as a dark-skinned Puerto Rican, Clemente never knew of the existence of race. He would tell reporters that he learned that dark skin “was bad over here.” As an eighteen-year-old prodigy, Clemente leaped at the chance to play with the Brooklyn Dodgers, taking significantly less money than other major league teams offered. The Dodgers were the team of his beloved Jackie Robinson, and for a moment, it was a dream fulfilled. But Clemente languished in the Dodgers farm system for two years as they attempted to hide him from other teams until there was a “spot” for him on their big-league roster. The Dodgers most likely took this course of action because they had already reached their informal quota of dark-skinned players. But try as they might, they couldn’t keep him hidden, and Pittsburgh Pirates team president Branch Rickey, who still had a mole or two in the Dodgers farm system, bought his contract in 1956 for $5,000.

This was not joyous news in the Clemente household. The Pirates were the saddest franchise in the game, having finished forty-four games behind the Dodgers in 1954. Even the legendary Rickey was failing to resuscitate the franchise. But Clemente had more on his mind than this pitiful team during his first spring training.

The Pirates spring games were in Fort Myers, Florida, which even by the standards of 1950s Florida was deeply segregated.  Years later, Clemente’s only memories of that first spring training consisted of eating on the bus with other players of color while his white teammates dined inside both fancy restaurants and greasy spoons. He also believed his Black teammates felt—probably correctly—that if they made waves they would find themselves out of the game. For someone who had never heard of Ol’ Jim Crow, these were painful times. Clemente’s friend Vic Power, a highly skilled Puerto Rican player for the Kansas City Athletics, was dragged off his team’s bus that spring for buying a Coke from a whites-only gas station. Clemente seethed at the humiliation, feeling it as if it were his own. Power tried to calm Clemente down. His approach was humor. Power liked to tell the story of a waitress telling him, “We don’t serve Negroes,” and responding, “That’s okay. I don’t eat Negroes.”

But Clemente just couldn’t handle it that way. He recalled,They say, “Roberto, you better keep your mouth shut because they will ship you back.” [But] this is something that from the first day, I said to myself: “I am in the minority group. I am from the poor people. I represent the poor people. I represent the common people of America. So I am going to be treated like a human being. I don’t want to be treated like a Puerto Rican, or a black, or nothing like that. I want to be treated like any person that comes for a job.”





Clemente was too good to be kept off the club, and for years was the only dark-skinned player consistently in the Pirates’ starting lineup. Not that there was any shortage of players of color; African-American pitcher Bob Veale once said that there were so many Black players on the Pirates minor league Carolina team, the Wilson Tobs (short for Tobacconists), that many fans thought they were a traveling Negro League team.

But Clemente’s talent could not be ignored. The press tried to report on the young prodigy with a howitzer for an arm, but they insisted—to Clemente’s fury—on quoting him phonetically,  which made him sound like a Latino Stepin Fetchit. Headlines would read, “Clemente says: ‘I Get Heet.’”

Clemente would respond by taking the press on directly like a man on a mission. “I attack [the press] strongly, because since the first Latino arrived in the big leagues he was discriminated against without mercy,” he said. “It didn’t matter that the Latino ballplayer was good, but the mere fact of him not being North American [made him] marginalized. They have an open preference for North Americans. Mediocre players receive immense publicity while true stars are not as highlighted as they deserve.”

Yet for all his sensitivity, Clemente was not petty. Writers who were used to being spat on by players who didn’t like the media were shocked to receive handwritten apologies from Clemente when he had flown off the handle or if he decided, in retrospect, that he had been unfair. It’s impossible, however, to separate Clemente’s simmering anger from his galactic ability on the field. He said, “If I would be happy, I would be a very bad ballplayer. With me, when I get mad, it puts energy in my body.”




