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				INTRODUCTION

				Thousands of cameras flashed inside a packed Yankee Stadium as New York left-hander C.C. Sabathia rocked back and, with the relaxed delivery that had carried him to the Cy Young Award two years before, prepared to throw the first pitch of the 2009 World Series. Shortstop Jimmy Rollins, leading off for the Philadelphia Phillies, stared back at the Yankees’ portly ace. The matchup between these two men marked only the second time that the World Series had begun with an African American on the mound and at the plate. There was just as remarkable a backstory to the moment. Born less than two years apart in racially diverse East Bay communities in California, Sabathia and Rollins had taken startlingly parallel paths to Yankee Stadium that October evening. Neither man would have been there if not for RBI—Reviving Baseball in Inner Cities, a twenty-two-year-old program designed to stem the hemorrhaging of baseball in black America. Sabathia, who has called the dwindling number of African Americans in baseball a crisis, says that the game saved his life. “It took me off the streets . . . kept me focused.”1

				As cameras recorded that first pitch, Rollins, trying to bunt his way on, pushed the ball down the first baseline, right at the Yankees’ Mark Teixeira, who tagged him out before he reached the bag. Teixeira, the descendant of Portuguese and Italian immigrants, tossed the ball to second baseman Robinson Cano, who grew up in San Pedro de Macorís, the Caribbean town best known for churning out major league ballplayers. Cano rifled it to Derek Jeter, the son of a biracial couple from Michigan, who relayed it to Alex Rodriguez, a Dominican American who had been so torn between which country to play for in the inaugural 2006 World Baseball Classic that he ended up not playing at all.

				While the ball ricocheted around the infield, Johnny Damon, an army brat of Thai, Croatian, and Irish heritage; Dominican Melky Cabrera; and Nick Swisher, a second-generation major leaguer from West Virginia repositioned themselves in the outfield. Puerto Rico’s Jorge Posada, one of four Yankees seeking a fourth championship ring, settled back into his crouch behind home plate while Panamanian Mariano Rivera and Dominican Pedro Martínez watched from opposite dugouts. The two pitchers, both destined for the Hall of Fame, switched effortlessly from Spanish to English as they joked with teammates from Puerto Rico, Venezuela, Panama, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and the United States. Meanwhile, Yankees designated hitter Hideki Matsui, one of two Asians in the Series, worked on his Teddy Roosevelt imitation. Talking softly but carrying a big bat, the player whom Japanese fans call Godzilla would earn Most Valuable Player honors at the Series’ end.

				Sabathia, the recipient of the largest contract ever paid to a pitcher in the history of baseball, and Rollins, the 2007 National League MVP, were not the only African Americans on the field. Slugger Ryan Howard had powered the defending champion Phillies into the postseason, and shortstop Jeter captained the Yankees as he burnished his own Hall of Fame credentials. The moment was one reminiscent of the United Colors of Benetton advertising campaign, with players of mixed-race and non-European ancestry accounting for almost two-thirds of the starting lineups.

				But the array of African Americans, Latinos, and Asians on the field masked a profound irony—African Americans, who had once fought to integrate baseball, have largely left the game. The share of black ballplayers in the major leagues has plunged by two-thirds since its historic high in the late 1970s. And although Major League Baseball’s workforce has a new international complexion, its globalization has come at the expense of baseball beyond U.S. borders, especially at the game’s withering grass roots.2 Power remains concentrated in the hands of white owners and front-office personnel. Few African Americans and Hispanic or Latino Americans can be found among the ranks of managers, general managers, and owners. More than half a century after baseball’s integration, these positions remain largely white preserves.

				Nowhere is the demographic reversal of who plays baseball more evident than in the Caribbean. While African Americans are disappearing from baseball, Latin Americans have stormed major league diamonds in record numbers. African Americans now hold fewer than one-tenth of all big-league roster spots, while Latinos fill more than a quarter of them and make up about half of those in the minor leagues. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, Latinos dominated All-Star lineups, swept individual awards with stunning regularity, and even powered the Boston Red Sox to their first World Series titles since 1918.

