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2.3. Fielding: Errors Made and Changes to the Craft 

 

Around the same time as Ruth’s home run barrage, in 1920, fielding averages improved by a 

mark contrast to prior years. In the late 19th century, great fielding was praised so much by 

legendary writer Henry Chadwick not because it was usually good; but because it was not 

uncommon to see double-digit errors in an era without gloves or padding. The Philadelphia 

Quakers in 1883 average over 6.39 errors per game in the National League. The Baltimore 

Orioles of the American Association committed 624 errors in 96 games in the same year. Fifteen 

teams between 1895 and 1903 racked up over 400 errors. Good fielding just stuck out in the 

imagination during these error-prone games. 

Sometimes, the usage of a glove by a player was chided by opposing players and fans 

alike. But as the century flipped, the first twenty seasons of twentieth century saw glove 

innovation became an individual-to-individual concern. Most players utilized several gloves 

dependent upon the situation, whether warming up before hand or regular game play. The 

practice of leaving gloves on the field was also still in vogue. 

In 1919, Bill Doak, a veteran spitball pitcher for the Cardinals, took to modifying his 

glove by removing padding, enlarging the thumb, soaking the glove (assuming in water) and 

shaping it in what is still the usual method to create a pocket.51  He approached the Rawlings 

Sporting Goods Company in St. Louis, assisted by their production chief William P. Whitely52, 

in creating the first modern glove that met the primary functional requirement: to catch the 

baseball. The design made it possible to catch the ball just in the pocket area created. In 1920, 

Rawlings came out with the $10 “Premier Players’ Glove” and soon, the Doak Model became a 

Rawlings staple for many years to come. With this innovation taking place at nearly the same 

time as the offensive outburst discussed, it is also likely that fielding became easier due to the 

cleaner, more visible and less-variably weighted baseballs than in years past, allowing a player 

the convenience of throwing a truer sphere that was easier to see in flight.  So while hitter’s 

averages were skyrocketing over .300, fielding percentages were rising and errors were now 

based on skill (or lack thereof), not the ball’s whims.  

 

                                                 
51 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 55. 
52 Biography Project of SABR, Steinberg Steven. Bill Doak Biography. Unknown: www.bioprojsabr.org ; 2007. Last Accessed: 
February 16, 2007. 
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Table 2.3.1. .400 Hitters with over 400 

AB 

Year Player AB  H BA 

1884 Fred Dunlap 449 185 0.412 
1887 Tip O'Neill 517 225 0.435 
1887 Pete Browning 547 220 0.402 
1894 Sam Thompson 437 178 0.407 
1894 Ed Delahanty 489 199 0.407 
1894 Billy Hamilton 544 220 0.404 
1894 Hugh Duffy 539 237 0.440 
1895 Jesse Burkett 550 225 0.409 
1895 Ed Delahanty 480 194 0.404 
1896 Jesse Burkett 586 240 0.410 
1896 Hughie Jennings 521 209 0.401 
1897 Willie Keeler 564 239 0.424 
1899 Ed Delahanty 581 238 0.410 
1901 Nap Lajoie 544 232 0.426 
1911 Ty Cobb 591 248 0.420 
1911 Joe Jackson 571 233 0.408 
1912 Ty Cobb 553 226 0.409 
1920 George Sisler 631 257 0.407 
1922 Ty Cobb 526 211 0.401 
1922 George Sisler 586 246 0.420 
1922 Rogers Hornsby  623 250 0.401 
1923 Harry Heilmann 524 211 0.403 
1924 Rogers Hornsby  536 227 0.424 
1925 Rogers Hornsby  504 203 0.403 
1930 Bill Terry 633 254 0.401 
1941 Ted Williams 456 185 0.406  

Most people have seen old films of the small 

shoddy mitts used in the early years and asked, 

“How did they field baseballs with those?” Given the 

errors seen in both leagues, and the number of 

unearned runs and players hitting over .400 pre-1920 

(who could have benefited from a friendly 

scorekeeper, such as Dan Daniels during DiMaggio’s 

56-game hitting streak53), one can surmise that 

fielding was very much an inherent ability. Meaning, 

the raw talent drove the ability more than practice 

and technique.  

            One can only imagine that the typical white 

farm boys seen in baseball then concentrated on 

hitting first, played whatever position suited their 

innate skills and improvement came either by natural 

maturity, game play or not at all. Biomechanical and 

video training were not envisioned, so only the old-

timers, who themselves had even less to work with, 

could likely only teach the very best players, and 

probably did not working with marginal talents that 

would have improved under a different paradigm 

existing in the future of baseball, as spring camps 

emphasized fundamentals and baseball schools 

cropped up. (The first Little League World Series 

took place in 1939.) 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
53 Cramer Richard Ben. Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life. New York: Simon & Schuster; 2000. 162-163. 
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Graph 2.3.1. Unearned Runs% and Ratio of Unearned Runs to Errors Made 

Graph 2.3.1.:  Unearn Run % and Ratio of Unearn Runs to Errors Ma de
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Since 1920, neither league has had a 
rise in the % of Unearned Runs to
Runs Scored above the 20% Mark . 
Since 1990, this number has been 
under 10% consistently .

Ratio of Unearn Runs to Errors Made 
has varied year to year, but has 
remained between .66 and .51 for 
nearly 85 years ( 3 times going below 
that range - 1940, 1980-81 NL )

 

In this graph, the reduction in the % of Unearned Runs to Runs Scored can be seen starting in 

1920. Also, the % of Unearned Runs to Errors Made by fielders becomes nearly a constant, 

staying between 54% and 62% of Unearned Runs per Error for the vast majority of Modern 

baseball history since 1920 season. With Doak’s glove and whiter, cleaner baseballs, fielding 

evolved and improved throughout the 20th century. 

 Given these improvements to defense, most players in the major leagues must be 

minimally competent to play any position. (Unless they become just a lifetime designated hitter, 

unlikely, as a twenty year old.) As a result, the ability to standout as a defensive star for any 

period, even a season, does get notice in the record books. Some players become known for their 

gloves, even in the ever-changing emphasis of a position from a defensive standout to an 

offensive producer. (In Appendix 9, a few of the best seasons by era and position are listed.) 
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Diagram 2.3.1. Possible All-Defensive Team Across All Eras 

A PossibleAll-Defense Team Across All ERAS

Johnny Bench
Jim Sundberg
Elston Howard
Bill Dickey
Gary Carter
Charles Johnson

Vic Power 
Eddie Murray
Steve Garvey
Stuffy McInnis
Keith Hernandez

Greg Maddux
Jim Katt

Brooks Robinson
Willie Kamm
Buddy Bell
Graig Nettles

Joe Jackson
Barry Bonds
Rickey Henderson

Bill Mazeroski
Nellie Fox
Bobby Grich
Ryne Sandberg
Frank White

Willie Mays
Taylor Douthit
Andruw Jones
Richie Ashburn
Dom DiMaggio
Tris Speaker

Ozzie Smith
Luis Aparicio
Dave Bancroft
Marty Marion
Larry Bowa

Roberto Clemente
Al Kaline
Ichiro Suzuki
Dave Parker

Note: Based on 1 Particular Year of Play, Reputation and Lifetime Defensive Statistics

 

Table 2.3.2. Gold Glove Selections since 1957 

P: Jim Kaat: 16 

Greg Maddux: 16 

C:  Johnny Bench: 10 

Jim Sunberg: 6 

Gary Carter:3 

Charles Johnson: 4 

1B:Vic Power: 7 

Steve Garvey: 4 

Eddie Murray: 3 

2B: Bill Mazeroski: 8 

Nellie Fox: 3 

Bobby Grich: 4 

Ryne Sandberg: 9 

SS: Ozzie Smith: 13  

Luis Aparicio: 9 

Larry Bowa: 2 

 

3B: Brooks Robinson: 16 

Buddy Bell: 6 

LF:  Barry Bonds: 8  

Rickey Henderson: 1 

CF: Andruw Jones: 9 

Willie Mays: 12  

RF: Roberto Clemente: 12 

Al Kaline: 10 

Ichiro Suzuki: 6 

Dave Parker: 3 
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A few quotes on the best fielders in baseball history from Jim Kaplan’s The Fielders 

: 

Vic Power: “Some people didn’t like the way Vic Power played baseball. He caught everything 

one-handed…They called him a showboat, and a loafer. He was a black player in the 1950s who 

refused to be silent in the face of heckling and abuse, so he saw plenty of beanballs and fights. 

But Power was a marvelous first baseman…Power signed with the Yankees in 1950, and hit .349 

in Class AAA in 1953, but wasn’t brought up to the majors despite the fact that two Yankees 

first baseman were sidelined in August…[the Yankees] didn’t have a black player on its major 

league roster until Elston Howard.”54 

 

Bill Mazeroski and Roberto Clemente: “From 1956 to 1970 the two greatest glovemen in the 

history of their positions – second baseman Bill Mazeroski and right fielder Roberto Clemente – 

started together for the Pirates…‘Clemente broke in a new glove every year,’ says Mazeroski.‘ It 

was a habit he got into. I used only three or four in my career…’”55 

 

Ozzie Smith: “St. Louis shortstop Ozzie Smith is not only the best gloveman in the game today 

[circa 1987] but, almost unique among modern ballplayers, Smith has a sense of history. In fact, 

the “Wiz” displays a collection of old gloves at his St. Louis restaurant. ‘You had to be talented 

to use these gloves,’ says Smith. ‘They make you appreciate the old ballplayers.’…[Smith] uses 

the Trapp-Eze so-called six-finger model that Rawlings introduced in 1959, temporarily 

discontinued…With its small, tight webbing and stubby fingers bent in like the hand of an 

arthritis victim, the glove is constructed to catch the ball in the palm, the way fielders use to.”56 

 

Johnny Bench: After Paul Richards introduced an oversized mitt to handled Hoyt Wilhelm’s 

dancing knuckler, “Hundley-Bench model [was introduced.] Popularized by Cubs’ Randy 

Hundley and Reds’ Johnny Bench, the trimmed-down glove has a long pocket and a central 

hinge that makes the glove close upon impact…Changing gloves, Bench further modernized the 

position by catching one-handed like a squatting first basemen.”  

 

                                                 
54 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 132. 
55 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 73. 
56 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 63-64. 
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Willie Mays:  “Willie Mays made a number of gloveless grabs, including one a Roberto 

Clemente line drive in Forbes Field’s deep center, which Pittsburgh executive Branch Rickey 

called the greatest play he’d ever seen.”57 

  

Various gloves seen on the ball field – from Jim Kaplan’s The Fielders58: 

  

  

 

                                                 
57 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 136-137. 
58 Kaplan Jim. The Fielders: The Game’ Greatest Gloves. Alexandria, Virginia: Redefinition Books; 1989. 58-61. 
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Roberto Clemente (1934-1972): 

Likely the best right field arm ever. 

He was liable to throw out people 

from the warning track backing up. 

And singles turned into outs, if a 

runner was lazy. He could do 

everything else on a baseball field 

too.  Hit for average, power and run 

the bases well. He was proud and 

intelligent, as all Latin American 

players truly are, and dominated the 

1971 World Series, taking the 

Pirates to a title. He would die 

tragically on New Year’s Eve 1972, 

ending up with exactly 3,000 hits.  

 

Ozzie Smith: The Wizard of Oz 

doing his patented stretch parallel 

to the ground maneuver. Smith 

would make weak-hitting 

shortstops everywhere work on 

every skill needed to prove their 

worth as a defensive stopper. Smith 

would be a driving force behind the 

Redbird teams of the 1980’s while 

redefining how to play shortstop. 

To date, no one has topped the 

Wizard’s glove work. 
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Diagram 2.3.2. HR Hitters from (1912-1935) 

 

An Era defined by George Herman ‘Babe’ Ruth. His totals as a hitter are astounding; what is 

ignored (often) are the years lost (or heightened) by starting pitching.  His lifetime pitching 

record of 94-46 in the regular season and 3-0 in World Series play, really does amplifies his 

greatness. In 1918, he led the league in home runs, while batting only 315 times and winning 13 

games off the mound!!!  

 

Mel ‘Master Melvin’ Ott  came up to the big leagues at seventeen. By age twenty, he was hitting 

42 home runs out of the left-hand friendly Polo Grounds, the place Babe Ruth loved before 

Yankee Stadium was built.  He played 22 seasons, retiring at the young age of 38. Know for his 

high leg kick, and as the willing target of Leo Durocher’s maxim/barb ‘nice guys finish last’59, 

his death in a car accident in 1958 in New Orleans at age (49) ties him to Ruth (53). They both 

died before a new generation could fully comprehend, admire and reward their feats. Only 

baseball legend and statistical legacy continue on. 
                                                 
59 Ritter L, Honig D. The Image of Their Greatness: An Illustrated History of Baseball from 1900 to the Present. New York: 
Crown Publishers, Inc; 1984. 217. 
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2.4. Equality: The Negro Leagues 

On the cusp of one of the most difficult eras in United States history, the development of the 

game of baseball was separated by race very early on. The infant professional leagues throughout 

the country soon began employing stringent rules as to who could play on a baseball field, 

starting in late 1860’s, but climaxing in 1887. In those days shortly after the Civil War, racial 

issues in the Deep South (and beyond) engender the type of bitterness and hatred that even the 

game of baseball only brought too early on to a harsh light and continued to shine negatively 

well into the 20th century, and even exists on to this very day in hiring policies and practices 

surrounding many management positions in all professional sports. 

As such, the development of a ‘separate’ league became a constant struggle for Negro 

ballplayers even knowing their abilities were the equal of anyone playing. As one story told in 

My Turn at Bat by Ted Williams reflects, the Negro Leagues certainly did have talent.  

“…He [a friend of Williams] told about seeing Walter Johnson pitch an exhibition game 

against an all-Negro All-Star team at a little park in New Haven where you were so close 

you could hear the players talking. He said in the first inning one of the Negro players got 

up and called out to Johnson, ‘Mr. Johnson, I sure heard plenty about that fastball. You 

throw it, Mr. Johnson, and I’m gonna hit it right out of this park.’ And he did, and the 

game ended 1-0…Six or seven years later I finally met Walter Johnson in Washington. 

What an impressive man. Big, lean, strong-looking, soft-spoken… ‘I’ve got a friend in 

San Diego who says he saw you pitch against this Negro team in New Haven…’ and 

Johnson began nodding his head. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘That sure is right. He hit that 

ball a mile.’”60  

This certainly reflects the prowess of the players and sometimes, the outright nerve Negro 

players that could not play in the Majors could muster against Hall of Fame talent such as the 

‘Big Train.’ But maybe more importantly, it reflects the courage to stand up to a legend even 

knowing Johnson was partly the reason (if by complacency alone) a black ballplayer could not 

be in the Majors.  