The Pirates Get Good 

As the 1950s wound down, the Pirates dumped Branch Rickey and hired Joe Brown as their new president. The team was getting better every year, and in the 1960 World Series, they beat the Yankees in seven games, capped by Bill Mazeroski’s walk-off home run in the final contest. Clemente was the only player to get a hit in all seven games, batting .310 for the series. This should have been his finest hour, but Clemente was outside the party. While players gargled champagne, he quietly packed his bags to return home. Despite Clemente’s stellar series, Mazeroski was named MVP. But what really wounded Clemente’s pride, what made him wonder if things would ever change, was when he came in eighth in the voting for league Most Valuable Player. Several teammates with worse stats, including winner  Dick Groat, finished ahead of him. Although racism prevailed in the league as a whole, Clemente was appreciated at home: Pittsburgh fans voted him their favorite Pirate.

The next spring, Clemente went public with his disgust at the official segregation he and other players of color had to endure in Fort Myers. He openly slammed the segregated spring baseball life saying, “There is nothing to do down here. [Players of color] go to the ball park, play cards, and watch television. In a way, it’s like being in prison.”

These statements may seem tame and several steps behind the sit-ins that were sweeping the South. But in the musty world of baseball, they were electric. Clemente even went to Pirates boss Joe Brown and, speaking for every Black player on the squad, said that they wouldn’t take the team bus if they had to eat in their seats while the rest of the team stopped at restaurants. Brown got them a station wagon so they could drive on their own. In baseball in the early 1960s, this qualified as progress.

And Clemente’s spring actions helped open the dam. That All-Star Break, elected representatives from every team met and agreed unanimously to demand an end to training camp segregation. This is at a time when there was no real union to speak of and the majority of reps were white. It was a watershed moment, proving in practice that players could unite. 1961 was also historic for Clemente at the plate. He won his first batting title with a .351 average. Fellow countryman—and close friend—Orlando Cepeda won the home run and RBI titles. In the Caribbean, this was known as the Puerto Rican Triple Crown.

By 1964, Clemente, a ten-year veteran, was becoming a mentor to other Latino players. This couldn’t have happened without the loosening up of the informal quotas that existed against players of color. Finally the pipeline from the minor leagues was becoming unclogged, and Black and Latino players  began to see big-league daylight. Young future All-Stars like Willie Stargell began to remake the Pirates. Teammates, Black and white, began to stick up for Clemente in a way they never did in the 1950s. Years later, teammate Don Leppert recalled his response to press treatment of Clemente. “They tried to make a buffoon out of him. I was sitting there one night when [Les Biederman of the Pittsburgh press] was asking Clemente something, and Biederman had a little smirk on his face. I went off on Biederman: ‘Why the hell don’t you ask him questions in Spanish?’ I didn’t endear myself to Biederman, but didn’t give a rat’s ass. They tried to take advantage of every malaprop.”

Despite the racism of the press, Clemente had never been more confident professionally or personally. On November 14, 1964, he married Vera Cristina Zabala in Carolina, Puerto Rico. They went on to have three sons: Roberto Jr., Luis Roberto, and Roberto Enrique. Proud of their heritage, the couple arranged for all three sons to be born in Puerto Rico. Comfortable at home and at work, Clemente began to speak out for his dream: a sports city for impoverished Puerto Rican children. He began to look at land, collect investors, and talk rhapsodically of helping the poor. “I’d like to work with kids. If I live long enough,” he would say.

During the 1966 off-season, Clemente’s “adopted American sister” Carol was in Puerto Rico with Clemente and his family. In Puerto Rico, Clemente didn’t have to be the intense, perpetually irritated star forever alert to any slight to his skin color or language. Only by seeing him relaxed and among his own people can we understand the mythical dimensions Clemente acquired in death. As Carol described to Maraniss,I came back being in awe of what a humble man he was. What a regular man he was [away from Pittsburgh]. But just so connected to the people. If children recognized him, or the most humble-looking person somewhere on a mountain hill where we  were driving approached him, wherever we were, it ended in a long conversation. I never remember a moment when Roberto didn’t take the time to talk to somebody who came up to him. There never was a time when he didn’t stop. I never remember him walking away or cutting someone off. And especially if it was someone young…. You could see him [in that setting] like a prophet.





