The Souls of the Game: A Dream Deferred!
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BLACK BASEBALL

Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball.

- Jacques Barzun, French sociologist.
A League. A Dream. With our eyes on the prize, let us realize the price paid by

the players denied their rites of passage into the majors.

Black baseball, with its unique vitality and originality, had personalities like
Satch and Josh. Figures such as Turkey, the Rabbit, and the Mule. From Bullet to
Buck to Bingo, with Pop and Cool Papa tagging along. Let’s not forget Rev, Rap,
Slim, Big Bill, Wild Bill, Double Duty, and the Devil. Oh yeah! Their thirst for

parity—not pity—trickled in.

One hundred years after the Negro National League crossed the white foul
lines, Major League Baseball, in December 2020, announced the emancipation of
Negro League stats and bestowed the leagues with “major” status. With Negro
League stats in a rain delay for ten decades, we can now take the tarp off and
discover old heroes from past generations—and introduce new ones to this
generation and future generations. Quantitative measurements of their successes

will now find a place on the leaderboard. We will rewrite records and possibly



make some families eligible for pensions. Black players, long denied their rightful
place in the game’s hallowed archives, will finally—officially—become the black

ink on the white pages of record books and websites.

This is essential because, as former Commissioner Bart Giamatti said, “Baseball
touches upon race relations, immigration and assimilation, ethnicity, language,
math, statistics, labor and management, money and all these things, as well as

being a social barometer of where America has been.”

In snapshots throughout “The Souls of the Game: Voices of Black Baseball” the
inclusion of Black excellence may seem provocative - even threatening - to
newcomers of this extra inning. As we liberate our fears, it is baseball’s duty to
reflect the demographics of its core players and address the reality of the game
played during segregated sanctions. What’s more, we learn that diversity creates
competition, and competition eliminates mediocrity. During this offensive shift to

recognize diversity, baseball became a better version of itself.

As the consulting team, we fully understand Giamatti’s statement and will not
whiskey around the truth as we embrace this game’s past—be it good, bad, or
indifferent. Without an open mind, prejudice becomes an emotional commitment

to ignorance.



A statement from the Hall’s website captures the essence of the exhibit:

“The Souls of the Game: Voices of Black Baseball spotlights
the decades-long history of Black baseball prior to the formation
of the Negro Leagues, through the complexities of baseball’s re-
integration, to the challenges that remain today, revealing the

deep connections between baseball and Black America.

The exhibit features men and women telling the story of Black
baseball in their own voices. Sections cover stories of early Black
baseball, the Negro Leagues era, the complexities of
reintegration, Jackie Robinson, post-reintegration progress and

retrogress, and calls for change in today’s game.”

“Yes ... We Have Always Played”



Let’s reminisce on what we missed. Ring the bell—school is back in session. In
History 101, we learned the “home of the brave and enslaved” built several
sustaining industries. The Black baseball experience is rooted in this identity. Strip
slavery from American history, and what’s left? Can we imagine America without

Jazz, the Blues, soul food—or Black baseball?

When history buried Black baseball, it planted a seed—germinated by
visionaries like Rube Foster, Ed Bolden, Cum Posey, Gus Greenlee, the Memphis
Martin brothers, and many more. Their voices created predominantly Black
leagues, teams, and commerce. Ignored by white media, Black communities
formed their own churches, businesses, literary societies, and civic groups.
Despite the constraints, the leagues exceeded expectations and produced

excellence on and off the field.

With segregation a way of life, Black communities became a nation within a
nation -- albeit a smaller one. Quarantined from society’s mainstream, the Black
Leagues became sanctuaries. They built Black businesses in their wake and
changed the lyrics to “Take Me OUT OF the Ballgame.” Under the cloak of the U.S.
Supreme Court’s 1896 “separate but equal” doctrine (that somehow did not
violate the “equal protection under the law” provision from the 14" Amendment,
ratified 1868), Jim Crow became legal under the bald eagle. As mentor and Hall of

Fame writer Sam Lacy once voiced, “Some people are more equal than others!”.