  Equally trying for black ballplayers was finding stalwart men for league administration, 

financial backing, organizing teams, leasing fields, attracting crowds and finding teams to play 

                                                 
60 Williams T, Underwood J. My Turn at Bat: The Story of My Life. New York: Simon Schuster; 1969. 18-19. 
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for profit (or to break even on the venture). At the very least, these necessities were difficult, and 

sometimes, ultimately barriers to constructing a consistently playable schedule between a small 

group of teams. Adding to those travails, traveling to and from cities and staying overnight in 

segregated circumstances, and one can image the frustration a black man endured in the late 

1800’s and well into the 1940’s in competing in a sport they loved well beyond just ‘the game’ 

of it. 

 

2.4.1. The Developers of the Negro Leagues 

 
Andrew ‘Rube’ Foster 

Star Pitcher, Manager and 
Founder of Negro Leagues 

Amongst the pioneers of baseball stand men that are rarely 

mentioned in the breath of MLB greats, but were no less 

important to the games development of ideas, promotions, 

history and ballplayers of equal to any white ballplayer 

discussed. Andrew ‘Rube’ Foster (1879-1930) is considered 

the founding father of the Negro National League. Foster’s 

nickname comes from the pitching defeat of Rube Waddell 

and the Philadelphia A’s in a 1902 exhibition game, but his 

true on-the-field greatness comes from his consistent, 

southfork pitching for more than twenty seasons, his 

managerial virtuosity and origination of the first professional 

Negro League. 

 

Foster started out life in Calvert, Texas, the son of a minister and studied in that calling, 

before garnering attention in baseball with the Forth Worth Yellow Jackets. At 22, he joined up 

with Frank Leland’s Chicago Giants where he came to the awareness of the burgeoning black 

sports press in throwing submarine fastballs and screwballs that mystified black and white hitters 

alike.61 His early success as a player was soon rewarded with a managerial stake that lead to 

more prominence in the semi-pro leagues and barnstorming tours that many black teams engaged 

in. Foster’s Leland Giants would rack up records of (110-10) and (123-6) in 1907 and 1910 

                                                 
61 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
137. 
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respectively. Oddly, Cap Anson, the progenitor of color line, was an opposing operator in the 

Chicago semipro baseball league Foster dominated.62 

Amongst Foster’s contributions to the game, he is well known for: 

1. The irascible, but ever-compelling, John McGraw63 sought out his pitching and 

managing techniques;  

2. Foster wrote about “how to pitch” in Sol White’s History of Colored Baseball and 

tutored greats such as Christy Mathewson and ‘Iron Joe’ McGinnity in the art of 

the fadeaway (screwball) by several accounts; 

3.  He was an entrepreneur in a time when blacks were held back socially and 

financially; 

4. And he held together his league through a stern business sense.64   

 

As Jerry Malloy points out in his introduction to Sol White’s History about Foster’s 

contributions to the game: “…Foster had a career that would rival in variety and magnitude the 

achievements of white baseball’s Al Spalding and Charles Comiskey combined, even serving as 

commissioner, unlike Spalding and Comiskey.”65 An example of his keen management ability 

took place on August 22, 1923, when he employed his Chicago American Giants players to bunt 

over and over again to 3rd base in forcing Bob Miller to field the baseball unsuccessfully. This 

tactic won the game (11-5) after trailing going into the 7th inning by three runs.66 

Foster’s founding of the Negro National League in February 1920 at the Paseo YMCA in 

Kansas City67, with the first season starting in May 1920, came about during a revived healthy 

climate for all of professional baseball. (The emergence of ‘The Bambino’ after the Black Sox 

Scandal.) His ability to bring together those eight teams led to many firsts: playing games in 

Ebbetts Field, a Negro World Series and the quick formation of a rival league. 

                                                 
62 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
138. 
63 Neil Lanctot tells of a change of heart by John McGraw in the 1930’s (pg. 204) regarding blacks integration in baseball.  
McGraw’s death in 1934 is attributed to Uremia and leads to the clinical onset of nausea, vomiting, fatigue, anorexia, weight loss, 
muscle cramps, pruritus, mental status changes, visual disturbances, and increased thirst. These mental status changes came 
shortly before his passing would partly explain his vacillation on the race issue. 
64 Loverro T. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 98-99. 
65 White S, Malloy J. Sol White’s History of Colored Baseball, With Other Documents on the Early Black Game, 1886 – 1936. 
Lincoln, Nebraska: The University of Nebraska Press; 1995. xlii. 
66 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 18. 
67 O’Neil B, Wulf S, Conrads D, Burns K. I Was Right on Time. New York: Simon & Schuster Inc.; 1996. 76. 
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 Within that first month, the Bacharach Giants were using Ebbets Field to showcase their 

talents versus a white semi-pro team in sweeping a doubleheader. By July, two black teams, the 

Bacharach and Lincoln Giants, played again at Ebbets before 15,000 fans with ace pitchers 

Smokey Joe Williams and Dick Redding putting on the show. 68  The first season ended with the 

Chicago American Giants, Foster’s team, winning the league and the replacement of the Dayton 

Marcos by a Columbus, Ohio team. (To reflect the difficulty of starting a professional league: 

Foster moved HOF Oscar Charleston from the Chicago Americans to the Indianapolis ABCs for 

competitive balance reasons and also lent money to troubled franchises.69)  

 By the mid-1920’s the league attendance for eight teams, who owned or rented their own 

fields (aside from the Cuban All Stars who had no home games), totaled more than 4 million.70 

This rivals both the National and American Leagues in attendance during that period. With that 

kind of fan support, in late October 1923, the American Giants played the MLB Detroit Tigers in 

a three-game series, splitting two and calling one because of darkness. Both sides were missing 

key players – Ty Cobb, Cristobal Torriente and Oscar Charleston – but played on at Chicago’s 

Schorling’s Park.71 This clearly reflects that good teams played regardless of color.   

As Bill Hageman reports in Baseball Between the Wars, “...Giants manager John 

McGraw reportedly told Foster, ‘If I had a bucket of whitewash that wouldn’t wash off, you 

wouldn’t have five players left tomorrow.’”72 An average squad of Negro Leaguers had between 

fourteen and sixteen players – under McGraw’s hatched plan – nine players would be of major 

league-caliber in the early1920’s when McGraw’s New York Giants were four-time World 

Series participators.  

But it was Rube Foster that held together these teams with an energy that was beyond 

what many other men (white or black) would ever amass. Sadly, Foster succumbed to the 

pressures of holding together this league in 1926, with a ‘mental incapacitation’ from which he 

never recovered. (It is not a certainty why his ‘alleged violent episode’ would solely do this. But 

                                                 
68 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 7. 
69 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
139. 
70 Loverro T. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 99. 
71 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 19. 
72 Hageman Bill. Baseball Between the Wars: A Pictorial Tribute to the Men Who Made the Game in Chicago From 1909 to 
1947. Chicago: Contemporary Books; 2001. 54. 
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psychology was a different field in the 1920’s.)  He died on December 9, 1930 while still in a 

Kankakee, Illinois mental institution. But his recognition as the ‘Father of the Negro Leagues’ is 

undoubtedly well earned and his legacy extended to the pinnacles of baseball immortality with 

his admittance to Cooperstown in 1981. 

Table 2.4.1. Rube Foster’s 1920 Negro National League 

Kansas City Monarchs St. Louis Giants 

Indianapolis ABCs Chicago American Giants 

Chicago Giants Cuban All Stars 

Detroit Stars Dayton Marcos 

 

   

Edward W. Bolden became the rival of Rube Foster’s National League when he formed 

the Eastern Colored League in mid-December 1922. Foster had tried initially to recruit Bolden’s 

Hilldale team, a powerful, independent Negro team formed professionally in the mid 1910’s, but 

Bolden and Foster soon became at odds. Foster and other franchises in the Negro National 

League soon employed an attorney to stop players from jumping contracts, a usual problem of 

any rival league formation.73  

After reaching a truce, Bolden’s Hilldale team, winner of the Eastern Colored League, 

played the Negro National League Kansas City Monarchs in October 1924 to a ten-game World 

Series losing to the Monarchs 5 to 4, with a tie.74  This ‘traveling World Series’ reported various 

attendance levels of 8,800 to 5,366 to only 584 fans, but it was partly successful in maintaining 

the peace between the two men.  

Like Rube Foster, Bolden too would suffer under the pressures of operating the league 

and go through a breakdown.75 As the Great Depression approached, so did the collapse of the 

Eastern League in 1928, only to be reinvented in the form of the American Negro League in 

1929. His major contribution to the Negro Leagues was the consistent overall support as an 

owner, manager, financier and developer of leagues until his death in 1950, even though he 

                                                 
73 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 20. 
74 Loverro T. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 136. 
75 Loverro T. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 26. 
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experienced periods of hesitation due to the fragility of league finances and his own. He did this 

all while starting out as a U.S. Post Office worker.76 

Table 2.4.2. Ed Bolden’s 1923 Eastern Colored League 

Atlantic City Bacharach Giants New York Lincoln Giants 

Brooklyn Royal Giants Baltimore Black Sox 

Philadelphia Stars Cuban Stars 

Hilldale Daisies (Giants) Washington Potomacs 

 

 

William “Gus” Greenlee, owner of the Pittsburgh 

Crawfords and former of the 2nd Negro National 

League (NNL) (after the institutionalization of Rube 

Foster), was a savvy entrepreneur, first and foremost, 

but gave his vast energies to promoting baseball too. 

In Negro League Baseball, Neil Lanctot tells the 

story of Greenlee’s rise in prominence where he 

started his life in North Carolina, moved to 

Pittsburgh before WWI where he worked as a taxi 

driver, then joined the war effort in an infantry 

regiment.  
 

Gus Greenlee – Owner & Founder 

 

After that, he became, like many others of that time, a dealer in illegal spirits. His cohort, 

a Latrobe Brewery owner, Joe Tito assisted him into the “numbers racket.” His involvement with 

the boxing world, nightclubs, top black entertainers and the hotel industry led him to become one 

of the most influential figures in the Negro Leagues in the 1930’s. Gus wielded power (and made 

enemies, Cumberland Posey, for one) in keeping the National Negro League afloat in the 1933. 

As Neil Lanctot notes, “Greenlee coped with a number of difficulties during the 1930s, including 

weak administration, individualistic owners, inadequate financing, and uneven support.” 

Greenlee mirrored and improved upon the Major League All-Star game in promoting the 

East-West Game at Comiskey Park in 1933 that let the fans decide on the players involved for 

                                                 
76 Lanctot N. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press; 
2004. 5. 
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more than twenty East-West tilts. This fan voting still exists to this very day in the MLB All-Star 

game. Attendance at these mid-season classics exceeded more than 50,000 fans on a few 

occasions. 

He also built Greenlee Field in 1932, a 7,500-seat, lighted stadium in Pittsburgh. With the 

independent ownership of the field, Greenlee would import the best players and cull together a 

HOF-led dynasty. Catcher Josh Gibson, centerfielder Cool Papa Bell, 3rd baseman Judy Johnson, 

outfielder Oscar Charleston and pitcher Satchel Paige played on the 1934-1936 Pittsburgh 

Crawfords. (Many of these players came from the 1930-1932, Posey-owned Homestead Grays, 

another perennial and independent powerhouse, from 1920 to1947.)   

With Greelee’s outside interest in professional boxing, considered a far more lucrative 

venture in the 1930’s economy than most baseball, black or white due to its gambling gains, 

Greenlee ultimately sold his field in Pittsburgh in December 1938 for $38,000 and the site was 

eventually made into a housing project.77 He dedicated more time to developing prizefighters for 

bouts, including one match with heavyweight champion Joe Louis. Greenlee fell on hard times 

personally, left the Pittsburgh Crawfords in disarray, and failed to make payroll payments to his 

players late in the 1938 season. His influence in black baseball was negligible after that 

tumultuous period until the mid-1940s, though he remained a lesser figure through the formation 

of new Pittsburgh Crawford team in the 1940s.78 

After various owners forestalled numerous rejoinders to the Negro Leagues, who 

Greenlee had assisted significantly in developing the NNL, Greenlee founded the United States 

Baseball League (USL) in 1945. With reported, if uncertain financial backing by Branch Rickey, 

Greenlee’s new league failed to materialize into an equally competitive league and only lasted 

two seasons. Soon after, Gus Greenlee developed health problems, including a heart attack, and 

died in 1952 at the age of fifty-six. 
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Sol White 

Player and Historian 

Sol White was the first historian of black baseball. In publishing 

a small volume about the background of black baseball players 

on the professional circuit in 1907, he left behind an original 

viewpoint on the teams that existed in various leagues over a 

twenty-year span. Born in 1868, Sol had the fortune (or 

misfortune) to see the development of the ‘color line’ in baseball 

in the late 1880’s while playing for Pittsburgh Keystones in the 

original Colored League. For years the line had existed; but a 

few ballplayers, namely Bud Fowler, Fleet and Weldy Walker, 

and George Stovey had played well for various teams in the 

American Association, International League and Eastern 

League.  That was ended by the direct protestations of Hall of 

Fame player/manager Cap Anson. 

White’s volume on baseball describes the feats of many players; addresses the pay 

disparities in light of equal talent; the difficulties faced by managers of teams; the growth of Jim 

Crow laws and the effects on traveling as a Negro baseball team; and how blacks should look to 

approach the game. As one passage reflects, “Base ball is a legitimate profession. As much so as 

any other vocation, and should be fostered by owners and players alike…It should be taken 

seriously by the colored player, as honest efforts with great ability will open an avenue in the 

near future wherein he may walk hand-in-hand with the opposite race in the greatest of all 

American games – base ball.”79 As it turned out, it would be another forty years before this 

reality would come to pass.  

White detailed the successes of various teams in the late 1890’s and early 1900’s. 

Specifically, the Gorhams of New York City, who were owned by Ambrose Davis, the first 

African American to own a baseball team in 1889. This team later was known as the Big 

Gorhams (1891) and dominated all comers to the extent that Sol White considered it the best 

team of the 19th century. (George Stovey and George Williams were two players of note on this 

team.)80  
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99  

 
 

His interest in baseball extended from player to player/manager to manager, then owner.  

He played for the Cuban-X Giants, Page Fence Giants and Chicago Columbia Giants in the 

1890’s. At 34, he co-founded the Philadelphia Giants in 1902 with H. Walter Schlichter, a 

sportswriter. For the remainder of the decade, he played for and managed his Philadelphia team 

to success.  In the 1920’s, he would manage the Cleveland Browns and Newark Stars.   

Sol White died on August 26, 1955 in New York City81 at 87, having seen Jackie 

Robinson, Don Newcombe, Willie Mays and Henry Aaron take over supremacy in the sport he 

loved so much. White likely would have commented uniquely on their adventures, if both time 

and age allowed.  