Clemente would talk of his own death casually, believing he would die young and that it would happen while flying. Nevertheless, he would never be nervous while flying with his wife because he was also certain that she wouldn’t die this way. Vera remembered, “He always said he would die young—that this was his fate.”




Syndicato: Clemente Carries on King’s Legacy 

Another person considered a prophet and plagued with premonitions of death, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated the following spring. On April 3, King gave a speech saying, “I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people, will get to the Promised Land. And I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” The following day, April 4, 1968, King was shot and killed.

Clemente had met and spoken with King on numerous occasions. He idolized King, becoming more enamored with him as he adopted positions against the war in Vietnam and structural poverty in the United States. As Clemente recalled,When Martin Luther King started doing what he did, he changed the whole system of American style. He put the people, the ghetto people, the people who didn’t have nothing to say in those days, they started saying what they would have liked to say for many years that nobody listened to. Now with this man, these people come down to the place where they supposed to be but people didn’t want them, and sit down as if they were white and call attention to the whole world. Now that wasn’t only the black people, but the minority people. The people who didn’t have anything, and they had nothing to say in those days because they didn’t  have any power, they started saying things and they started picketing, and that’s the reason I say he changed the whole world.





Clemente was devastated by the news of King’s death but didn’t suffer in silence. Instead, he led a charge to prevent the Pirates and Astros from opening their season on April 8, the day before King’s burial. Opening day was moved to April 10, and Roberto Clemente had put sports in its proper perspective in a way that no one could miss.

Clemente took King’s legacy forward when he became the players’ representative for the Pirates. The Players Association had changed decisively when steelworkers organizer Marvin Miller was brought in to head the union in 1966. In 1968, players reached their first-ever collective-bargaining agreement with the owners. The pact improved health benefits and raised the minimum salary to $10,000 a year. But, more importantly, the contract included an agreement by the owners to “examine the reserve clause” that bound players to teams like chattel, opening the door for Miller’s dream of defeating the hated clause. All-Star Curt Flood, who was being radicalized by the changes in society, stepped forward to challenge it. Miller believed there was a direct relation between the Black Freedom struggle and the fact that it took an African-American player to make the challenge. He said, “It was definitely related. Black and Latin players like Roberto Clemente were at the forefront. This was not just the color of their skin. Flood, for example, did not grow up in the South. He grew up in Oakland, California.… When a player of his temperament and pride was sent to the South not being able to stay in the same hotels and motels, playing in Georgia and Mississippi, I think it made a very big difference in his outlook on the world.” It was an outlook shared by Clemente.

In December of 1969, Flood presented his case to the reps alongside Miller and asked for their support in what would be  an ugly court case against Major League Baseball. Flood was proud of his background but saw his struggle in broader terms. “I am a black man and we have been denied rights. But in this situation, race should not make a difference. We’re ballplayers all with the same problem.” Many of the reps were initially nervous, asking Flood and Miller about the “dangers” of challenging the bosses and of “going too far.” Clemente was the first to stand up for Flood, saying, “So far no one is doing anything,” and pointing out that Flood’s solitary stance, rather than going too far, was a clear sign that players had not gone far enough. Tim McCarver, Flood’s teammate, agreed with Clemente, saying, “We have no choice” but to support Flood.

But Clemente wasn’t done. In his heavily accented English, he told the reps his own story: of taking less money to sign with the Dodgers because he dreamed of playing in New York; of being “bought” by the Pirates for $5,000. “He had me,” Clemente said of team boss Joe Brown: a $5,000 investment in a player who would make the Pirates millions. It was a strong statement because Clemente was one of the few players in the game making more than $100,000 a year. Other players in this “class,” such as Carl Yastrzemski, opposed an aggressive union. But Clemente’s leadership was appreciated by all. As Dick Moss, the Players Association counsel, said, “Roberto was respected by everyone. He was very important to us.”