Held hostage by an oxymoronic agreement between self-described gentlemen,
their promises became metaphors of miscommunication, marked with disdain
and yawning hypocrisy. Their handshakes and head nods failed to recognize the
agreement’s ambiguity — a reflection of cultural theft and social reality. Still
waters run deep among some owners as the exclusion of black and brown colors

became a symbolic rip in the American flag.



Fans don’t have to be politicians to have a mission. Our mission is to reflect the
evolving diversity of the players and the game. This mission includes shining a
light on the misconceptions about Black baseball. This exhibit is designed to
emphasize, not to politicize or criticize the genocide of these detainees during
apartheid, but to recognize their thrill of victory and sometimes their agony of
defeat. Hall of Fame first baseman Walter “Buck” Leonard said it best: “We were

organized, but not recognized.”

Let us note the exhibit is being built on earlier creative works by the HOF, such
as Pride & Passion: The African American Baseball Experience (in 1997) and Ideals
and Injustices: A Chronicle of Black Baseball (2020). Not to be held captive by prior

curatorial efforts, we welcomed the creation of this new oceanic challenge.

We hope the exhibit sparks discussions about why a ban on the tan ever
existed. Having brown skin should never be a sin. Born of segregation, the Negro

Leagues were tasked with the burden of assimilation by any means necessary.

This exhibit reflects the latest and greatest scholarship and aims to spark
meaningful, cross-cultural conversations. During discovery, you may learn that
barnstorming Black teams gave white teams the Muddy Water blues—and that’s
okay. You will hear voices from players, coaches, managers, umpires, executives

and fans.

Talking about race can feel awkward. Discovery reveals privileges—some take
the escalator, while others take the stairs to the mountaintop. Whiteness and
blackness are not colors; they’re states of mind. Try playing piano without tapping
the black keys. Unintentionally, awareness can make one empathetic of another

person’s pain and, consequently, become a threat to one’s own existence.

Often misunderstood, privilege is not the presence of perks and benefits.
Privilege is the absence of obstacles and barriers, making it difficult for the

privilege class to see their vantage points. In contrast, despite the racial divide,



the more melaninated men welcomed one kind of privilege in particular: the
privilege of pressure. Faced with the blessings and the burden of acceptance, they

took on adversity and turned obstacles into opportunities.

As former Indianapolis Clown Hank Aaron once said during his assault on the
career home run record, “My abilities were only limited by the lack of
opportunity.” The opportunity or privilege many should welcome to learn more

about this chocolate chapter in history.

The mother goose of embellished truths and bedtime legends — still enchant.
But fans are awake now. The bank of equality was bankrupt, and the moral
statute of limitations is expiring. Our team hustled to franchise these teachable
moments of tenacity, triumph, and testimony. It’s time to send little Jimmy Crow

to the minors for more seasoning.

We showcased the resilience of Effa Manley, Newark Eagles owner, who
refused to give away her Eagles for pennies on the dollar. Like Harriet Tubman,
this conductor stayed on the track, and never lost a passenger. Manley’s Eagles
were often marginalized, chastised and sometimes criminalized for playing a boy’s
game. With hope as a four-letter word, loneliness their roommate, and sleep their

only escape, they chased their deferred dreams against quotas, lies and alibis.

This exhibit is designed to reach and teach all scholars, regardless of ethnicity,
so that they understand how much the African American experience is embedded
in baseball’s identity. As a country we cannot fully understand the nation’s
pastime without its evolution towards inclusion. Likewise, Jackie Robinson, Larry
Doby and others became spoiler alerts for traditional segregationists as these

shaded souls matriculated into the white majors.

Hypercritically, these Negro League “veterans” became rookie award winners
with 28-year old Robinson taking the honor in 1947, and then Don Newcombe in

1949, then Sam Jethroe (1950), Willie Mays (1951), Joe Black (1952), and Junior



Gilliam (1953). A plethora of veteran skill sets earned these brothers MVP awards
in 1949 by Robinson, Roy Campanella in 1951, 1953 and 1955, Willie Mays in
1954, Don Newcombe in 1956, Hank Aaron in 1957, and Ernie Banks in 1958 and
1959.