				David Ortiz and Manny Ramirez were the toast of New England in 2004 as they led the Red Sox’s comeback from a three-games-to-none deficit to beat the New York Yankees in the American League Championship Series and go on to win the World Series. Dominicans and Bostonians alike relished their victory over the Yankees. It had not been that way in 1918, the last time the Red Sox had captured the World Series, when the yanquis were occupying the Dominican Republic. U.S. Marines had invaded in 1916, a year after seizing Haiti. American troops stayed for eight years on the Dominican side of Hispaniola, longer in Haiti, and returned again in 1965.

				It was baseball’s Yankees who came to the DR in 2009, when a dozen of the team’s Latin players and coaches, including senior vice president Felipe Lopez, visited the presidential palace in Santo Domingo to meet with President Leonel Fernández. The celebration continued that evening: Mariano Rivera, who was on the mound when the Series ended, threw out the ceremonial first pitch to open a Dominican League playoff game at the 16,500-seat Estadio Quisqueya. It was an appropriate salute to the Caribbean nation in the forefront of the Pan-American pastime. It also reflected how much the New York Yankees, a team slow to cross the color line, had adopted Latin players. Their playoff roster included ten Latinos—40 percent of the team—but only three African Americans. Dominicans alone outnumbered their black teammates.

				The visit to Santo Domingo was part of a months-long, multinational victory lap that began with the traditional ticker-tape parade up Broadway through the Canyon of Heroes to City Hall. And though they brought their World Series trophy to a few local venues as well as Santo Domingo and then across the Pacific to Japan and China, there was no comparable display in black America. The club did not have a black cohort of players to match its Latin contingent. Nor could its three African American players carry the World Series trophy back to some representative black community in the United States where baseball still resonated. Baseball has become unhinged from daily life in black America, and what few black ballplayers remain are no longer as deeply rooted in black neighborhoods as Latino players are in theirs. Despite what baseball once meant to black America, African Americans currently matter less in baseball than at any time in the last fifty years.

				The Latin wave, on the other hand, has yet to crest. The Dominican Republic alone contributed as many players to baseball’s final four playoff teams in 2009 as the entire African American community, even though the United States’ 38 million African Americans outnumber Dominicans four to one. Overall, playoff rosters had twice as many Latinos and Hispanic Americans as African Americans. The disparities are even greater across the major and minor leagues. Although an increasing number of players, like U.S. citizens overall, have multiracial identities, these trends are stark and undeniable.3 African Americans, of course, have not abandoned sport. The starting lineups in the 2010 National Football League and National Basketball Association championships were at least 70 percent African American. By contrast with the paltry number of black baseball players, African Americans constitute two-thirds of all players in the NFL and three-quarters of the NBA.4

				Meanwhile, the spectacular trajectory of Latinos in baseball has been marred by controversy. Salsa and merengue may reverberate in locker rooms and in the stands from San Diego to the Bronx, and the impact of Latin players might be at an historic high, but so are the problems and tensions they face. The Latin brand in baseball has been badly buffeted in recent years.

				Notable Latin stars have plummeted from grace. The 2009 season began with Alex Rodriguez, the most highly paid player in baseball history, confessing that he had taken performance-enhancing drugs earlier in his career. Later that season, similar admissions ensnared both David Ortiz, the exuberant home-run-hitting icon embraced throughout Red Sox Nation as “Big Papi,” and his former teammate, Manny Ramirez, perhaps the game’s most feared hitter. Sammy Sosa, whose 1998 home-run-hitting duel with Mark McGwire revived baseball after the 1994 lockout resulted in cancellation of that year’s World Series, has been tainted, too. A decade ago, Sosa and McGwire seemed certain to be inducted into the Hall of Fame; now, neither will likely reach Cooperstown.

				Signs of discord between Latino and black players have also surfaced. In 2007, Gary Sheffield, a veteran African American player with over five hundred home runs, brought simmering black-Latin tensions in baseball to a boil when he accused teams of favoring Latinos because they were easier to control than black players. “You’re going to see more black faces, but there ain’t no English going to be coming out,” he told GQ magazine. Latinos, he implied, did not stand up for themselves and had unfairly usurped the place of African Americans of equal playing ability.5 “[It’s about] being able to tell [Latin players] what to do—being able to control them,” the former New York Yankee claimed. African Americans, he argued, demanded more respect. “Where I’m from, you can’t control us ... So if you’re equally good as this Latin player, guess who’s going to get sent home?”