El Noche Clemente 

In 1971, Clemente was entering the twilight of his career. The team was competitive and had just moved from Forbes Field into Three Rivers Stadium. That year, the Pirates became the first team in history to field nine Black and Latino players at the same time, with Dock Ellis on the mound, famous for throwing a no-hitter while tripping on acid. The squad had come a long way from 1960 when Clemente was the only starting player of color on a team with hard quotas. But that didn’t  mean the team was beloved by fans. The team averaged about 33 percent attendance—about 15,000 people.

That changed for one glorious game: Roberto Clemente Night on July 24. A fleet of planes filled with Clemente’s Puerto Rican compañeros came to the game, courtesy of the club. There were nearly 45,000 in attendance, many wearing the traditional peasant clothing of their island home. For the first time in major league history, the game was conducted bilingually, with ceremonies and announcements done in English and Spanish. It’s worth noting that with the current stream of English-only initiatives and anti-immigrant hysteria, an event of this nature today—even with a team like the Mets, which is majority Latino—would be a radical act. But at the time it sprang naturally from all that Clemente represented, both to his own people and to Pirates diehards.

When Clemente tried to address the crowd, he broke down in tears, with no pretense of machismo. His tears flowed so freely that his baby son waddled down the first-base line to make sure he was all right. But Clemente gathered himself and said,I’ve sacrificed these sixteen years, maybe I’ve lost many friendships due to the effort it takes for someone to try to do the maximum in sports and especially the work it takes for us, the Puerto Ricans, especially for the Latinos, to triumph in the big leagues. I have achieved this triumph for us, the Latinos. I believe that it is a matter of pride for all of us, the Puerto Ricans as well as for all of those in the Caribbean, because we are all brothers. And I’d like to dedicate this triumph to all Puerto Rican mothers…[and] as I’ve said, for all those Puerto Rican athletes, for all those who have triumphed and those who have not been able to. And that is why I don’t have words to express this thankfulness.





It may not have been Lou Gehrig, stricken with disease, saying good-bye to the Yankee faithful, but—given what we know of Clemente’s death and legacy—it is no less substantial,  no less important. Clemente left the game to a standing ovation in the eighth. Afterward, awed reporters who had had no idea of the breadth of Clemente’s following asked him how it felt to be out there. Clemente recounted his emotions, how his entire life passed before his eyes while looking at the field. He then said in a fit of poetry, “In a moment like this, your mind is a circular stage. You can see a lot of years in a few minutes. You can see everything firm and you can see everything clear.”




The World Series 

“Roberto Clemente Night” was part of a baseball tradition of easing baseball greats out to pasture. After all the accomplishments, Clemente was nearing the end of his career, but not before providing one more flash of greatness on the game’s biggest stage.

The 1971 World Series was supposed to be a pitiful mismatch. The Baltimore Orioles—with four twenty-game-winning pitchers—were to make short work of the Pirates. One writer wrote about Pittsburgh’s chances, “Now they’ll learn about agony. Now they’ll have to play the reigning champions of the universe and the light and dark sides of the moon.” Sure enough, the Orioles crushed the Pirates in the first two games of the series in Baltimore. As Jim Murray, a Los Angeles Times sports columnist renowned for his subtlety, wrote, “This World Series is no longer a contest. It’s an atrocity. It’s the Germans marching through Belgium, the interrogation room of the Gestapo. It’s as one-sided as a Russian trial.… To enjoy it, you’d have to be the kind of person who goes to orphanage fires or sits at washed-out railroad bridges with a camera. They’re taking the execution to Pittsburgh today. Unless the Red Cross intervenes.”