 

Many other men (and women) of differing backgrounds (and races) contributed to the 

formation and continuation of Negro League Baseball. Effa Manley, Charles Isham Taylor, Dr. 

W. Rollo Wilson, Cumberland ‘Cum’ Posey, Alex (Alejandro) Pompez, James Leslie Wilkinson, 

Abe Saperstein (Harlem Globetrotters founder) and Tom Baird provided the necessary 

perseverance in keeping leagues alive. The onerous task of building schedules, planning travel 

and obtaining players made all that participated weary of the entire enterprise – but nevertheless, 

the idea persisted through numerous incarnations and revising of team placements, often with 

profit being marginal.  

In the late 19th century, baseball franchises served different purposes than as a profit-

making venture solely of its own merit. As Malloy writes, three main reasons usually existed: 

1. Corporate advertising (Page Fence Giants were an ad arm for the Page Fence Co.) 

2. Prestige of a Social Club (Columbia Social Club) 

3. Promote a business venture (John W. Conner Royal Café & Palm)82 

This particular trend continued in Gus Greenlee’s heavy mixture of sports, live entertainment and 

society types that could be seen at the Crawford Grill of the 1930’s. The comprising of several 

distinct, yet integral, parts to a Negro business was instrumental to the survival of many black 

enterprises, especially in Depression Era economies.  
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But this lack of profit (as a baseball operation alone) was largely due to a small number 

of cities that contained significant black populations and financial backing and preferences of 

ownerships that confined teams to very limited areas.  As Neil Lanctot tabulates, only New York, 

Chicago, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Detroit and Birmingham had populations over 100,000 

African Americans in 1930.83 By 1940, this listed included Memphis and Washington D.C., but 

Detroit did not have a Negro League presence. This shifting landscape was not very different 

from the early National League changes due to ownership whims, but an added constraint was 

the Southern and Western teams face hardship of both distance of travel and discord in playing 

interracial games in socially inhospitable climates. 

Many times to gain profit playing semi-pro/pro white teams (even MLB greats like Ruth, 

Gehrig, Foxx and countless others) overrode the prospect of playing a schedule of league games. 

Barnstorming was engaged mid-season as a financial boost, to the disgust of fans and black 

media reporters. As one passage in Neil Lanctot’s recent analysis of the Negro Leagues reflects, 

“Fast losing support from sportswriters and fans, black professional baseball appeared largely 

incapable of growth and an increasingly questionable investment as the Depression continued.”84   

Neil Lanctot also offers this astute summary of the game:  

“Black and white professional baseball, however, had never remained completely 

separate. As early as the 1900s, black teams had leased major league parks for 

occasional appearances and increasingly rented other Organized Baseball 

facilities. Moreover, since the 1880s, white major and minor league players had 

supplemented their income…against black clubs. By the early 1920s, several 

black teams had defeated largely intact white professional teams in postseason 

series, generating positive publicity and respect from white participants and 

fans…major league baseball eventually restricted postseason participation…and 

limiting barnstorming squads to no more than three players from a single team. 

While opportunities for interracial professional competition continued…generally 

involved white “all-star” teams varying widely in quality.”85  
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These ownerships squabble often over booking of teams in parks, the cut of the gate and 

the administration of the league by less-than-likeable men, in the opinion of (sometimes) envious 

owners. Racial conflict also arose due to white owners and promoters (like Nat Strong) seen as 

exploiting black teams for greater profits than from similar white teams. This all took place 

before, during and after the harshest economic climate in our nation’s history (The Great 

Depression), which is more telling of the perseverance needed to survive the travails of both 

racism and an ever-changing business model. The lack of patience is evident with nearly all 

owners, black or white. 

 

Promoter/owner Alex (Alejandro) Pompez 

would improve slightly the climate of Negro 

League baseball upon the death of Nat 

Strong in January 1935, whose stronghold on 

promotions of nearly all semi-pro/pro 

baseball in New York, aside from the majors, 

is evidenced in Neil Lanctot’s Negro League 

Baseball: 
 

Alex Pompez – Owner 

 

“…the involvement of Nat Strong in black baseball had particularly frustrated 

sportswriters and owners…he had been involved in booking and promoting since the 

1890s and eventually controlled a number of white semipro parks in the metropolitan 

New York area. Black clubs looking for profitable games…had little choice but to deal 

with Strong…Strong’s openly exploitive tactics and seemingly mercenary attitude toward 

black baseball drew steady criticism…Strong was primarily driven by profit and had little 

interest in developing the industry into a stable institution...By the 1930s, Strong was 

openly hostile to any organization that might potentially cut his bookings by weaning 

black teams away from their reliance on independent games with white semi-pros.”86  
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As a quick response to Strong’s death, Alex Pompez, born in (Key West, Florida87 or 

Havana, Cuba88) in 1890, was able to uplift the New York Cubans through a refurbished field, 

with lights, and integrating players of various backgrounds in Harlem during the 1935 season. 

(204th and Nagle Avenue was the field location.89) His fledgling venture into baseball 

immortality started out in the mid-1910’s as a promoter of the Cuban Stars, made up of nearly all 

Cuban islanders. With the constant travel of the Cuban Stars in the initial Eastern Colored 

League, profitability of the baseball franchise became too difficult. As a result, Pompez returned 

to a numbers racket that generated upwards of $8,000 per day90 in the Depression Era. But could 

not resist the game after Nat Strong’s death. (Strong also was the initial owner of the Brooklyn 

Royal Giants in the Eastern Colored League, formed in December 1922.91  

His money and desire to improve baseball though were almost immediately hampered by 

his numbers involvement (and ties to Dutch Schultz) that raised the eyebrows of prosecutor 

Thomas Dewey, future governor of New York and near President according to the famous and 

erroneous headline, Dewey Wins!!! Soon, Pompez’s indictment in May 1936 would cause him to 

flee the jurisdiction, first to France then Mexico, before coming back to the United States with 

guarantees of a light sentence and his cooperation with the law.92 After a hiatus of two years, he 

would field the New York Cubans once again in 1939.93 

Financing that came from illegal means, with Gus Greenlee and Alex Pompez being the 

leading figures in that particular arena, continuously hampered the business of black baseball. As 

a result of these prosecutorial crackdowns on illegal activities, Greenlee fire-saled his juggernaut 

Pittsburgh Crawfords in 1937. Losing Josh Gibson, Judy Johnson, Jimmy Crutchfield and Harry 

Kincannon for various players back, and money, the primary motivator, Greenlee would no 

longer be a major influence in leagues. Greenlee’s players also reflected this obvious uncertainty 

by jumping to the dictator-controlled Dominican Republic for better pay and treatment in 1937. 
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As Satchel Paige, then a Crawford, explained in Negro League Baseball: “the opportunity of a 

colored baseball player on these islands are the same or almost the same as those enjoyed by the 

white major league players in the States. That’s something to think about, you know.”94 

Pompez meanwhile was cleaning up his act, or at least able to state that as his goal in the 

wake of his testimony in a mob trial. His ultimate testimony to this objective was in the ability to 

return to baseball – even after suffering the loss of his refurbished stadium to demolition – and 

reestablishing the New York Cubans. The other owners, especially Effa Manley of the Newark 

Eagles, resisted this open-armed approach, but lost the battle.  

By the late 1940’s, with the Negro Leagues in decline, Pompez was asked by the New 

York Giants owner Horace Stoneham to farm out his talent to the Giants organization. As an 

astute man and talent evaluator, with Cuban ties, he assisted in the transplanting of Latin 

American stars Juan Marichal, Orlando Cepeda and Tony Oliva to the Giants95 and Saturnino 

Orestes Arrieta Armas ‘Minnie’ Minoso to the White Sox.96 He continued and expanded this 

vital position well into the 1960’s as the San Francisco Giants head of international scouting, 

bringing over the 1st Japanese pitcher, Masanori Murakami, who finished 5-1 with 3.43 ERA in a 

two-season career. 

In the early 1970’s, Pompez was on the committee to elect Negro Leaguers to the Hall of 

Fame, serving until 1974, his death. He was inducted into the Major League Baseball Hall of 

Fame in February 2006. 

  

Bill Veeck tells in the Hustler’s Handbook of how Clark Griffith, owner of the 

Washington Senators, wanted him to start Satchel Paige (while in Cleveland) to draw a larger 

gate to the park. This viewpoint is further supported by Buck O’Neil’s I Was Right on Time: 

“The Washington Senators’ Clark Griffith was making a killing, because the Homestead 

Grays played in Griffith Stadium when the Senators were out of town. We [O’Neil’s 

team] would go in there and play the Grays and fill up the place; the Senators would 

come home and play any club other than the Yankees and they’d have twelve thousand 
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people in there. We had’em hanging from the rafters. So he was probably making 

$100,000 off the rent and concessions with the Grays.”97  

This is but one example of a white owner knowing that Negro League players and the 

immortal Satchel Paige were a consistent drawing card that could pad the bottom line of the 

ne’er-do-well Senators. (Clark ‘The Old Fox’ Griffith was a turn-of-the-century right hand 

pitcher of significant talent too (240-141, 3.31 ERA, 23 Shutouts), and understood what brought 

fans to the park.) 

A Negro League owner or executive fought internally and externally the powers of men, 

and many times cut deals with dubious characters to field the games. Players knew it, and 

understood it. The love of the game really meant that for Negro League players, who, at the their 

best, had to be happy to make a modest sum, if a crowd would consistently watch.  

The ownerships made profits in some instances for several seasons. According to Neil 

Lanctot, the Kansas City Monarchs were modestly profitable during the early 1940s. Over a five-

year stretch, the Monarchs reported a $260,000 total profit according to the owner’s records of 

Thomas Baird, a white owner.98 In Beyond the Shadow of the Senators, Brad Snyder notes the 

Homestead Grays made a profit every year from 1912 to 1929.99 

Attempts by the Negro League ownerships to purchase home grounds were fairly 

consistent, going back to 1922 in St. Louis with $27,000 spent on a park at Compton and Market 

Street.100  Yet, the ability to maintain them or keep them independently owned was unsuccessful 

as can be seen in Greenlee Field lasting less than a decade (1932-1938) even with a highly 

successful team and likely the best assemblage of talent in the 1930’s, white or black, in the 

Pittsburgh Crawfords. Most owners of Negro League teams were renters of home grounds 

whether of major league caliber, minor league affiliates or semi-pro fields. 

But the Negro Leagues were not just about the ballparks and ballgames. The convergence 

of black enterprises came around the game of baseball. Black entertainers in music and poetry, 

championship boxers, influential writers and fledging politicians all took great interest and 

                                                 
97 O’Neil B, Wulf S, Conrads D, Burns K. I Was Right on Time. New York: Simon & Schuster Inc.; 1996. 167. 
98 Lanctot N. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press; 
2004. 293. 
99 Snyder Brad. Beyond the Shadow of the Senators: The Untold Story of the Homestead Grays and the Integration of Baseball. 
Chicago: Contemporary Books; 2003. 40. 
100 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 12. 
 



 

 

105  

 
 

supported the National Pastime. People like Louis Armstrong, Count Basie, Cab Calloway, 

W.E.B. Dubois, Langston Hughes, Lionel Hampton, Billie Holiday, Lena Horne, Joe Louis and 

many others were tied, if only through similar travel and lodging circumstances, to the 

experiences of professional baseball players who shared the same skin color, as Halberstam 

reflects: “There was a black world in Kansas City that white people knew almost nothing about. 

It was centered at Eighteenth and Vine, where the famed Streets Hotel, a grand hotel where all 

the best people stayed, was located. It was a beacon…of black America…There would be Duke 

Ellington or Count Basie [joining Buck O’Neil] for breakfast…[But] it was a curious 

bitterersweet life, he thought, to be denied so much and yet have so much.”101 Such associations 

grew stronger because their abilities mirrored the ‘other side’ of the racial divide and faced 

many, if not all, the same struggles for equality.   

 

 

1932 Crawfords: Oscar Charleston, Satchel Page, Josh Gibson, Judy Johnson and Jud Wilson 
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Table 2.4.3. Greatest team ever assembled? 

1935 Pittsburgh Crawfords Position Played 

James Cool Papa Bell (HOF) Center field 

Jimmy Crutchfield Right field 

Sam Bankhead Left field 

Josh Gibson (HOF) Catcher 

Judy Johnson (HOF) 3rd Baseman 

Oscar Charleston (HOF) 1st Baseman/Manager 

Satchel Paige (HOF) Right hand Pitcher 

Leroy Matlock Left hand Pitcher 

 

As poet Langston Hughes wrote in A Dream Deferred, an applicable bittersweet 

viewpoint of what a black ballplayers’ experiences and hopes could be defined as: 

 

What happens to a dream deferred? 
Does it dry up 

Like a raisin in the sun? 
 

Or fest like a sore- 
And then run? 

 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 

Or crust and sugar over – 
like a syrupy sweet? 

 
Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load. 

 
Or does it explode? 

 

The Negro Leagues would explode into the conscience of white baseball, and forever 

affect the record books but only after the heavy load was lifted by Jackie Robinson’s back.  

 

Influential to the times were the black print media. Media outlets like the Chicago 

Defender, Pittsburgh Courier, Amsterdam News, Baltimore Afro American, Kansas City Call 

and others, that were nearly the only voice of the statistics and players of the Negro Leagues 
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shared a bond too with the Negro Leagues. In many cases, their writings are all we have left of 

what was the on-the-field statistical story of the black baseball. 

Among the short list of great African American sportswriters stand several key figures to 

the growth, history and legacy of the league.  