				Latin ballplayers protested the charge. Atlanta Braves coach Eddie Pérez, a native of Venezuela, said: “I don’t think we’re taking anybody’s food off the table. We’re just putting food on the table for us.” Latin players made lots of money, he contended, because they were good and played hard. And, in a backhand slap at Sheffield, he added: “You don’t hear too many Latin players talk a lot of trash.”6

				Nobody has accused Los Angeles Angels outfielder Torii Hunter, 2009 recipient of the Branch Rickey Award for community service, of talking trash. But he became embroiled in a similar squabble on the eve of the 2010 season when he made the following contention: “People see dark faces out there, and the perception is that they’re African-American. They’re not us. They’re impostors.” Like Sheffield, he said that financial disparities between African American and Latino players were driving blacks out of baseball. “As African-American players, we have a theory that baseball can go get an imitator and pass them off as us,” he said. “It’s like they had to get some kind of dark faces, so they go to the Dominican or Venezuela because you can get them cheaper. It’s like, ‘Why should I get this kid from the South Side of Chicago and have [agent] Scott Boras represent him and pay him $5 million when you can get a Dominican guy for a bag of chips?’ ... I’m telling you, it’s sad.”7

				Sadder still, baseball throughout the Caribbean has been wracked by political passions and global recession. In Venezuela, a few major league organizations have curtailed operations because they fear President Hugo Chávez’s militant populism and a deteriorating social climate in which players have been assaulted or kidnapped. Winter leagues elsewhere in the region have struggled at the gate, with the Puerto Rican league suspending play for a season. Nor have the region’s teams met expectations in the World Baseball Classic. The Dominican Republic has yet to advance past the semifinals. In the 2009 Classic, the Netherlands humbled the DR, not once but twice. The Netherlands! Japan won the inaugural games and triumphed again in 2009. Meanwhile, growing numbers of the Caribbean’s best players leave their own leagues and head for the United States.

				More serious issues than defeats in international competition plague baseball in the islands. The grass roots of the game have been scorched as major league organizations and “agents” known as buscones corral players at younger and younger ages. These kids are usually dirt-poor, enthralled by the game, and incredibly vulnerable. For every one of them who reaches the majors, hundreds fall by the wayside and have little to fall back upon. The emergence of the buscones, who number over one thousand in the Dominican Republic, has altered patterns of player procurement and encouraged widespread and unscrupulous manipulation of youth by those seeking to profit from their athletic talents. As Dominican scandals involving steroids and age violations splashed across the U.S. sporting pages, fans questioned Caribbean baseball’s ethical moorings.

				At times it seems as if everybody is trying to game the system, one that Major League Baseball has controlled and profited from since its belated and hesitant integration over sixty years ago. Though MLB is currently attempting to bring order and transparency to the player-procurement system, it has been complicit in that system’s worst abuses. It ignored these problems as they festered and only adopted a reformer’s posture after its image and the lives of many young men were damaged.

				The histories of African Americans and Latinos in baseball have been inextricably linked for over a century, first by their mutual exclusion from the major leagues, then by integration. For major league baseball, no moment was more transformative than Jackie Robinson’s arrival in 1947. African Americans and Latinos have since reshaped the game. Together, they have provided the sport with its most iconic figures, won far more than their share of individual honors, and been at the core of almost every championship team since 1947, with the exception of the New York Yankees of the 1950s and ’60s. Integration also gave license to Major League Baseball to proclaim that it had overcome the six-decade-long color line that had disfigured the “national pastime.” Robinson’s triumph was offered as proof of the United States’ capacity to resolve its historic racial contradictions.

				But the symbolism of integrated and increasingly international play tells only part of the story. Major League Baseball’s drive for profit and control—not its desire to rectify historic wrongs—led it to accept integration. That same lust to maximize revenues and exert dominion over players and rivals has shaped its actions in regard to black America and the Caribbean ever since.

				The history of African Americans and Latinos in baseball has traditionally been portrayed as a tale of their shameful segregation and redemptive integration. Segregation was certainly shameful, especially for a sport so heavily invested in its own rhetoric of democracy and American exceptionalism. But for African Americans and Latinos, integration was also painful. Although long overdue and a catalyst to social change, integration cost black and Caribbean societies control over their own sporting lives. It changed the meaning of sport, and not usually for the better. While channeling black and Latino athletes into major league baseball, integration did little for the communities they left behind. On the contrary, it actively destroyed or weakened institutions in the black community and the Caribbean.