Despite the Orioles’ success, Clemente had been stellar, extending his World Series hitting streak to nine games. The most famous play of his career took place in game two, when the thirty-seven-year-old right-fielder barehanded the ball on  one hop and threw a 400-foot screamer to third base that never got more than seven feet off the ground. The runner was actually safe, but the throw was so otherwordly, so defiant of basic physics, that Pirates third baseman Richie Hebner said, “After that play was over, I was like, wow.” Clemente spoke about the throw in great detail after the game. New York Post columnist Dick Young, a proud Archie Bunker type who railed against the counterculture, quoted Clemente phonetically, saying, “Eef I have my good arm thee ball gets there a leetle quicker than he gets there.” In previous years, Clemente would have seen that and steamed. But at this point in his career, playing on a multicultural, multilingual club, he was too much of a team leader to care. Instead of reacting, he stayed loose and kept his flailing team up by telling everyone, “We’re gonna do it. We’re going back to Pittsburgh. We’re gonna do it.”

In Pittsburgh, Clemente was unstoppable, knocking hits at will. He was so hot, the team organist played “Jesus Christ Superstar” when he came up to bat (something else that might get you ejected from the park in today’s major leagues). He was the oldest man on the field, outplaying opponents and teammates almost half his age. Even Dick Young wrote, “The best damn ballplayer in the World Series, maybe in the whole world, is Roberto Clemente.” Young’s base may have choked reading those words.

Clemente led the Pirates all the way back, winning the series in seven games. He smacked a hit in every game, finishing with a .414 average and the series MVP. Clemente cemented his legend and transcendence in Latin America in the post-game celebration when television reporters asked for comment: “Before I say anything in English, I would like to say something in Spanish to my mother and father in Puerto Rico.” His words were simple: “En el día más grande de mi vida, para los nenes la benedición mia y que mis padres me échen la benedición.” [In the  most important day of my life, I give blessings to my boys and ask that my parents give their blessing.] Not exactly the “I Have a Dream” speech, but it didn’t have to be. It was simply Roberto Clemente including an entire culture and redefining the word “America” in “America’s pastime.”




Clemente’s Dream 

That off-season, Clemente used his fame to speak to audiences about his desire to build a sports city for Puerto Rico’s poor. This wasn’t a dream of charity but of social transformation. In one speech Clemente said,The World Series is the greatest thing that ever happened to me in baseball. It gives me a chance to talk to writers more than before. I don’t want anything for myself, but through me I can help lots of people. They spend millions of dollars for dope control in Puerto Rico. But they attack the problem after the problem is there. Why don’t they attack it before it starts? You try to get kids so they don’t become addicts, and it would help to get them interested in sports and give them somewhere to learn to play them.





Clemente would cry openly and without shame as he talked about this dream, saying that he would “quit baseball tomorrow” if he had the money to oversee the project. In Puerto Rico, he urged his audiences—particularly working poor audiences—to help him with the project. Their full participation in the overhaul of society was a vision that Clemente embraced, and it endeared him to an audience fully aware that Clemente now had the money and fame to live in a mansion and never see them again.

Clemente’s last season, 1972, started with a players’ strike, the first of the new association. It was a strong victory. The Pirates, in a union town, were union supporters, a position helped by Clemente. He lived with the rookies in spring training—before the strike was official—and talked to the young players about the union and their responsibilities to their fellow  players. That season would not be magic for the Pirates, but it did include Clemente’s 3,000th hit, a frozen-rope double on September 29. Clemente was only the eleventh player to reach that number. It was a guarantee that he would become the first Latino to be enshrined in the Hall of Fame. He also won his twelfth Gold Glove that year and became the all-time leader in games played for the Pirates, surpassing Honus Wagner. Not bad for someone execs feared was an injury-prone head case. There were rumors that Clemente would retire, but he said that, whatever he did, it wouldn’t be for the money. “I only want to have my health so I can work. I don’t care if I’m a janitor. I don’t care if I drive a cab…. I can be a person like me because I live the life of a common person.… I just worry that I be healthy and live long enough to educate my sons and make them respect people. And to me, this is my biggest worry: to live for my kids.”