Dr. W. Rollo Wilson (1891?-1956) is often compared to Red Smith, another influential 

plain-speaking baseball writer.  Dr. Wilson’s life is filled with a wide array of occupations – 

chemist, Pennsylvania boxing commissioner, fight promoter, Negro National League 

commissioner and corpsman in the U.S. Navy in WW I – but sports writing was his ultimate 

passion carried out over thirty years.102  

From Jim Riesler’s Black Writers/Black Baseball, a few gems of Dr. Wilson: 

“Oscar [Charleston] can make a baseball do everything but talk.”103 

“Some folks say that umpires are not of the same species as you and me.”104 

“Some of these days, I’ll see a greater and more versatile ballplayer than the Cuban Stars’ 

Martin Dihigo, and when I do, I’ll write, wire or phone the details to each reader of this 

Colyum, collect.”105 

And of Oscar Charleston, once again: “…openly declared that he [Charleston] was a 

greater star than Max Carey, then at the height of his days. They said he batter like a Cobb and 

fielded like a Speaker, and there could be no greater praise in that era.”106 

Rollo Wilson’s poetic words on the entrance of Joshua Gibson into Negro League 

baseball due to Buck Ewing’s finger injury: “The manager was at wit’s end and for someone to 

send in a sub. Up in the grandstand was a young husky on his way home from work in the Edgar 

Thomson US Steel Mills. He was attired in the garments of his calling, the hallmark of a horny-

handed son of toil…He lumbered down on the field, hobnailed shoes and all, and offered himself 
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a living sacrifice to old Cum Posey. Since nothing better could be done, Posey accepted his 

services.”107 

Wilson was among the first to push for integration of the baseball via columns written in 

1934 during the East-West All Star Classic. He also envisioned a possible minor league 

affiliation with the Majors and often pushed Commissioner Landis to make it a priority to make 

theses changes.108    

Dr. W. Rollo Wilson died outside Connie Mack stadium after watching the Philadelphia 

Eagles play the Pittsburgh Steelers.109  

 

Sam Lacy (1903-2003) started like many fans, playing baseball 

and hoping for a career as a ballplayer. He spent his formative 

years moving from Mystic, Connecticut to Washington, D.C., 

and soon would be shagging flies as a teenager in the outfield of 

Griffith Stadium while the likes Goose Goslin and Walter 

Johnson warming up in the late 1910’s and early 1920’s.110  As a 

ballplayer he competed early on against top black players Oscar 

Charleston and Biz Mackey, but soon found his calling in the 

world of reporting after graduating from Howard University in 

1923.  

       

 

 

Sam Lacy: Nine Decades of 

Writing for the Love of the 

Game 

Being born to the 1st black police detective in the D.C. area, Henry Erskine, whose love for 

Senators saw plenty of disappointment, Lacy’s sports reporting career endured the Great 

Depression, WWII, Korea, Vietnam, Civil Rights, Space Exploration, The Internet, 

Globalization and both Iraqi campaigns.  As a writer and managing editor for the Washington 

Tribune, Chicago Defender and Baltimore Afro-American he utilized his long relationship to the 
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Washington Senators leading him to promote integration in the late 1930’s via his columns, radio 

broadcasts and meetings with owner Clark Griffith.  

Griffith reflected the times, unable to change ‘what was’ and using excuses of destruction 

of the Negro Leagues if integration was sought. In an interview with James Floto of 

Thediamondangle.com, Lacy said, “I felt that not only were blacks being deprived of the 

opportunity to make some money, but that whites were being deprived of the opportunity to see 

these fellows perform. I could see that both of them were being cheated.”111 

In August 1939, Lacy wrote: “Since man first endowed with conscience and a sense of 

appreciation he has felt keenly elated at the prospect of getting something. Why then, shouldn’t 

the colored player be interrogated on the proposal to open the big league ball to him, something 

we think he wants, but never bothered to ask him whether he does?”112 In a prior conversation 

with Clark Griffith, the owner of Senators, Griffith made the comment that integration would 

cause confrontation and possibly cost the Negro Leagues 400 jobs. Lacy retorted: “When 

Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, he put 400,000 of my people out of 

jobs, and life went on.”113 Such was the man Sam Lacy was. 

Lacy would find baseball immortality in closely covering Jackie Robinson during his 

travels across the South and suffered much of the same indignities as Robinson. Lacy once had 

to type out his report on top of a dugout in New Orleans because he was not allowed in the press 

box.  But his cohorts soon joined Sam as a protest to this policy.114  

Sam Lacy was the first black member of the Baseball Writers Association of America in 

1948, a year after Jackie cut his teeth in the majors. Lacy’s amazingly long career spanned nine 

decades and saw induction into the writers’ wing of the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1998, fifty 

years after “acceptance” into the BWAA. On May 8, 2003, shortly after submitting his 

handwritten column to the Afro-American, 99-year old Lacy passed away. 

 

Frank Young may have been the most retentive and biting columnist of this group. His 

career started in 1907, before Sol White’s landmark publication and the ‘Birth of a Nation’ 

propaganda movie depicting blacks as inferiors and savages. Therefore, Young’s gruff behavior 
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was likely due to setting a superb societal example and never letting his guard down while 

providing commentary on all black sports for fifty years. He came to the burgeoning operation of 

Chicago Defender, a shoestring operation at the start that grew in less than a decade to nearly 

250,000 in circulation.115 

Young utilized his columns to spell out in clear language what he believed, without over 

glorifying any particular moment or achievement. The Fay Says byline got to the point, told of 

various situations in one shot, and rarely pulled any punches as this sample suggests: 

“Mrs. Abe Manley, who owns the Newark Eagles with her husband, usually does a lot of 

talking. While in Chicago, she opposed and argued against every move that put 32,000 

paid admissions in Chicago…the fortunate part of Mrs. Manley’s arguments was that the 

other club owners ignored her. 

Some of Mrs. Manley objections…are, as Shakespeare said in The Merchant of Venice, 

‘like two grains of wheat lost in two bushels of chaff, you may seek all day ere you find 

them – and when you have found them they are not worth their search.’”116 

Young was also caring individual, donating to monies to students at the Tuskegee 

Institute in Alabama, where George Washington Carver was making his own history. 

 

Many others, such as Wendell Smith, Chester Washington and Randy Dixon, were also 

instrumental in reporting both positive and negative viewpoints of the Negro Leagues. In 

reporting on league members’ shortsightedness, internal disputes and open confrontations while 

the owners were closing their ranks against ‘the bad press’, these reporters may have undermined 

their own goals in striving for racial equality. (By giving indifferent people and racists a foothold 

that African-Americans cannot operate a league or a business. They could, but struggled much 

like the National League did in its early years.) 

Quotes like, “the Negro National League is a pitiful organization,”117 and “The Negro 

National League is much ado about nothing,”118 only inflamed tensions in this love-hate 

                                                 
115 Reisler Jim. Black Writers/ Black Baseball: An Anthology of Articles from Black Sportswriters Who Covered the Negro 
Leagues. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc.; 1994. 58-59. 
 
 
116 Reisler Jim. Black Writers/ Black Baseball: An Anthology of Articles from Black Sportswriters Who Covered the Negro 
Leagues. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc.; 1994. 59. 
117 Smith, Wendell. Dismukes Is Man For Baseball Czar--Smith. Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Courier; May 18, 1940. 17. 
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relationship writers had with the owners (and players.) As a result, even if in well-meaning 

critiques, the best sportswriters did sometimes undercut the progress (such as it was) in getting 

equal footing for the players of the game. 

 

2.4.2. A Few Biographies of Famous Players 

Buck O’Neil (1911–2006): Humble, entertaining and 

quotable, John Jordan “Buck” O’Neil was born in Carrabelle, 

Florida in early November 1911. He played first base for and 

managed the Kansas City Monarchs, but he is more visibly 

known for his contributions after his meritorious service to the 

Negro Leagues as Ken Burns reflected timelessly in his video 

documentary, Baseball.  

He scouted for the Chicago Cubs, signing Mr. Cub, 

Ernie Banks, and scouted out the 2nd all-time leading theft 

master on the base paths: Lou Brock. He has the important 

distinction as the 1st black coach in the major leagues in June 

1962, fifteen years after Jackie Robinson broke into the majors 

as a ballplayer. But unfortunately, he was still held back 

significantly under the backward Chicago Cubs franchise that 

was truly atrocious in 1950’s and early 1960’s. 

 

 
Buck O’Neil 

1B-OF-Manager-MLB Scout 

 
Buck O’Neil was more than an able player in his youth, once leading the Negro Leagues 

in batting average in the mid 1940’s while playing against Hall of Fame catchers, Josh Gibson 

and Roy Campanella. He also managed Hall of Fame pitchers Satchel Paige and Hilton Smith, 

and in doing so, won two Negro League World Series titles.119 Much later, he would become 

chairman of the Negro Leagues Museum in Kansas City and a driving force behind the induction 

of great black ballplayers unable to play in the Majors and numerous officials key to the survival 

of the Negro Leagues. 

                                                                                                                                                             
118 Dixon, Randy. Your Man’ Makes Discovery Baseball Meeting Is Merely a Scheme to Embarrass Newspapermen. Pittsburgh: 
Pittsburgh Courier; February 3, 1940. 16. 
119 Unknown. Buck O’Neil Biography. Unknown: www.historicbaseball.com; 2006. Last Accessed: January 13, 
2007.  
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Buck’s opinion of his play was always one of humility and the uplifting of others that 

made the game great, but he is no less a great of the game because he firmly understood the gift 

of playing the game, managing players, scouting out the gems and passing on the love of the 

sport, even after being too old to be invited to play in the Majors. But as he titled his book, I was 

Right on Time, speaking again to his enjoyment of his experiences in baseball, black, white or 

shades of gloriously colorful moments. He gave it his all. 

Buck O’Neil passed away on October 6, 2006, in Kansas City, home to the Monarchs he 

once managed and the museum he helped to build for all Negro Leaguers. 

 

Joshua Gibson 

C-OF-1B-3B 

Josh Gibson (1911–1947): Quite likely the greatest power hitting 

catcher, possibly any position, of all time, Gibson departed too soon, 

leaving behind a mythical story, more so than any other player, aside 

from Babe Ruth. (Estimated to have hit 800 home runs.) 

 His journey to immortality started in Buena Vista, Georgia in 

1911 with the harsh reality of the antebellum South undoubtedly a 

compelling force for his family’s later move north to Pittsburgh (and 

Carnegie Steel) in the early 1920’s. As www.historicbaseball.com 

quotes Gibson, “The greatest gift Dad gave me was to get me out of 

the South.”120 As he grew into his taut body, he found the love of 

baseball in the epicenter of black baseball: Pennsylvania.   

 

 

 By 1930, Gibson at 19 was all ready displaying his rare talent and would soon be given 

the moniker of ‘The Black Babe Ruth’ that speaks volumes of his hitting prowess. With little 

wasted motion, Gibson stood flatfooted in the batter’s box and generated enormous torque 

without striding out to the pitcher.121  To go along with his batting, his arm was deterrent to 

likely base stealers aside from Pittsburgh teammate James ‘Cool Papa’ Bell.  

                                                 
120 Unknown. Josh Gibson Biography. Unknown: www.historicbaseball.com; 2006. Last Accessed: January 13, 
2007. 
121 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Joshua Gibson. Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
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In the early 1930’s, he topped the Babe’s totals by hitting 69, 75 and 84 home runs in 

barnstorming tours and for the Pittsburgh Crawfords.122 Fans and players who saw his monster 

home runs gave various accounts of the distances – some in excess of 550 feet – with the one 

most talked about happening in Yankee Stadium. As James Colzie, a 265-game winner in 21 

years in the Negro Leagues, reflects in I Will Never Forget by Brent Kelley, “…He hit the 

longest ball in Yankee Stadium. They say Babe Ruth and Mickey Mantle hit the longest balls, 

but Josh Gibson hit the longest one. That’s before they brought it in around 15 or 20 feet. He hit 

it like two tiers up in straightaway center field.”123 It was also said that Gibson left the ‘House 

That Ruth Built’ (from the right side of the plate no less.) Stories surrounding Gibson’s long 

taters are now only limited by survivors of that bygone era, but all project them at over 500 feet. 

Gibson started off as a semi-pro, playing for the Crawford Colored Giants in 1929 at 18 

when as a paying fan he filled in for Buck Ewing of the Negro League Crawfords in July 1930. 

He was fairly raw as catcher, but gifted with enormous athletic ability that sharpened those dull 

initial skills quickly. By the late 1930’s, Josh’s defensive was superior in most respects, as 

Robert Peterson’s Only the Ball Was White points out the opinions of Walter Johnson, Roy 

Campanella and Jimmy Crutchfield varied, but always suggested an outstanding arm. Likely, the 

biggest flaw in his game was trouble with foul pop ups. 

But Gibson’s main attraction was the monster shots hit in games and batting practice that 

left many in awe of his power.  

As Clark Griffith soon figured out, having the Homestead Grays (Gibson’s usual team in 

the late 1930’s and 1940’s) play games regularly made up for the abysmal Washington Senators 

attendance. Gibson provided the show: hitting balls out of the stadium was a huge boost to 

normal attendance. As Kyle McNary reflects in Black Baseball, “Gibson hit more balls into the 

left field bleachers in Griffith Stadium (410 feet down the line) than the entire American 

League.” Along with his teammate, 1B Buck Leonard, they were dubbed ‘Murderer’s Row’ 

mirroring (and surpassing) the Yankees in winning 9 straight Negro National League titles.  

                                                 
122 Unknown. Josh Gibson Biography. Unknown: www.historicbaseball.com; 2006. Last Accessed: January 13, 
2007. 
123 Kelley Brent. I Will Never Forget: Interviews with 39 Former Negro League Players. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 
Inc.; 2003. 25. 
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In 1936, Gibson dominated the Denver Post tournament, a nationwide gathering of top 

talent aside from the Majors, hitting 5 home runs at over a .500 clip in 7 games (which his team 

won all seven.)124 

As with many heroes, their light goes out too quickly. Gibson is thought to have survived 

his last few years with a brain tumor, refusing any operation, while playing through headaches, 

hypertension and dizziness. In January 1943, he suffered from nervous breakdown.125 His skills 

defensively eroded, but Gibson still hit home runs at a considerable rate over his career and led 

the Negro National League in that category in his final two seasons. Shortly after turning 36, 

Gibson died at home with his family in 1947. Joshua Gibson is enshrined in three HOFs: 

American, Mexican and Puerto Rican Halls of Fame. 

 

 

Robert Leroy ‘Satchel’ Paige 

RHP –1B(rarely) 

Satchel Paige (1906–1982): A man who started his MLB 

career in his 40’s, Satchel Paige was known for his fastball, 

illegal hesitation pitch, and coming and going as it suited 

him. Being a man without country, since he rarely stayed put 

in one place, Paige was a nice fit on the Cleveland club, led 

by Bill Veeck Jr., that would win the World Series in 1948.  

In Satchel’s first three games started in the majors the 

attendance was a staggering 201,829.126 

 

 

Growing up in Mobile, Alabama, destined to be recognized for his antics, ‘Satchel’ likely earned 

that moniker via the five-finger discount road that led to five years127 in Mount Meigs reform 

school.128  (Historian Robert Peterson states Paige was nicknamed for carrying the mailbags used 

by the railroads.)  Leroy Paige, like George Herman Ruth did at Baltimore reformatory, 

                                                 
124 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
142. 
125 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Joshua Gibson. Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
126 Peterson Robert. Only the Ball Was White. London: Prentice-Hall International, Inc.; 1970. 140. 
127 Peterson Robert. Only the Ball Was White. London: Prentice-Hall International, Inc.; 1970. 140. 
128 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Robert Leroy ‘Satchel’ Paige. Last Accessed: February 
10,2007. 
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developed into a renowned ballplayer. Both had fathers that were strictly blue-collar: Paige’s was 

a gardener; Ruth’s ran a bar. 