				With the launching of the World Baseball Classic in 2006 and the appearance of an astonishing array of nationalities and races in the World Series, major league baseball seems to have become what it has long proclaimed it was: a global game played on a level playing field for men of all races and nations. But it’s not as democratic and progressive as it claims to be. Nor has it ever been. Today more than ever, Major League Baseball sets the parameters for African Americans and Latinos in baseball. The major leagues, not black America or the Caribbean, benefit the most from their participation. By imposing its imperial will on black America and the Caribbean, MLB has achieved unprecedented prosperity, but gutted the game at the grass roots along the way. Baseball has never been stronger as a business, never weaker as a game. It didn’t have to be that way.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1. THE GOSPEL OF BASEBALL

				Baseball’s future as an international game, one free of racial constraint, could scarcely have been imagined in the early 1900s. But there it was, on display in Havana, Cuba. That was not the case in the United States, where the backlash to Reconstruction had forced African Americans out of major league baseball by the 1890s. Racial divisions in the United States grew even fiercer during the new century; by comparison, Cuba became a showcase for multiracial, international play. Cuba was no racial utopia, but the Liga Cubana was an anomaly, the only place in the world where the best professional ballplayers of all nations and colors competed with and against each other. The island game approximated the idealized vision of baseball often evoked but rarely attained in the United States. It offered Cubans the fullest realization yet of what José Martí, the architect of their independence struggle, had hoped to achieve: a nation for all. 

				Baseball had already taken on a mythic cast in both the United States and Cuba by the twentieth century. The game’s proponents in the States gushed about its progressive, democratizing effects. “I see great things in baseball,” Walt Whitman wrote in 1889. “It’s our game—the American game.” Whitman compared baseball to the U.S. Constitution, arguing that it was “just as important in the sum total of our historic life.”1 For Mark Twain, baseball was “the very symbol, the outward and visible expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, tearing, booming nineteenth century.” During World War I, National League president and former Pennsylvania governor John Tener declared that “baseball is the very watchword of democracy.” Nothing under heaven, he pronounced, had such a leveling influence. “Neither the public school nor the church can approach it. Baseball is unique.”2

				Such sentiments resonated with Cubans, for whom baseball had become a symbol of “American” modernity and democracy as they sought to end Spanish colonial rule. Despite the rise of Jim Crow and a spate of lynchings in the United States during the 1890s, Cubans had taken to their northern neighbor’s national pastime with fervor. It would become part of their struggle for independence.

				During the second half of the nineteenth century, upheaval and conflict roiled the island. By the end of the Ten Years’ War, an unsuccessful prelude to Cuban independence that lasted from 1868 to 1878, the island was more dependent on the United States’ economy than it was on Spain’s. By the time Cuban slavery whimpered into oblivion in 1886, almost all of Cuba’s sugar and tobacco was bound for U.S. ports. Thousands of U.S. ships, in turn, arrived annually in Havana Harbor.3

				As Cuba’s economy and infrastructure became tied to the United States, Spanish influence became ever more problematic. Colonialism blocked Cubans from controlling their island’s resources and impeded economic modernization. When insurgency erupted in 1895, Spain dug in, refusing to relinquish one of its last New World possessions. It garrisoned several hundred thousand troops there, far more than it had ever deployed to suppress rebellions elsewhere in its empire. The fighting, economic uncertainty, and Spanish repression convinced many Cubans to flee, at least temporarily, to the United States, where they joined thousands of their compatriots already living abroad as students, workers, and merchants. Sizable Cuban enclaves developed in Key West, Tampa, New Orleans, Philadelphia, and New York City. Other Cubans left for Venezuela, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic.

				Baseball was on the rise in the United States during the heights of the Cuban diaspora. Although the game was initially played primarily in the Northeast, during the Civil War men from all parts of the country had been exposed to baseball in the military, where it was played during lulls between battles. When peace came, they returned home and formed teams in hundreds of towns and cities. The rules varied greatly. How many innings to a game, whether a batter was out if he was “soused” (hit by a thrown ball when he was between bases), and other conventions of play differed from town to town.