Unnatural Disasters 

That December 23, an earthquake gutted Nicaragua. It hit 6.5 on the Richter scale, crushing 350 square blocks while killing and injuring thousands. The horror of this natural disaster was compounded by the unnatural nexus of Richard Nixon and Nicaragua’s military leader Anastasio Somoza. Somoza was an anticommunist zealot whose family has stolen 25 percent of Nicaragua’s wealth over the years, murdering and torturing anyone who got in their way. All of this was done for decades with the full financial and moral support of the U.S. government. It was Somoza’s father about whom, legend has it, President Franklin D. Roosevelt remarked, “Somoza may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch.” Somoza Jr. was certainly Nixon’s SOB. Somoza had even written a letter earlier in 1972 nominating Tricky Dick for the Nobel Peace Prize.

Thanks to Nixon’s elaborate obsession with audio technology, we know that his immediate concern after the earthquake  was not the horrific loss of life in Nicaragua, but rather that the country would “go Communist” in the ensuing chaos. Instead of providing relief, he sent in paratroopers to help the Nicaraguan National Guard keep order. Somoza had issued “shoot to kill” orders against anyone foraging for food, but not before shutting down all the service agencies that were feeding people and preventing them from respecting his curfew. One doctor reported, “I had more individuals that I treated who were shot [than who were injured by effects of the earthquake]. They were shot for looting. It was amazing. Young kids. I remember operating on young kids to remove bullets.”

Roberto Clemente had many friends in Nicaragua. He also was haunted by the thoughts of the children he had visited there over the years. Were they dead? Alive? He had no idea. In twenty-four hours’ time, Clemente had set up the Roberto Clemente Relief Committee for Nicaragua. Fear for his friends was supplanted by fury when he heard stories of Somoza’s troops seizing aid for their own enrichment. One friend returned to Puerto Rico with a story that he stopped Somoza’s troops from seizing his supplies by saying, “If you take this, I will tell the great Roberto Clemente what you did!” Clemente took from this that he himself would have to go to Nicaragua to make sure the aid got where it was supposed to go.

On December 31, 1972, he boarded a ramshackle plane, with more than 4,000 extra pounds on board. A friend tried to warn Clemente that it was unsafe, but in the urgency of the crisis his phobia of planes seemed to have left him. “You [could] even die riding a horse,” he responded. The plane went down a thousand yards out to sea and Clemente’s body was never recovered. His young boys were six, five, and two. The outpouring of emotion was overwhelming, and thousands of mourners flocked to the Clemente family home. Eleven weeks later, Clemente was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame, joining  Gehrig as one of the only players who didn’t have to wait five years for enshrinement. Vera gave the speech, her three sons looking on. One writer said of Clemente that he was so graceful and beautiful that “he made me wish I was Shakespeare.” Puerto Rican poet Elliot Castro wrote that “the night Roberto Clemente left us physically, his immortality began.”




Legacy 

When Jackie Robinson broke Major League Baseball’s color line in 1947, baseball ceased to be just a game. In the dark years of McCarthyism, as his biographer Arnold Rampersad wrote, “only Jackie Robinson insisted day in and day out on challenging America on questions of race and justice.” As Martin Luther King said of Robinson, “He was a sit-inner before sit-ins. A freedom rider before freedom rides.” In 1997, on the fiftieth anniversary of Robinson’s rookie season, MLB commissioner Bud Selig marked Robinson’s achievement by taking the unprecedented step of retiring his number, 42, from the league.

Recently, Hispanics Across America (HAA) appealed to the league to retire Clemente’s 21, as well. But the effort to honor Clemente in this way has met resistance from a surprising source: Jackie Robinson’s daughter Sharon. In January of 2006, she said, “To my understanding, the purpose of retiring my father’s number is that what he did changed all of baseball, not only for African Americans but also for Latinos, so I think that purpose has been met. When you start retiring numbers across the board, for all different groups, you’re kind of diluting the original purpose.”