His legend extended well back into 1920’s as a fastball pitcher with little control that got 

by on overpowering talent. His first seasons were spent deep in the Jim Crow South playing in 

Mobile, then for the Chattanooga Black Lookouts and Birmingham Black Barons.129   

As he reached his prime, Satchel’s name would come up in the Negro Leagues (or 

baseball in general) when asking about who was the best pitcher. His records in the early 1930’s 

for Pittsburgh Crawfords (32-7 and 31-4), his North Dakota barnstorming tour of 134 wins in 

150 contests or his out dueling Schoolboy Rowe and a team of major leaguers reflects just how 

well he pitched. But beyond the won-loss records, his showmanship and supreme confidence, 

was both exciting and abrasive. 

 Paige squabbled with a wide variety of owners over contracts, took stances based on his 

upbringing and came and went as he desired. Due to his gate attraction, Paige was in constant 

demand. The Newark Eagles owner Effa Manley obtained a restraining order in 1938 against 

Paige leaving the country for an opportunity to pitch in Venezuela.130 Soon after, he went to 

Mexico instead. He showed up batters by removing his fielders, leaving only him and usually 

Biz Mackey as his battery mate. Those man-to-boy encounters with his ‘bee ball’ or ‘jump ball’ 

were lopsided in favor of Paige. He led players in contract jumping – with money (or a car) as 

the primary motivator. This was only after the low salaries in the Negro Leagues provided the 

impetus to jump to the Dominican Republic: “if we got the dough that we deserve, we wouldn’t 

want to run out on anybody.”131 As usual, money and material things usually made the decision 

for the HOF pitcher than was later utilized by ever-the-shill owner Charlie O. Finley in the mid 

1960’s at a record age of 59 years old. Paige got through those 3 innings with little damage. 

Satchel Paige also refused to pitch in towns where he could not lodge or get a meal in a 

restaurant.132 

While on his Mexican excursion, a sore arm jeopardized his career where Paige struggled 

through a couple seasons before coming back to nearly full strength. He added polish – throwing 

                                                 
129 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Robert Leroy ‘Satchel’ Paige. Last Accessed: February 
10,2007. 
130 Lanctot N. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press; 
2004. 74. 
131 Lanctot N. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press; 
2004. 73. 
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a curve ball, and employing the hesitation pitch – but his Prima Donna act was still intact, but 

tempered by maturity. He made his way to Kansas City (where he resided at his death in June 

1982) and pitched for the Monarchs for much of the 1940’s, when not in the American League. 

Robert Leroy Satchel Paige pitched in five decades from 1926 to 1965, likely amassing 

over 10,000 innings pitched, more wins than Cy Young and admiration from competitors and 

observers alike. Joe DiMaggio, a lifetime .325 hitter, surmised he was the toughest pitcher he 

ever faced in West Coast exhibitions.133 Ultimately though, Paige’s free spirit, his fastball and 

wit made his way and he never looked back. 

 

Satchel Paige’s Famous Words to Live By 

1. Avoid fried meats which angry up the blood. 

2. If your stomach disputes you, lie down and pacify it with cool thoughts. 

3. Keep the juices flowing by jangling around gently as you move. 

4. Go very light on the vices, such as carrying on in society. The social ramble ain’t restful. 

5. Avoid running at all times. 

6. Don’t look back. Something might be gaining on you.134 

 

Willie Foster (1904–1978): Born in Calvert, Texas, the half-

brother of the Rube Foster was the premier lefty pitcher 

throughout much of the 1920’s and early 1930’s for the Chicago 

American Giants that Rube managed adroitly in the early days of 

the Negro Leagues. Cumberland Posey thought he was the best 

lefty Negro League pitcher. During Foster’s Hall-of-Fame career 

(1923-1938), he utilized good heat, a fast curve, a superb change 

of pace and excellent control for the American Giants, Kansas 

City Monarchs, Homestead Grays, Pittsburgh Crawfords and the 

Birmingham Black Barons. Some comparisons are made to HOF 

Warren Spahn. 

 

William H. Foster - LHP 

                                                 
133  http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Robert Leroy ‘Satchel’ Paige. Last Accessed: February 
10,2007. 
134 O’Neil B, Wulf S, Conrads D, Burns K. I Was Right on Time. New York: Simon & Schuster Inc.; 1996. 220. 
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Just four days after his brother’s permanent institutionalization in September 1926, Willie 

threw a one-hitter against the Indianapolis ABCs.135 Later that same month, Foster carried his 

American Giants into the 1926 Negro League World Series by out pitching Wilbur ‘Bullet’ Joe 

Rogan in a two shut out performances (5-0, 1-0) against the Kansas City Monarchs. His iron man 

performance, in pitching both sides of a doubleheader, was duplicated by the losing pitcher 

Bullet Joe Rogan.136  

In 1927, Foster went 18-3 over the course of the season, once again leading his team to 

the top of the Negro Leagues.  

In the inaugural East-West All-Star game in 1933, Foster amassed the most votes from 

the fans and dominated on the mound for the West squad with a complete game victory. Again 

representing the West squad in 1934, Foster represented the American Giants in the all-star game 

losing a pitching duel to Satchel Paige. Like many others, Foster played in winter leagues in 

various locales with his Negro League counterparts, racking up a solid winning percentage 

against Major League caliber players. 

After his playing days were over, Willie Foster went into coaching and eventually 

landing back at his alma mater as baseball coach and Dean of Men at Alcorn College in 

Mississippi. He died in Lorman, Mississippi in September 1978. Eighteen years later, he 

received the nod into the Major League Baseball Hall of Fame. Foster, along with Paige, John 

Donaldson, “Bullet” Joe Rogan and “Smokey” Joe Williams were honored as the 1st team 

pitchers on the all-Negro League team in a 1952 Pittsburgh Courier poll.137 

                                                 
135 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 40. 
136 Hauser Christopher. The Negro Leagues Chronology: Events in Organized Baseball, 1920 –1948. Jefferson, North Carolina: 
McFarland & Company, Inc; 2006. 43. 
137 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
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Martin Dihigo – 2B, SS, 

OF, 1B, 3B, C, RHP, 

Manager 

Martin Dihigo (1905–1971): A man in 4 Baseball Hall of Fames 

(Cuban, US, Mexican, Venezuela), Dihigo makes the positional 

accomplishments of Pete Rose look run-of-the-mill. Born in 

Matanzas, Cuba, the 6’3” sleek-and-long ballplayer started off as a 

middle infielder, but soon found plenty of work as a power-hitting 

speedster with a cannon arm everywhere duty called. There was 

little, if anything, this man could not do on a baseball field. He 

would pitch near the level of Satchel Paige, while hitting at a pace 

that only Josh Gibson could destroy. His versatility was exceptional 

and carried over to every league this man played in, which was in 

short, everywhere in the Western Hemisphere that baseball called 

home. 

His first season was 1923 playing for the Cuban Stars of Ed Bolden’s Eastern Colored League. 

Before Dihigo reached his 21st birthday, he was the superstar of the league, leading or tying in 

home runs and hitting a robust .421 and .370 in 1926 and 1927.138 As usual for these leagues, he 

was traded from the Cuban Stars to Homestead Grays in the 1928 season.  Getting only a season 

with the Grays, he was traded again to Hilldale Daisies where he racked up a high .300 batting 

average.  

When his seasons in the United States were over, he would go back to native Cuba to 

terrorize pitchers in the 1920’s with a .400+ batting average. Dihigo assaulted Cuban pitching 

over the course of 10 league seasons, going nine times above a .300 BA.  

As he ‘aged’ to thirty, it appears pitching became a more fruitful hobby to take up consistently. 

According to James Riley and the Negro League E-Museum website:  

“He remained primarily an everyday player until 1935-1936 with Santa Clara in the 

Cuban League. But once he made the transition to pitching, he had four consecutive 

seasons (1935-1939) of 11-2, 14-10, 11-5, and 14-2. In the 1943-1944 winter season he 

was 8-1 with a 2.23 ERA. His control was good but not exceptional, nor was his strikeout 

ratio. His move to the mound was made when he was managing himself, winning 

consecutive Cuban championships in 1935-1936 with Santa Clara and with Marianao in 
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1936-1937. During the former season he had five base hits in the final game to overtake 

teammate Willie Wells for the batting title with a .358 average… 

In 1937 he played in Santo Domingo with the Aquilas Cibaenas ballclub, where 

he was their leading hitter and ace pitcher. In a demonstration of both his versatility and 

ability, he finished near the top in both hitting and pitching, losing out to Satchel Paige in 

victories and to Josh Gibson in batting average. At the plate he tied for the league lead in 

home runs while finishing with a .351 batting average, third best in the league. On the 

mound his 6-4 record represented the second highest win total in the league and 

accounted for almost half of his team's victories in the 28-game season.” 

Dihigo was no stranger to major league ballplayers either. His talent was so well known 

that HOF power hitter Johnny Mize stated other teams would walk Dihigo intentionally to get to 

him.139 He was also well traveled, playing in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Venezuela, the Dominican 

Republic and elsewhere throughout Latin America. Undoubtedly, his play influenced fans in 

these locales to get their sons into the game at an early age as his post-baseball appointment as 

the Minister of Sports by Fidel Castro strongly suggests.  

Dihigo died three days short of his 66th birthday in Cienfuegos, Cuba.140 

 

 

James ‘Cool Papa’ Bell 

CF- LHP 

James ‘Cool Papa’ Bell (1903–1991): Is likely the fastest CF in 

baseball history with an incredulous clocking of 12 seconds around 

the bases.141 (Was once scheduled to race 1936 Olympic 100 and 

200 meter champion Jesse Owens in a match race.) James Bell may 

be among the first players to switch hit solely to take greater 

advantage of his world-class speed from the left side after starting 

out as solely right-hand hitter. 

       Bell’s family heritage was likely born out of the Trail of Tears 

Cherokee Indian saga in the 1830’s under President Andrew 

Jackson. While growing up in Starkville, Mississippi on a farm142 
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Bell started out as most do: on the sandlots and in the pickup games of youth. His teenage years 

saw him work in St. Louis while improving his game to professional levels. Not surprisingly, his 

then strong lefty arm and wide array of pitches and releases led him first to duty off the mound.  

As the Negro Leagues took off in the early 1920’s, a 19-year old Bell gained a reputation 

as unflappable on the mound, winning games and striking out legends such as five-tool star 

Oscar Charleston.143 Before he could make his name as a dominant pitcher (though he did, 

thanks to his St. Louis Star manager Bill Gatewood), Cool Papa Bell was injured, converted to 

center field and gained the truer legacy that remains well intact as the speedy, daring jitterbug of 

a leadoff man that defined much of the Negro League style in many reflections. Bell was known 

to turn bunt singles into doubles; long singles into erred triples; and madden catchers with his 

threats and feints to steal, only to easily swipe bases despite the backstop’s best efforts. 

 Cool Papa’s services were well used and well traveled throughout his career. Bell was the 

likely table setter for three Negro League dynasties: the St. Louis Stars who won championships 

in the depression-era of 1928, 1930, and 1931; the Hall of Fame laden Pittsburgh Crawfords 

teams, of l932-1936, often called the best team ever in black baseball; and lastly, the Homestead 

Grays of 1943-1945 for the backend of their nine consecutive championships.144 (See Appendix 

9.2.)  In the late 1930’s, Bell took his bat and speed south to Santo Domingo with Satchel Paige 

and hit .318 to help win the championship for dictator Trujillo's team before moving to mainland 

Mexico and competing in the Mexican Leagues for Tampico, Veracruz and Torreon.145 At 37, 

Bell won the Mexican League Triple Crown (.437, 12HR, 79RBI, 119 Runs, 28 SBs).146 

 Without a doubt, Bell’s peskiness was evident in his consistently high batting and the 

stolen bases racked up against his foes. For over twenty years (1922-1946), Bell’s batting 

averages were well above .300 plateau and his voting to every East-West All Star showcase he 

was eligible for, reflects the one-of-a-kind talent and fan admiration Bell enjoyed. 

After the end of his baseball career he worked as a custodian and night security officer at the St. 

Louis City Hall, retiring in 1970. Bell was honored for his long and distinguished baseball career 
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by being inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1974. He passed away one month 

after his wife, Clara, died in 1991, due to heart attack.147 

 

Ray Dandridge (1913– 1994): Inducted into the 

MLB Hall of fame in 1987, third baseman-manager 

Ray Dandridge of 1948 New York Cubans could put 

on a masterful display of fielding to go along with a 

solid contact bat. Starting out with the Detroit Stars 

in 1933, he soon moved over to the Newark Eagles 

where he stayed for much of his career in the United 

States as part of the “million dollar infield” of Mule 

Suttles, Willie Wells and Dick Seay.  

 

 

Ray ‘Hooks’ Dandridge – 3B, SS, 2B 

 

He, like many of his contemporaries, went to Latin America for acceptance and money as he 

spent nearly all of WWII playing in the Latin/Mexican Leagues as a HOF shortstop.  Because of 

that penchant for leaving the U.S., Effa Manley, owner of the Newark Eagles, threaten 

unsuccessfully to get his draft status upgraded in 1945.148  

From BaseballLibrary.com: “Soon after Jackie Robinson signed with the Brooklyn 

Dodgers, Bill Veeck contacted Dandridge about playing with the Cleveland Indians, but 

Dandridge refused to leave Mexico without a bonus. Later, in 1949, at age thirty-five, he was 

signed by the New York Giants and assigned to their Triple-A farm club at Minneapolis. He 

batted .363 his first year there, and won the league's MVP award in 1950, when he led 

Minneapolis [Millers] to the league championship. Despite his achievements, the Giants would 

not promote him to the parent club. 

While at Minneapolis, Dandridge provided advice and assistance to a young Willie Mays, 

who never forgot the help or the man. Returning to Cooperstown for Dandridge's induction into 

the Hall of Fame (he was elected by the Committee on Baseball Veterans in 1987), Mays stated, 
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‘Ray Dandridge helped me tremendously when I came through Minneapolis. Sometimes you just 

can't overlook those things. Ray was a part of me when I was coming along.’”149 

  When Dandridge was forty, he still hit .311. He was a smooth fielder despite a bow 

legged stance – with a least one wise crack being that a train could go between his legs, but a 

ground ball couldn’t.  Due to his age, and by extension his race, Dandridge was kept from the 

Majors during the twilight of his career. 

