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How Jackie Robinson Changed Baseball
By Jessica McBirney
2017

Today, when you turn the TV to Major League Baseball, you
will not be surprised at all to see an African American or
Latino player take the mound. Maybe your favorite player is
a person of color. But baseball has not always been as
diverse as it is now. In 1947, Jackie Roosevelt Robinson
became the first African American to play on a Major
League Baseball team. The road he paved was an important,
but difficult one.

Early Athletic Success

Robinson was born in Georgia on January 31, 1919, the
youngest of five children. His father left the family just a
year later, and his mother moved her children to Pasadena,
California. She worked odd jobs to support her family, but
Robinson still grew up in relative poverty.

When Jackie enrolled in high school, his siblings
encouraged him to get involved in school sports teams. He
excelled in football, basketball, track, and baseball. He
broke many school sports records. Robinson continued to
play all of these sports in junior college. Ironically, he
viewed baseball as his weakest sport. He transferred to
UCLA to complete his degree, where he became the first
athlete to letter 3in all four of those sports. UCLA had some
of the most racially integrated college sports teams at the
time, but Robinson was still among a very small minority of
non-white athletes on all his teams.

Fighting Racism

Even early in his life, Robinson confronted racism head on.
In 1938, while still at junior college, he was arrested after
disputing the police detention of one of his Black friends.
He managed to escape a long jail sentence, but this and
other run-ins with the police earned him a reputation as
someone who was both eager and willing to stand up
against racial oppression. When the U.S. entered World

" Jackie Robinson (505:§55801)5c85¢5c3 (o2:(0)o3(co)fedS.0p:dcar Jessica McBirney(aeion:eion:in)opf3ic © ooy
CommonlLit(sle:y), InC. cncs5y=85 CC BY-NC-SA 2.0
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War II, Robinson enlisted in the army. He never saw direct
combat, but his military career was marred by racial
problems. While stationed in Texas, Robinson boarded a
non-segregated bus, but he was instructed to sit in the back
anyway. He refused, and military police took him into
custody for his insubordination. Fortunately, one month later,
an all-white jury acquitted him, but the situation was an

early indication of the racial prejudice he’d come to face later
in life.

A Negro Player with Guts

Robinson joined the professional Negro Leagues to play
baseball in early 1945. He signed with the Kansas City
Monarchs and had great success, but he was frustrated by all
the disorganization that plagued the Negro Leagues. At the
time, a few Major League teams were recruiting from the
Negro Leagues, and Robinson struck up a relationship with
the General Manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, Branch Rickey.
Rickey liked the potential he saw in Robinson, but he had one
question. He knew Robinson would face racial discrimination
and injustice if he joined the Major Leagues. Could he be “a
Negro player with enough guts not to fight back?” Robinson
promised that he could, and signed a contract with the
Montreal Royals, the Dodgers’ top minor league team. After
just one season, he transferred to the Brooklyn Dodgers. As
he stepped onto the field as first baseman in 1947, Jackie
Robinson became the first Major League Baseball player to
break the color barrier since 1880. He was 28 years old.
African-American fans flooded to Dodgers games, and even
the general public and the press had a mostly positive view of
the team’s newest addition. However, Robinson faced
discrimination from a few of his own team members, who
threatened to sit out of games if he was allowed to play.
Management took Robinson’s side — “I say he plays,” said
the manager. “I say he can make us all rich. And if any of you
cannot use the money, I will see that you are all traded.”
Other teams also disliked Robinson’s admittance into the
League. Many threatened not to play against him. Most
managers rejected these threats and forced the players to
participate anyway. Instead, they took it out on Robinson
directly during the games. Some players were physically
violent — he once received a 7-inch gash in his leg from an
opponent who spiked him with his cleats — while others
hurled verbal racial insults at him and his teammates. The
racism from other teams only united the Dodgers, however,
and the team grew more accepting of him.

§031655580050558088 05135 0ye0xi05085 | 9




Major Success

Robinson won Rookie of the Year in 1947. In later seasons,
more African-Americans joined other teams in the Major
Leagues, as Robinson continued to excel. His success gained
him fans from all over the country. He started at second base
for the National League in the 1949 All-Star game, and he
helped the Dodgers win the 1949 National League pennant.
Over the next several years his success grew, and by 1955 the
Dodgers pulled out a win in the World Series. Robinson was 36
and starting to feel the effects of his age. In 1956 he did not
dominate the league as much as he used to, partially because of
the adverse effects of the diabetes he suffered from. When the
Dodgers traded him to the New York Giants, Robinson decided
to quit baseball altogether and become an executive for a coffee
company instead. A Legendary Impact After his retirement,
Robinson remained a baseball legend. In 1962, he received
baseball’s highest honor when he was elected into the Hall of
Fame. His playing style changed many team strategies. For
example, he inspired players to be more aggressive in their
base-running, rather than relying only on the distance they
could hit the ball.

Robinson also made important racial breakthroughs in the
sports world. The first baseball player to break the color barrier
in 60 years, he paved the way for many future African-
American and minority athletes. His career helped the
upcoming Civil Rights Movement by giving Americans a heroic
African-American sports figure to rally around.
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The Boy

The young boy stood with the most menacing
look he could muster spread across his face.
He just stood there watching the endless
columns stretch as far as the eye could see

down the long, dusty road. The soldiers would

turn and look as they went by, and he made
sure to look right back. He made sure to stare
as far as he could into the dark pupils of their
eyes, as if it would raise the house that was
now nothing more than a heap of ashes. Only
a few charred remains of the walls were left.

As his eyes went from soldiers to
remains he saw a small soft lump poking
up from the ashes. He knew exactly what
it was and he turned away. That teddy bear
had been his favorite friend. Not a toy, it
was more than a toy to him. For a second he
was back on a green lawn, with the shutters
of a house tapping softly on the window
pane. And there was his bear. They waited
for the next pirate ship to come around
the bend in the road, so they could board
it and make the captain walk the plank.

But then he heard a shout and knew he
was back on the dusty road with no green
lawn and no shutters tapping softly.

He leaped down from his perch on
an old dresser, one of the few things that
hadn’t been pillaged or burned in the fire. He
bent down, putting both hands on his knees
as his eyes searched the ground intently. He
picked up the most deadly rock he could find
and hopped back up on his perch to resume
his watchful glare. No soldier escaped the
watchful eyes as he probed them. The giant
snake of blue tails was tapering off, and the
boy could now see the end of the tail. The boy
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once again hopped down from his perch. He
could feel the sweat-covered rock in his palm.
The last of the blue columns were passing.

The boy took a step forward and
leaned back, then whipped his body forward
and released the rock at the same moment.

The boy heard a thud as the rock came agioimBigioicrnubdicmc
home and the rear most soldier clutched his 0812153098500 Toprogioda8Sasie
side and looked back — but all he saw were Qo0

those hateful eyes with tears rolling forth.
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