The place of Blacks and Latinos in baseball is a highly sensitive one. Twenty years ago, African Americans comprised 27 percent of the game’s players; today they represent just 8.5 percent. In 2005, the Houston Astros became the first team since the days of Robinson to make the World Series without  one African-American player. Latinos, according to 2005 rosters, represent 37 percent of players. Honoring Clemente, the HAA feels, is a way of honoring the role they play in today’s game. HAA president Fernando Mateo responded to Sharon Robinson quite sharply, saying, “We as an organization and a community are surprised that Jackie Robinson’s daughter would publicly address the retirement of Roberto Clemente’s number or say it should not be retired. We believe it is self-serving of her to inject her personal views simply to keep her legendary father’s number the only one in retirement.”

Sergio Rodriguez, host of ESPN Radio’s Orlando Sports Caliente, told me,This shouldn’t be about pitting one group of people against another. Racism in this country did not end the day Jackie Robinson put on a Dodgers uniform. Robinson accomplished something phenomenal. But Roberto Clemente continued and carried that same achievement. People should realize that twenty years from now the majority of major league players are going to be Latino. Where did this all begin? It starts with Clemente. Every Latino superstar who plays now—Carlos Beltran, Alex Rodriguez, Carlos Delgado—owes this debt to Clemente. He is the one who broke down the doors to this modern era.





The heroic circumstances of Clemente’s death merit special recognition, according to his supporters. As Rodriguez says, “Clemente was proud to be Puerto Rican, but even when he was alive he was about uplifting all of Latin America and the Latin American community. That’s why he died going to Nicaragua with supplies, a country far from his own. He was a Hall of Fame player and a better human being.”

Yet there are people who feel that Robinson holds a unique place in baseball history that needs to be honored uniquely. Richard Zamoff, who teaches a course at George Washington University called “Jackie Robinson: Race, Sports and the American Dream,” told me,Jackie Robinson as a historical figure stands alone. While both Robinson and Clemente were trailblazers, Jackie knew from the beginning that he had the weight of an entire race on his shoulders. Clemente came to this role near the end of his baseball career, and he was one of many Latin players to share the trailblazing role. Perhaps an honor that would speak more directly to his contribution would be to give one player in each league the privilege of wearing number 21 on his uniform to honor Roberto Clemente’s legacy and his commitment to the ideals of national and international service.





In my view, Clemente and Robinson should be honored identically because it would cut against the idea that Blacks and Latinos need to compete with each other for equality—an idea that serves the owners and those who would pit them against each other and not the players or minority groups more generally.

We should support the retiring of Clemente’s number because it could move fans closer to accepting the contributions made by Latinos to the game. It could be a statement against the current climate in baseball where many Latino players often feel mocked and marginalized. It could also be a counter to the anti-immigrant hysteria in Congress and provide inspiration to those building new movements for civil rights.

These are goals that I believe Jackie Robinson would have supported as part of his life’s work to make baseball and the United States a more inclusive place. They are also goals for which Roberto Clemente lived and died. He, like Robinson, was far more than a number. He represents the idea that we can inspire each other’s battles for social justice as well as the idea that unity, not division, is the natural logic of struggle. This is seen very clearly in an obituary that appeared in the days after Clemente’s death—an obit that ran in the newspaper of the Black Panthers. The Panthers thanked Clemente for supporting the breakfast programs and health clinics operated by their Philadelphia chapter. They wrote, “Roberto unhesitatingly  donated to the Survival Programs and showed a keen interest in their progress.”

They end the obit by writing, “It is ironic that the profession in which he achieved ‘legendry’ knew him the least. Roberto Clemente did not, as the commissioner of baseball maintained, ‘Have about him a touch of royalty.’ Roberto Clemente was simply a man, a man who strove to achieve his dream of peace and justice for oppressed people throughout the world.” If we can’t recapture and reorganize this kind of unity today, it will remain a dream deferred.
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