 

 

Mule Suttles – 1B & OF 

George ‘Mule’ Suttles (1901–1968):  George 

Suttles may have been the second greatest 

power hitter in the Negro Leagues while 

playing an average 1st sack. As James A. Riley 

tells us, “The prodigious home runs hit by the 

big Louisiana native were powered by muscles 

developed in the coal mines of Birmingham, 

where Suttles played semi-pro ball on the 

mining teams of the area.  These teams would 

form the nucleus for the Birmingham Black 

Barons in later years, and Suttles’ older brother 

Charles was also a good player but broke his 

leg in the mines the same year that he was 

supposed to report to the Negro National 

League. 

Suttles was more fortunate and began his professional career at age seventeen. He played twenty-

six years before bowing out as an active player, leaving behind a .338 lifetime average in league 

play. His longevity may be attributed to his outlook on life, which he expressed, ‘Don't worry 

about the Mule going blind, just load the wagon and give me the lines.’”150 

Even though he was swing-at-everything and strike-out-a-lot hitter151, Suttles became a patient 

hitting instructor and frequently kept the mood light in sometimes onerous positions as were the 
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times he played through. In the East-West All Star games, Mule hit home runs off Martin Dihigo 

(among others) to secure victories for the West. As a quote from the Pittsburgh Courier’s 

William Nunn included in Thom Loverro’s The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball reflects:  

“Suttles threw his mighty body in motion. His foot moved forward. His huge shoulder 

muscles bunched. Came a switch through the air, a crack as of a rifle, and a projectile 

hurled from a cannon, the ball started its meteoric flight. On a line it went. It was headed 

towards right center. [Cool Papa] Bell and [Josh] Gibson were away at the crack of the 

bat…That ball ticketed by Mule Suttles, CLEARED the distant fence in far away right 

center, landing 475 feet from home plate…”152   

In his barnstorming tours against MLB players saw him brutalize pitchers with hits and 

home runs just the same, hitting 11 round trippers in 79 at-bats against those stars. In Havana, 

Cuba, Mule hit with his estimated 40+ ounce bat a majestic home run that traveled nearly 200 

yards (600 feet) to a where a plaque resides to honor the feat.153 

George ‘Mule’ Suttles died of cancer in Newark, New Jersey in1968 and was inducted 

into the HOF in 2006. 

 

Joe Rogan – P/OF/Manager 

Wilbur ‘Bullet Joe’ Rogan  (1889–1967):  Considered the most 

versatile aside from Martin Dihigo, Bullet Joe could bring five 

distinguishable pitches at a batter from a sidearm/three-quarters 

arm slot: fastball, curve, forkball, palmball, and spitter. Born in 

Oklahoma, his playing career started in the pre-Negro League era 

(1908), but cost him very little. He soon joined the Army, serving 

his country for eight years, while traveling to the Philippines, 

Hawaii and Arizona and playing baseball heavily during the 

hitch.154  

 

 

Soon after his military service was completed, Rogan became a star pitcher for the Kansas City 

Monarchs from 1920-1938. (A young Casey Stengel, who recommended him to J.L Wilkinson, 

                                                 
152 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 283. 
153 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 283. 
154 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of Joe Rogan. Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
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owner of the Monarchs, scouted him out.) As an excellent fielding pitcher, true army veteran, 

and middle-of-the-lineup hitter, Rogan managed the Monarchs by 1926 and much of their 

success happened under his watch. (In 1926, he hit .583 in the playoffs while pitching both 

halves of the doubleheader against Willie Foster. Unfortunately, Foster got the better of his 

Kansas City team.) 

 James A. Riley reflects that various opinions existed on Bullet Joe, the manager: “A 

knowledgeable manager, he provide capable leadership and continued as manager of the 

Monarchs during his twilight years, until his retirement in 1938. During this time he was 

variously described as easygoing, jolly, quiet, and gentlemanly by some observers, but 

characterized by others as arrogant, uncooperative, and demanding of his players.” 

 From Baseball-Reference.com: “His 52 complete games is the CWL record and he ranks 

second in innings (516, trailing Satchel Paige and strikeouts (351, trailing Paige). He is 5th with 

5 shutouts and third with 42 wins (behind Paige and Chet Brewer). Quote: ‘Joe Rogan was one 

of the world's greatest pitchers. ...Hw was a chunky little guy, but he could throw hard. He could 

throw hard as Smokey Joe Williams-yeah.’ Satchel Paige, from the book Blackball Stars.”155 

 Rogan played alongside Adolfo Luque, a Cuban pitcher that passed for white in the MLB 

Braves and Reds organization for a period of twenty years, and Rogan was considered Luque’s 

superior in every way, pitching and hitting. Luque finished his big league career with 193 wins 

versus 179 losses with 3.24 ERA. 

 Joe Rogan died in Kansas City in 1967 and was inducted into the HOF in 1998.    
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John Henry ‘Pop’ Lloyd  (1884–1965): Often called the 

‘Black Honus Wagner’, Lloyd was alternately termed the 

best all-around ballplayer in the first thirty years in the 

20th century, white or otherwise. Found playing on the 

sandlots in Jacksonville, Florida in 1905 by Rube Foster 

and Sol White (where Lloyd had grown up), Lloyd made a 

long career playing on the pre-Negro League teams of the 

Cuban-X Giants, Philadelphia Giants, the Leland Giants 

and New York Lincoln Giants.156 Batting left and 

throwing right, he dominated the field in ways rarely seen. 

As James A. Riley reflects, “He was a complete ballplayer 

who could hit, run, field, throw, and hit with power, 

especially in the clutch. A superior hitter and a dangerous 

base runner, his knowledge and application of inside 

baseball as defined in the era allowed him to generate 

 

 

HOF Shortstop John Henry Lloyd 

with HOF Jimmy Foxx 

runs with a variety of skills. In the field he was a superlative fielder who studied batters and 

positioned himself wisely, got a good jump on the ball, and possessed exceptional range and sure 

hands with which he dug balls out of the dirt like a shovel. Lloyd's play in the field earned him 

the nickname in Cuba of ‘El Cuchara,’ Spanish for ‘The Tablespoon.’”157 For the next fifteen 

years, John Lloyd would play for many teams (eight at least), the best managers (Rube Foster) 

and compile a reputation of a winner, before the Negro Leagues were born. He played well past 

forty, hitting .368 in Negro Leagues after age 36.158  

 Off the field, Lloyd was a true cut-up with a clean living personality, who did not take to 

vices (drink, smoke or swearing) as many black or white players did. He spent time in the 

Quartermaster office in Chicago during WWI, and after baseball, worked in the post office as a 

custodian. ‘Pop’ Lloyd also managed and coached various levels of baseball and served as Little 

                                                 
156 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of John Henry Lloyd. Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
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League commissioner in Atlantic City, becoming a favorite to many children and adults alike. 

Babe Ruth also considered Lloyd the best player he had ever known. 159 

 John Henry Lloyd was inducted into the HOF in 1977. 

 

Raleigh ‘Biz’ Mackey (1897–1965): Known for his rocket arm, 

throwing sometimes ala Benito Santiago from a seated position 

(only better) between innings and with deadly accuracy, Mackey 

tutored four HOF players in Larry Doby, Monte Irvin, Roy 

Campanella and Don Newcombe while catching and managing of 

the Newark Eagles. The switch-hitting Mackey was a good hitter, 

with power from both sides of the plate, as evidenced by a .423 

batting average, 20 home runs and a .698 slugging percentage for 

Hilldale in the Eastern Colored League's inaugural season, 

1923,160 as a 25-year old shortstop. Mackey also shared the same 

birthplace as Smokey Joe Williams: Seguin, Texas. 

 

 

Biz Mackey – Catcher, 

Shortstop, 3rd base, 

Manager 

 

Mackey taught a young Roy Campanella (age 15-16) a great deal about catching as a member of 

the Baltimore Elite Giants in 1937. Raleigh played over twenty seasons as primarily the best 

defensive catcher in the league, from 1923 to 1942.  He managed the Newark Eagles in 1946, 

taking his double play combo of Larry Doby and Monte Irvin to Newark’s only World Series 

title, while usually conflicting with his owner, namely Effa Manley. Newark that year was led on 

the bump by legends HOF Leon Day, Max Manning and Rufus Lewis.161 

Mackey had extraordinary gifts, as evidenced by this quote: “Although he was barely 

literate, Mackey was intelligent, had a good baseball mind, and employed a studious approach to 

the game. The ballpark was his classroom, and inside baseball was his subject of expertise. He 

relied on meticulous observation and a retentive memory to match weaknesses of opposing 

                                                 
159 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of John Henry Lloyd. Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
160www.blackbaseball.com. Biz Mackey Biography. TK Publishers: Atlanta, GA; 2006. Last Accessed: January 2007. 
161 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing LTD; 2003. 
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hitters with the strengths of his pitching staff. An expert handler of pitchers, he also studied 

people and could direct the temperaments of his hurlers as well as he did their repertoires. 

He was also a jokester, and utilized good-natured banter and irrelevant conversation to try 

to distract a hitter and break his concentration at the plate, and was a master at "stealing" strikes 

from umpires by framing and funneling pitches. Pitchers recognized his generalship and liked to 

pitch to the big, husky receiver who, for his size, was surprisingly agile behind the plate. This 

unexpected quickness, coupled with soft hands, enabled the versatile athlete to play often at 

shortstop, third base, or in the outfield, and although lacking noteworthy range, he proved adept 

at any position. He was also a smart base runner and, although not fast, pilfered his share of 

bases.”162 

After a long career, spanning nearly the entire Negro League era, Biz Mackey worked as 

a forklift operator. He was finally lifted up to the Hall in 2006. 

 

 
Hilton Smith – RHP-OF-1B 

Hilton Smith  (1912–1983): Another Texan that was a dominating 

pitching option in Negro Leagues, Hilton Lee Smith was as quiet as 

Satchel Paige was boastful. Because of that, his accomplishments 

were always contrasted with his later teammate, though by 

comparison Smith was as well-rounded and polished as Paige was 

rough and raw. Discovered as a Prairie View A&M prodigy at 

nineteen after several years of college ball, Smith was signed by the 

Austin Senators, an independent semi-pro team, to match the usually 

powerful Chicago American Giants. 

 

Before long Hilton was traveling south of the border to face Mexican league competition while 

showing off his unusual stuff and hitting rather well. Smith had a very special fast curve to go 

with sinker, slider, screwball, change and excellent gas, all commanded and thrown from 

different arm slots.  As a 6’2” lanky pitcher, he must have intimidated with his ability to get any 

pitch over the plate. All the while, he was quiet but confident as he went from pro team to pro 

team, much like others of his day were prone (and nearly required) to do.  He also had a solid 

bat, able to provide offense (batting cleanup in a Wichita, Kansas semi-pro tournament) when 
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other teammates were too hung over.163 (His North Dakota-based teammates: “Double Duty” 

Radcliffe, Chet Brewer and Satchel Paige.) 

Smart is but one adjective used to describe Hilton Smith as he went on to various teams, 

winning consistently and always performing in the shadows of other greats. He was known for 

picking off runners by upsetting runner’s timing through prolonged waits to home. Smith’s 

Negro League record of (161-32, .834) from 1937-1948 is among the best recorded in the era, 

white or black.  

He was inducted into Cooperstown in 2001, 18 years after his death in Kansas City.  

 

Oscar Charleston (1896–1954): Born in Indianapolis, Charleston 

was Ty Cobb, Tris Speaker and Babe Ruth rolled into one. As a 

left-handed power hitter, with speed aplenty, an accurate arm and 

smarts in the OF, he oozed great ability and volatile emotions. 

(Three Cobb-like incidents: beating up an umpire, removing the 

hood of a KKK member and total disregard on the base paths, 

spikes elevated on every slide.)164 He served in the U.S. Army 

(24th infantry team) and was stationed in Manila, Philippines 

during the war’s beginning. As the best center fielder before (or 

after) Cool Papa, he ran track with a 23-second timing in the 220-

yard dash. In 1921, as a member of the St. Louis Giants, he led the  

 

Oscar Charleston – OF 

 

NNL in hitting (.446), 1st in triples (10), 1st in total bases (137), 1st in slugging (.774) and 1st in 

steals (28.)165 For the decade, he hit over .400 in league play, likely was the leagues’ premier 

clutch hitter and often was referred to in the black sports press as “The Hoosier Comet.” 
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King Tut, manager Oscar Charleston and 

Connie Morgan of the Indianapolis Clowns. 

As a manager, Charleston was as unstable as 

he was as the player, never really retiring from 

the game. He took over as player-manager of 

the Crawfords in 1931, staying with the 

Greenlee’s powerhouse until they essentially 

folded in 1938. Later, he would manage the 

Indianapolis Clowns, utilizing King Tut as his 

pitcher. Oscar Charleston is considered by 

many experts to be in the same class as Willie 

Mays as an all around player, and possibly 

even better. Charleston passed away in 1954 in 

Philadelphia (heart attack) and was enshrined 

in 1976. 

 

 

Buck Leonard – 1B, OF, 

Manager 

Buck Leonard (1907 –1997): Growing up in North 

Carolina, Walter Fenner “Buck” Leonard barely knew a 

childhood before being required to work for his family’s 

survival, after his father’s death from influenza. With his 8th 

grade graduation at thirteen, Buck Leonard quit school and 

started sewing hosiery, shining shoes before advancing 

through various jobs as a porter, messenger and railroad 

mechanic at Atlantic Coast Line Railroad over the next 

decade.166 Leonard took charge of his family’s finances and 

fortunes and enjoyed baseball as a diversion throughout the 

1920’s, but little desire to expand his exploits beyond the 

sandlots. 
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Quiet, thoughtful, but firm, “Bucky”167 was a role model for his five siblings and wanted 

college for his younger brother, Charlie, even though they both tried professional baseball by 

1933. After a decade as a railroad mechanic, Buck was laid off. Buck’s exploits in baseball were 

all ready known in the area, leading to an offer to play for money. After various stints on semi-

pro teams in 1933, Leonard was directed to retired pitching legend-turned-bartender Smokey Joe 

Williams who suggested the Homestead Grays as the solution to bouncing around from team to 

team.168 

Very soon into the 1934 season, and after an initial rebuff by Cum Posey, Leonard was 

praised for his left-hand power and solid fielding. Considered the ‘Lou Gehrig of the Negro 

leagues’, Leonard played with Josh Gibson for 9 seasons, batting 3rd or 4th in the lineup of the 

Grays. As a highly paid player just behind Satchel Paige and Josh Gibson, which was likely only 

around $300/month, Buck Leonard traveled coast to coast, but soon kept his brother Charlie, 

who he felt had other skills, from playing professional baseball. This after Charlie had made it to 

the Newark Eagles in 1936. Yet in retrospect, Charlie Leonard was not done a disservice as he 

became a teacher, employment specialist and community leader.169  

In 1937, Josh Gibson came back from his stint as a Pittsburgh Crawford and the nucleus 

of the batting order of nine consecutive champions was cemented. 