Can we imagine baseball history, being baseball history, without the
contributions of Robinson, Willard Brown, Satchel Paige & Ernie Banks (all from
the Kansas City Monarchs franchise), or the Say Hey Kid (from the Birmingham
Black Barons), or the double play duo of Monte Irvin and Doby (Newark Eagles),
or the skinny crossed-handed batting Aaron (Indianapolis Clowns) or the playful
and the cheerful, chubby Campanella (Baltimore Elite Giants)? All these
Coopertownians were Negro League natives. Sadly, until 1947, they were only an

attitude away from prime time.

Try to imagine baseball -- being baseball -- without Minnie Mifioso, Martin
Dihigo, José Méndez, Tony Perez and Cristobal Torriente from Cuba. Or without
Dominican immigrants Juan Marichal, Pedro Martinez, Vladimir Guerrero and
Albert Pujols. How about Luis Aparicio, Miguel Caberra and José Altuve from
Venezuela, or Panamanian immigrants Rod Carew and Mariano Rivera, or
Canadian imports like Ferguson Jenkins and Larry Walker. Let’s remember the
Puerto Rican immigrants Orlando Cepeda, Ivan Rodriguez, Roberto Alomar and
Roberto Clemente. These men of color, ranging from a lighter shade of pale to a
darker shade of charcoal are immortalized (or will be) in Cooperstown. Yes,

immigrants get the job done!

Let’s note that three-time NL MVP winner Campanella, who spent eight years
with the Baltimore Elite Giants, credits Hall of Fame catcher Raleigh “Biz” Mackey
with his development. Meanwhile, former Cleveland Buckeye outfielder Sam

Jethroe, MILB rookie at age 33, led the National League with 35 geriatric steals in



1950. All he did was take the baton from Cool Papa Bell and passed his larceny

style to Maury Wills to Lou Brock to Tim Raines and Rickey Henderson.

Even the pitching lineage continues in the re-integrated majors with Bob Veale
Jr., Earl “No-Hit” Wilson Jr., Luis Tiant Jr., and the exuberant Dennis “Oil Can”
Boyd, whose fathers played in the Black Leagues. Other mound masters like Jim
“Mudcat” Grant and Cy Young winner Bob Gibson (twice) carried on this legacy of

excellence.

To learn as much as you can from the “Souls of the Game” we want your
curiosity to become your philosophy. An intense curiosity with a calm core in
addressing how to sing this joyful noise to a spirited congregation. Let your
sentimental heart have a renaissance of faith in recognizing these baseball

forerunners.

Now we honor these men and women of color who played between the white
foul lines. So today, let’s “Lift Every Voice & Sing” in the praise of these pioneers
until earth and heaven ring. Through the weary years and silent tears, we will
elevate and create and squeeze out the unvarnished proof of their truth to excel
in America’s favorite pastime. Blessingly assured, this is my story, and this is my

song, praising baseball all-the day long.



The Hall of Fame officially opened The Souls of the Game: Voices of Black Baseball on May 24,

2024, with 15 Hall of Famers and hundreds of distinguished visitors returning to Cooperstown for
the event. Located on the Museum'’s second floor in the Yawkey Gallery, the exhibit covers stories of
early Black baseball, the Negro Leagues era, the complexities of reintegration, Jackie Robinson,

post-reintegration progress and retrogress, and calls for change in today’s game while celebrating

the newest superstars of the era. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsAYQaETxm8

Baseball in its time has given employment to known epileptics, kleptomaniacs, and
a generous scattering of saints and sinners. A man who is totally lacking in character
has often turned up to be a star in baseball. A man whose skin is white or red or
yellow has been acceptable. But a man whose character may be of the highest and
whose ability may be Ruthian has been barred completely from the sport because he
Is colored.

— Sportswriter Sam Lacy is one of the first African American members of the
Baseball Writers' Association of America. He is the 1997 recipient of the J.G. Taylor
Spink Award from the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum in
Cooperstown, New York.

10 November 1945, Baltimore Afro-American
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