Buck was class personified; he brought an eager, respectable and business-like approach 

to the 1st sack position. He had no equal during the late 1930’s and early 1940’s as he played in 

more All-Star games and racked up records for homers, RBIs and total bases in the East-West 

classics. Leonard hit well over .300 for his career and consistently hit home runs into his late 

40’s, as his 13 home runs in 62 games in a Central Mexican League in 1955 confirms.170   

 

                                                 
167 Snyder Brad. Beyond the Shadow of the Senators: The Untold Story of the Homestead Grays and the Integration of Baseball. 
Chicago: Contemporary Books; 2003. 17. 
168 Snyder Brad. Beyond the Shadow of the Senators: The Untold Story of the Homestead Grays and the Integration of Baseball. 
Chicago: Contemporary Books; 2003. 28. 
169 Snyder Brad. Beyond the Shadow of the Senators: The Untold Story of the Homestead Grays and the Integration of Baseball. 
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Roy Campanella (1921-1993): As the 1st Negro Catcher in 

MLB, he was to redefine his position immediately as powerful 

bat and a steadying influence on his pitching staff. “Campy” was 

almost the polar opposite of Jackie Robinson, a friendly, non-

confrontational man even during the toughest of situations, 

whereas Jackie was harden to win at all costs on the field. Roy 

“Poochinella”171 Campanella hone his catching skills from Biz 

Mackey, and his immediate stardom in the National League 

reflected the lack of skill that was available at that crucial 

position in all of baseball. 

   

 

He began his playing career as a 15-year pupil for the Baltimore Elite Giants in 1937. He would, 

like so many others, go to Mexico, Cuba and Puerto Rico to play baseball in the 1940’s, always 

reflecting well on his ability. While growing into an immensely talented hitter in the Negro 

Leagues, it was his destiny to become a Brooklyn Dodger, and join Jackie Robinson and pitching 

great Don Newcombe in making the Dodgers into a perennial contender for the NL Pennant and 

yearly opponent of the Yankees. But as early as 1938, Roy was slated for a different team, as 

James Riley writes for the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum: “As a high-school student he was 

invited by the Philadelphia Phillies to work out at Shibe Park, but when he arrived and they 

discovered he was black, the offer was rescinded.”172  

At 27, Campanella reached the Majors and hit a modest .258 in his first season, after 

winning the MVP of the Eastern League (Montreal Royals, Jackie’s first team) in 1946 and 

1947. During the next 9 seasons, Roy slugged .513 with a .359 OBP for the Dodgers, averaging 

26 home runs in 453 at bats. During the early fifties, Campanella toured after the season with the 

Jackie Robinson All-Stars, who played against Syd Pollock’s Indianapolis Clowns, a great all-

black touring team that had Hank Aaron as a filler after playing in Eau Claire for the Braves. As 

one quote reflects Campy’s crowd analysis: “Campy could walk into a field and take one look 

and tell you within 50 how many people were there.”173  
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In those same times, Campanella won 3 NL MVPs and took the Brooklyn team to their 

only World Series title, hitting 32 home runs and batting .318 and driving home 107 runs in 

1955.  Great as that was, Campanella was cut down in a freak car accident on a snowy night, left 

paralyzed from the waist down. Campanella was likely the most dangerous MLB catcher of the 

1950’s, with only the post seasons of catcher Yogi Berra (HOF 1972) in Campy’s class (HOF 

1969.) 

Campanella died in Woodland Hills, California on June 26, 1993 at age 71. 

 

John Donaldson – 

LHP/CF 

John Donaldson (1892–1970): From every account, Donaldson 

was a total class act as a player no matter where he took the 

mound. A 5’11” lean lefty, with a powerful arm and a snap-

dragon curve, Donaldson was born in Glasgow, Missouri on 

February 20, 1892. His barnstorming career started in 1911 and 

lasted well into middle of the Great Depression. Most of his best 

work was done prior to the formation of Foster’s Negro National 

League, but he did play center field for original Kansas City 

Monarchs that was formed by J.L. Wilkinson in 1920 through 

1922.174 

He was a well-known commodity on the barnstorming tours, pitching against all comers, 

including disgraced 1919 Chicago White Sox shortstop Charles Risberg in 1925. 175 As with all 

Negro League and pre-Negro League stars, Donaldson was well traveled from Los Angeles to 

Brooklyn from Detroit to Chicago. From researcher’s accounts, namely Pete Gorton176, 

Donaldson amassed the following impressive statistics: 

· 235-84 W-L, (.737) Winning % · Completed 296 of 322 starts (92%) 
· 3,832 strikeouts (with another 193 K’s 

not verified by actual box scores) 
· 22 one-hitters, six no-hitters and a perfect 

game 
· 1.37 ERA and 86 shutouts · .334 BA in over 1,800 at bats 
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Donaldson’s skills caught the eye of John McGraw (once again) who likely made these 

two statements: “I think he is the greatest I ever have seen, and I would give $50,000 for him if it 

weren't for the color line in baseball,” and “If I could dunk him in calamine lotion, I'd sign him.” 

McGraw’s penchant for seeking talent – going back to Cherokee Charlie Grant – was truly 

unabashed, but unfortunately did not lead him to act strongly. 

After his playing days were over, he worked at the U.S. postal service in the 1930’s and 

coached Satchel Paige for a while.  After Jackie Robinson broke into the bigs, Donaldson was 

hired as the first African American scout by the Chicago White Sox in 1949. His playing ability 

was also honored by a 1952 Pittsburgh Courier poll, voting by former Negro leagues players put 

him as the first-team left-handed pitcher. Donaldson would pass away while still residing in 

Chicago and was buried in Burr Oak Cemetery in Alsip, Illinois. 177 

 

Judy Johnson (1899-1989): Considered among 

the smartest and clutch players of his day, Judy 

Johnson was a wiry ballplayer, weighing in at 

under 150 pounds at 5’11” tall. His value as a 

ballplayer was measured by his slick fielding (akin 

to Brooks Robinson178) and great arm at 3B. As a 

teenager, he grew up in Wilmington, Delaware, 

playing baseball for his dad’s local team before 

taking a job at the New Jersey docks during the 

later phases of WWI. Even as a line drive hitter, 

his game-winning home run in the 1st Negro 

League World Series in 1924 kept the Hilldale 

Daisies close, eventually losing the nine-game set 

to the Monarchs. 

 

 

William ‘Judy’ Johnson 

- 3B & MLB Scout 

As one famous teammate on the Pittsburgh Crawfords, OF Ted Page, crowed about Johnson’s 

third sack skill: “Judy Johnson was the smartest third baseman I ever came across. A scientific 
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ball player, he did everything with grace and poise. You talk about playing third base? Heck, he 

was better than anybody I saw. And I saw Brooks Robinson, Mike Schmidt and even Pie 

Traynor. He had a powerful, accurate arm. He could do anything, come in for a ball, cut if off at 

the line, or range way over toward the shortstop hole. He was really something.”179 

 As sure-handed as he was, Johnson was a silent ballplayer who was a consummate 

professional. He knew his job and did it well. In 1952, the Pittsburgh Courier named him the 2nd 

best 3rd basemen behind Oliver Marcelle, who played a similarly stingy 3rd base in that 1st Negro 

League World Series. 

 After his playing career, Johnson would work for the Milwaukee Braves as a scout in the 

vein of Buck O’Neil, and bring speedster Bill Bruton to the big leagues and into his family. 

 He was inducted into Baseball’s HOF in 1975 and lived to be 89 years old, passing away 

in Wilmington, Delaware.  

‘Smokey Joe’ Williams (1885-1946): Considered by many Negro 

League players and historians the fastest pitcher of all-time, the rangy 

righthander (6’4”+, 190-200 lbs.) cut his teeth in Texas, in the pre-

Negro Leagues. His speed, longevity and origins were most similar to 

Nolan Ryan’s. He was born in Seguin, Texas, and first made his 

presence felt in Texas as a star hurler, pitching for the San Antonio 

Black Broncos from 1907-1909.  

      Before long, he was testing out his overpowering stuff against the 

best Negro teams (led by Rube Foster) and defeating them in 

overwhelming fashion. As a result of his mastery, Williams was 

signed to pitch for Frank Leland’s Chicago Giants in 1910, Rube’s 

team. After only a season, he moved over to the New York Lincoln 

Giants were he stayed for the next decade. In his head-to-head match 

ups against premier MLB pitchers such as Grover Cleveland  

       

 

Joseph ‘Smokey Joe’ 

Williams –RHP, OF, 

1B, Manager 

Alexander, Waite Hoyt, Chief Bender and Walter Johnson, he won 20 out of 27 games.180 
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Baseballlibrary.com asserts this record as 22-7-1 and adds more to the story: 

“In exhibition games against major leaguers, Williams compiled a 22-7-1 record with 12 

shutouts. Two of the losses came when he was 45 years old; two others were in 1-0 

games. In 1912 he shut out the National League champion New York Giants 6-0. In 1915 

he struck out 10 while hurling a 1-0 three-hit shutout over Hall of Famer Grover 

Cleveland Alexander and the Phillies. In a 1917 exhibition, he no-hit the Giants and 

struck out 20, but lost 1-0 on an error. Though no box score has been found to confirm 

this game, it is firmly rooted in oral history. Legend has it that it was after this game that 

Giants Hall of Famer Ross Youngs tagged Williams with the name ‘Smokey Joe.’ Ty 

Cobb, never a friend to the black player, said Williams would have been a ‘sure 30-game 

winner’ if he had played in the majors. Williams threw approximately 40 no-hitters, some 

against semi-pro competition, recording his last gem in 1928 at forty-two.”181  

 

As he aged, and lost overpowering stuff, Williams substituted power for impeccable 

control and guile on the mound. Pitching into to his late 40’s with above .500 success. 

 Some confusion exists over William’s death as this quote reflects, “The Clowns opened 

their 1950 season May 7 with a doubleheader against the New York Cubans at the Polo Grounds 

attended by all-time great pitcher Smokey Joe Williams, then 64 years old. The games were 

played in his honor…Smokey Joe spent a good part of May 7, 1950, in the Clowns dugout, and 

Dad [Syd Pollock] introduced us, but then, as close to him as I wanted to get, I could get no 

nearer than the far side of five or six players…soaking up his thoughts and black baseball 

lore.”182 According to various sources, Smokey Joe Williams passed away on March 12, 1946 in 

New York City, some four years before this event occurred. But Joseph ‘Smokey Joe’ Williams 

exploits over a quarter-century of pitching are established as those of a legend. In 1952, the 

Pittsburgh Courier poll named him the best pitcher of all-time, one vote ahead of Satchel Paige. 

He received induction in the HOF in 1999. 
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José Mendez Baez (1887-1928): Of Cuban 

nationality and descent, Mendez was another 

extremely hard thrower that also brought a Doc 

Gooden-like curve ball to bear on his 

opponents.  

     After growing up in Cuba, he played first in 

Havana for the top Cuban national team in 

1903. His first U.S. experience came five years 

later, playing for Brooklyn Royal Giants 

(1908.)183 For 1909 Cuban Stars, he went 44-2  

(some games were played against semi-pro 

teams). He spent all of 1910 in Cuba, playing 

both summer and winter, going 18-2. By 1914, 

at 31, he had compiled a 62-17 record in Cuba, 

but he developed arm trouble and never again 

pitched there regularly.184 

 
Engraving of José Mendez Baez (1930) – 

Pitcher, Manager of 1st Negro League World 

Series Winner, Kansas City Monarchs 

During this time frame, 1908-1915, pitching against John McGraw's New York Giants, 

fortified with some Dodgers added to the roster, Mendez defeated both Christy Mathewson (4-3 

in 10 innings) and Nap Rucker (2-1) over a three-day span, with only a day of rest between 

games. McGraw proclaimed Mendez to be "sort of Walter Johnson and Grover Alexander rolled 

into one" and, appraising his value to a club to be worth $30,000 a year if he were white, would 

have welcomed his presence on the Giants' pitching staff alongside Mathewson.185 Mendez also 

played for the All-Nations of Kansas City, a group that provided musical entertainment along 

with exciting baseball. Mendez played the cornet in the band.186 

 Mendez was the series-deciding pitcher/manager of the Monarchs in the 1st modern 

Negro League World Series. Pitching the 9th game, he won against Script Lee of the Hilldale 

Daises, going the distance with the final out being SS Raleigh ‘Biz’ Mackey. At this point in his 

pitching career, Mendez rarely took the mound and was in fact recovering from a recent 

                                                 
183 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of José Mendez . Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
184 www.BaseballLibrary.com. Website. The Idea Logical Company, Inc; 2002. http://www.baseballlibrary.com July 12, 2006. 
185 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of José Mendez . Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
186 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003.203. 
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surgery.187 In the following season, the Monarchs were back, but lost the 1925 Series against the 

same Hilldale Daisies. 

  Mendez died from bronchopneumonia on Halloween 1928, in Havana, Cuba, at forty-

one, barely two years after his last game with the Monarchs. In 1939, he was in the first group of 

players elected to the Cuban Hall of Fame. In 2006, he was inducted into the National Baseball 

Hall of Fame.188  

Other Players & Owners of Noteworthiness 

 

Frank Leland  – Owner and Manager of 

the Chicago’s Leland Giants of the turn 

of the 20th century. He also member of 

the Cook County Board of 

Commissioners.189 

 

Abe & Effa Manley – Owners of the Newark Eagles 

during the heyday of the Negro Leagues in the early 

1940’s. They suffered financially after the 1946 

Negro League World Series and sold the team after 

1948.190 

 

                                                 
187 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing 
LTD; 2003. 107-110. 
188 http://www.nlbemuseum.com/history/players.html - Biography of José Mendez . Last Accessed: February 10,2007. 
189 Loverro Thom. The Encyclopedia of Negro League Baseball. New York: Checkmark Books (Facts on File, Inc.); 2003. 175. 
190 McNary Kyle. Black Baseball: A History of African-Americans & the National Game.  London: PRC Publishing 
LTD; 2003. 124. 
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Minnie Minoso – The Havana-born 

Minoso along with the longest name in 

baseball history, he played in five 

different decades in the Majors, 

amassing a .298 BA, 186 HRs, 205 

stolen bases, and plenty of hits batsmen 

in 6,579 at bats. Between the gaps in his 

career, he played ball in the minors and 

Cuba. 

 

Pitcher Don Newcombe – Spent one year playing for 

Manley’s Eagles, before going to the big time. He was 

the NL MVP & CY Young Winner in 1956, but 

Newcombe also hit .359 with 7 home runs in 1955. In 

1962, Newcombe and Doby would be the first to play 

in the Negro Leagues, Majors and Japanese Leagues. 

Both would be inducted into Baseball’s Hall of Fame. 

 

OF Cristobel Torriente – Powerful bat and 

top flight skills in the outfield. 

 

Right Hand Pitcher Leon Day – Considered 

comparable to Hilton Smith; could muster a 

mean bat while playing outfield. 
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2B Piper Davis – A top player in his hey day, 

managed and scouted out a young Willie 

Mays. 

Ernie Banks: HOF SS/1B. 

 

Pitcher/ 3rd Baseman Wilmer Fields – Along 

with Day, was a killer with the bat and his arm. 

At 26, pitched in last Negro League World 

Series against Willie Mays Birmingham Black 

Barons. 

 

CF Larry Doby  – Played 2nd base with Monte 

Irvin at Shortstop for the Newark Eagles in 

1946. Would be among a select group that 

played in and won a Negro League World 

Series and Major League title. It took him only 

3 years. 

 

CF Sam Jethroe – Would tryout with Jackie 

Robinson and Marvin Williams for the Red 

Sox in 1945. Jackie would get a real shot in 

Brooklyn. Sam would lead the National 

League in Stolen Bases (35, twice) and score 

201 runs in 1950-51 for the Boston Braves. 
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Before he became the All-time Home Run 

king, Henry Louis “Hammerin’ Hank” 

Aaron played for the Birmingham Black Bears 

and Indianapolis Clowns for $200 per month, 

batting cross-handed. After 33 years, Barry 

Bonds broke his record of 755 Home Runs. 

 

Before he was “Mr. Cub” he was a 

Sheepherder from San Antonio in 1949. A year 

later, he was Kansas City Monarch, making an 

impression on Buck O’Neil that brought him to 

Chicago with fellow Negro League George 

Altman. Ernie Banks set the standard as a 

power-hitting shortstop, amassing 277 before 

moving to 1st base. 

 

Table 2.4.2.1. Defining Players MLB Statistics & Notes 

Name AB Hits  Runs  HR RBI BA GS  Wins  IP Notes 
Hank Aaron 12,364 3,771 2,174 755 2,297 0.305    Buddy Downs & Indianapolis Clowns 
Ernie Banks 9,421 2,583 1,305 512 1,636 0.274    A-Rod type power in the 1950's 
Roy Campanella 4,205 1,161 627 242 856 0.276    Biz Mackey, 3-time MVP 
Larry Doby 5,348 1,515 960 253 970 0.283    1948 WS Home Run 
Mike Gonzalez 2,829 717 283 13 263 0.253    Cuban Catcher 1910-1920's 
Elston Howard 5,363 1,471 619 167 762 0.274    Yankees 1st African American 
Monte Irvin 2,499 731 366 99 443 0.293    Willie Mays in 1954 
Dolf Luque 1,043 237 96 5 90 0.227 365 194 3220.3 Pride of Havana Pitcher in the 1920's 
Willie Mays 10,881 3,283 2,062 660 1,903 0.302    Leo Durocher patience helped 
Minnie Minoso 6,579 1,963 1,136 186 1,023 0.298    Could not retire 
Don Newcombe 1,006 275 106 16 119 0.273 337 162 2459.0 In Japan in 1962 
Satchel Paige 124 12 2 0 4 0.097 26 28 476.0 Minnie as a pitcher 
Jackie Robinson 4,877 1,518 947 137 734 0.311       Originator of it all 
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Diagram 2.4.2.1. Best Negro League Players by Position  

A FewNegro League All-Stars by Primary Position

Joshua Gibson
Biz Mackey
Roy Campanella
Ted “Double Duty” Radcliffe

Buck Leonard
Mule Suttles
Luke Easter
Buck O’Neil
Goose Tatum

Smokey Joe Williams
Satchel Paige
Leon Day
Hilton Smith
Willie Foster
John Donaldson
Jose Mendez

Judy Johnson
Ray Dandridge
Oliver Marcelle
Wilmer Fields
Minnie Minoso

Cristobel Torriente
Wilbur “Bullet Joe” Rogan
Sam Bankhead

Martin Dihigo
Bingo DeMoss
Larry Doby
Charles Grant
Piper Davis
Newt Allen
James Gilliam

Oscar 
Charleston
Willie Mays
James “Cool 
Papa” Bell
Floyd “Jelly” 
Gardner
Sam Jethroe

John Henry  Lloyd
Ernie Banks
Willie Wells
Thomas “Pee Wee” Butts
Dick “The King” Lundy
Monte Irvin
John Beckwith
Willard Brown

Henry Aaron
Jimmy Crutchfield
Ted Page
Dave Malarcher

Manager
Andrew ‘Rube’ Foster

 

 

The best players could always jump ship, if league financials went south (or not), as was 

the case of Satchel Paige many times. (Famous is his 1937 departure with eight other Pittsburgh 

Crawfords, including Centerfielder great James ‘Cool Papa’ Bell, to participate in the Dominican 

Republic for President/Dictator Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina.) Paige’s ability to pitch was in 

very high demand in the United States and on foreign soils. Other player routinely went where 

the money was, because contracts were very rarely written, and even less enforceable, and 

conditions were considerably better outside the United States. As Satchel Paige proffered: “The 

opportunities of a colored baseball player on these islands are the same or almost the same as 
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those enjoyed by the white major league players in the States. That’s something to think about, 

you know.”191 (Josh Gibson was sued by his owner, Effa Manley, for skipping out on a season.) 

 

2.4.3. The Changing of the Guard: Integration 

In many ways the Negro Leagues reflect the infancy of Major League Baseball – without 

the onerous task of building a league up under the weight of racial bias and national economic 

fragility. The numerous leagues made (Player’s League, Union, American Association and the 

Federal League), the fight to keep players tied to one team by owners, the shifting franchises due 

to (a lack of) money, support and grounds and the in-fighting for league supremacy by a handful 

of power-hungry, if well-intentioned, business owners and players alike all are mirrored in the 

Negro Leagues early years of professional formation. 

 
Table: 2.4.3.1. Home Parks, 1944 1 

  

Teams (NNL) Park Other Organized Baseball Tenant 

Philadelphia Stars Parkside Field, Shibe Park Philadelphia Athletics, Phillies 

Baltimore Elite Giants Bugle Field - 

Homestead Grays Forbes Field, Griffith Stadium Pittsburgh Pirates, Washington Senators 

New York Cubans Polo Grounds New York Giants 

New York Black Yankees Yankee Stadium New York Yankees 

Newark Eagles Ruppert Stadium Newark Bears (IL) 

   

Teams (NAL) Park Other Organized Baseball Tenant 

Chicago American Giants Comiskey Park Chicago White Sox 

Kansas City Monarchs Ruppert Stadium Kansas City Blues (AA) 

Birmingham Black Barons Rickwood Field Birmingham Barons (SA) 

Memphis Red Sox Martin Stadium - 

Cleveland Buckeyes League Park, Municipal Stadium Cleveland Indians 

Cincinnati-Indianapolis Clowns Victory Field, Crosley Field Indianapolis (AA), Cincinnati Reds 

1. Tables are from Negro League Baseball (2004) by Neil Lanctot, page 150 

 

Later, the integration of baseball introduced a whole new problem from the Negro 

Leagues standpoint: obsolescence. The incorporation of blacks meant doors open in one league, 

                                                 
191 Lanctot N. Negro League Baseball: The Rise and Ruin of a Black Institution. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press; 
2004. 62. 
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that had always been closed, at least since the 1880’s, and the slow closure of a ‘League of Their 

Own.’ Players of great caliber immediately saw the rewards and could hope to reap the benefits 

they so longed for in playing in front of tens of thousands consistently, even if the transition was 

far from smooth, and often filled with dislike and hatred both on and off-the-field by whites. 

 

Side Note: Even the inclusion of a white ballplayer on a Negro League team (Edward Joseph 

Klep, left hand pitcher, Cleveland Buckeyes, 1946) drew its fair share of hostility. Baseball 

historian Larry Gerlach quotes a May 1946 NAACP’s Crisis article, “‘a white person who 

ignores the color line and joins with Negroes in their ordinary activities of daily living will also 

encounter Jim Crow.’ But he likely did not realize that such a person would encounter racism, 

prejudice, and exclusion from blacks as well as whites.”192 From Klep’s first game in March 

1946, he would encounter severe harassment from white law officials and fans, being forced to 

change out of his uniform, while also getting ostracized from traditional Negro lodging places in 

the Birmingham area.193  These events point to the great divide firmly entrenched in the 

antebellum South that were glossed over for many years by the mainstream white press. Klep’s 

career would be limited to northern games and would end abruptly mid-season. Unfortunately, 

Klep was no do-gooder; and his life was spent in and out of prison and without a job most 

times.194 

 

Writing in 1950, famous baseball historian Lee Allen, though well-meaning, writes this 

two-part passage about the other side of the same coin, Jackie Robinson’s plight: “When the 

Dodgers then lost a seven-game world series to the Yankees, Robinson, the first of his race to 

appear in the fall festival, held up his end for the losing cause.”195  Though an even compliment, 

Allen goes furthers by adding this assessment: 

“It should not be thought at all who opposed his entrance into major league baseball were 

motivated by bigotry. Many sincere players and fans took the position that baseball had such a 

                                                 
192 Gerlach Larry R. Baseball’s Other “Great Experiment”: Eddie Klep and the Integration 
of the Negro Leagues*. Unknown: Journal of Sports History, Fall 1998, Vol. 25, Issue 3; 1998. 459. 
193 Gerlach Larry R. Baseball’s Other “Great Experiment”: Eddie Klep and the Integration 
of the Negro Leagues*. Unknown: Journal of Sports History, Fall 1998, Vol. 25, Issue 3; 1998. 460. 
194 Gerlach Larry R. Baseball’s Other “Great Experiment”: Eddie Klep and the Integration 
of the Negro Leagues*. Unknown: Journal of Sports History, Fall 1998, Vol. 25, Issue 3; 1998. 469. 
195 Allen L. 100 Years of Baseball: The Intimate and Dramatic Story of Modern Baseball from the Game’s Beginnings Up to the 
Present Day. New York: Bartholomew House, Inc.; 1950. 288. 
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unique code of ethics that it did not furnish the proper laboratory for a sociological experiment. 

Players representing other minorities had to bear up under the most outrageous slurs. But their 

followers never attended games in a bloc; Jackie’s did. The dynamite inherent in the situation 

was not on the playing field but in the stands. The Negro press urged its readers to welcome 

Robinson calmly…And for a year Negroes kept their enthusiasm for the trail-blazer within 

bounds. But after he attained stardom, they found it difficult to restrain their exuberance...”196  

 

 

Jackie Robinson in action at second. 

In the pre-Civil Rights era, Allen mentioning of 

what fans of Jackie Robinson were suppose to do 

and the proper environ of a sociological 

experiment only reinforced the difficulties of the 

abhorrent policy of ‘separate and equal’ as it 

stood in 1950. Allen was neither strong nor weak 

(in this statement) in assessing the backdrop on 

which this drama was unfolding. By couching his 

statements in what the Negroes should be 

expected to accomplish as fans, he was ignoring 

that Caucasians’ actions were far from where 

they needed to be. 

 

 

The minor league system was also wrought with problems as Miller writes:  

“After 1947 a number of very talented but older players from the Negro Leagues joined 

minor league clubs – Luke Easter, Piper Davis, Ray Dandridge, Dan Bankhead and Sam 

Jethroe, among them. From the viewpoint of the major league clubs, farm teams that 

utilized a large number of veterans players, particularly aging Negro league stars or 

former major leaguers, were frustrating the objective of a minor league system: 

                                                 
196 Allen Lee. 100 Years of Baseball: The Intimate and Dramatic Story of Modern Baseball from the Game’s 
Beginnings Up to the Present Day. New York: Bartholomew House, Inc.; 1950. 288-289. 
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developing new talent…the majors imposed rules that severely limited the number of 

veteran players at all levels of the minor leagues.”197 

The firmly segregated South was even more limited as these players sought places to eat, 

stay or gather. No Negro player in the locales of Mississippi, Alabama, Florida or the Carolinas 

was particularly safe from ridicules intolerable, and often, criminally intended. But for these 

baseball pioneers this social hardship was balanced by the greater Negro League reality of 

smaller crowds, helter-skelter travel, cancellations of games, financial uncertainty and always 

knowing the barrier to a truer recognition was simply a matter of their race. 

Baseball historian and statistical expert Bill James sums up the Negro Leagues operating 

dynamics and overall impact this way: 

“...it is remarkable that they were able to accomplish what they did. They developed 

outstanding players; they set up a league which was immensely successful at identifying 

the best black athletes in the country. They organized All-Star games that drew large 

crowds [50,000 or more], and were major league operations in every sense of the word. 

They sustained themselves economically by traveling from Puerto Rico to Canada, 

promoting relentlessly an endless series of games in an endless series of small towns. 

They set the stage for Jackie Robinson. By the time integration arrived, baseball was 

more ready for it than almost any other segment of American society.”198 

 

As one immortal opined: “…My grandfather wasn’t a bitter man. He was an optimist. He 

thought black people could achieve any dream if they worked hard enough for it. He also thought 

there was enough good in any white man to overcome racism. I found out later on he was right 

about that, although I guess you’d have to say that as a society we’ve still got a ways to go.”199 

Buck O’Neil spoke volumes about the reality of life in just that one passage. His ambassadorship 

to the game is more important than all the balls he hit, fielded and threw during a HOF-like 

career. 

Within twenty-seven years of Jackie Robinson’s first season, the greatest record of all-

time, Babe Ruth’s home run mark, was broken by Henry ‘Hammerin’ Hank’ Aaron off Al 

                                                 
197 Miller JE. The Baseball Business: Pursuing Pennants & Profits in Baltimore. Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North 
Carolina Press; 1990. 10. 
198 James Bill. The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract: The Classic – Completely Revised. New York: The Free Press; 
2001. 170. 
199 O’Neil B, Wulf S, Conrads D, Burns K. I Was Right on Time. New York: Simon & Schuster Inc.; 1996. 18. 
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Downing. Both were black ballplayers – and saw the worst of what was America’s unfortunate 

struggle to change from the simple-minded and flawed ‘Separate but Equal’ doctrine to what 

should be the ‘Equality for All’ ideal. 

 The fact that in a mere thirty years, the black players who could not play in the ‘Bigs’, 

were now rewriting the record books across the board shows how much we as lovers of the game 

lost, not due to any fault of the players, owners, developers or media coverage of the Negro 

Leagues, but to the failures of many, many Caucasian men, some esteemed enough to know it 

was utterly wrong, and others too racist, stubborn (and powerful) to change it ever. 

 

 

Ted “Double Duty” Radcliffe  so named for his superior ability to pitch and catch in the 

same day. (From Wikipedia.com) 

  