				Players occasionally pocketed a few dollars or received jobs to play, but the game was considered an amateur activity until the creation of the first professional ball club, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, in 1869. After an early effort to form a professional league fell apart, the National League emerged in 1876. Its 1903 alliance with the rival American League laid the foundation of Major League Baseball. Organized baseball, as it is often called, has attempted to exert a monopoly over the professional game and its players ever since. By the early 1900s, with a strong professional league in place and baseball played on sandlots across the land, the ever more culturally cohesive United States had its national pastime.

				So, too, would Cuba. Cubans living in the United States could not help but be affected by their host nation’s embrace of the game. Many expats played on college, sandlot, and factory teams and brought baseball back to the island in their newly acquired cultural baggage. In 1864 a student named Nemesio Guilló carried a ball and bat home to Cuba from Spring Hill College in Mobile, Alabama. Four years later, Guilló became a cofounder of the Habana Base Ball Club. Within a decade, Cubans who had studied at Fordham College formed Almendares, which would become Cuba’s other legendary club and Habana’s eternal rival.4 These men didn’t just bring home a new game; they evangelized for what historian Louis A. Pérez Jr. called “a paradigm of progress.”5

				The experience of Cuban expatriates and the growing U.S. presence on the island had prompted a reexamination of what being Cuban meant. The United States offered a fresh, dynamic, and democratic model of the future unlike that of stagnant Spain. Baseball, as part of this embrace of many things American, became common ground for independence-minded Cubans and their North American neighbors. It did not take long before Cubans made baseball into their own game.

				Baseball in Cuba was similar to the game then being played in the United States in that the professionals had yet to completely take over. Although professional baseball—loosely defined—appeared in Cuba by 1878, most teams were organized by social clubs strictly segregated by race and class. Amateurism has often been an ambiguous concept in sport, suffused with class distinctions and used by elites to keep the riffraff out of their recreations. In Cuba, the social clubs also blocked Afro-Cubans from membership. Slavery’s abolition in 1886 and Cuban independence in 1902 would do little to change this.

				For club members, baseball was part of a social ethos. There was a sense of refinement and decorum at games, where female fans sat close by the field in the shade of the glorieta, a trellised pavilion or gazebo with a zinc roof, and dined and danced with players afterward. Such a genteel version of baseball displayed status, but only better-off whites could join. Even if club members might have tolerated Afro-Cubans or those from humble backgrounds on their playing fields, they were unwilling to accept them afterward at their dinners and dances.

				Those who watched from the stands were a scruffier mix. For despite baseball’s elite origins—a function of the better-off having the leisure time to play—the masses had quickly adopted the game. Neither finding a place to play nor access to equipment—usually homemade gear scraped together by the players—was an obstacle.

				As more and more déclassé Cubans embraced baseball, its commercialization quickened. Cubans formed their first league, the Liga General de Base Ball de la Isla de Cuba, in 1878, only two years after the creation of the National League in the United States. Its inaugural campaign was more of a championship series than a season of play. Habana, Almendares, and a team from the city of Matanzas met in a brief tournament of games played on Sundays and holidays and the players on the winning squad—Habana—received silver medals as their rewards. No blacks played for any of the clubs.

				Amateur clubs proliferated in the capital city of Havana as well as in the provinces; even free Afro-Cubans formed teams of their own. Soon, companies sponsoring teams began hiring men for their ball-playing abilities. Players blithely jumped clubs for greater inducements, and a few professionals were imported from the United States. By the mid-1890s, some teams were salaried while others operated as cooperatives, sharing the proceeds, if there were any. Promoters sold concessions, a sporting press developed, and the Cuban rum company Bacardi sponsored play.

				Most Cubans, ineligible to participate in the private social club teams, gravitated to semipro and professional baseball organized by factories, sugar mills, and entrepreneurs. So did the fans, who saw players who were more like themselves in socioeconomic background and appearance.

				As violence ebbed in the 1880s and many émigrés returned home, baseball’s hold on island culture tightened. More than two hundred Cuban clubs took to baseball diamonds by the 1890s, most of them self-organized, noncommercial ventures. In the provinces, baseball was played mostly during the tiempo muerto in the summer, when the sugarcane crops required minimal attention. Merchant ship crews played during layovers in port while Bethlehem Steel and the Pennsylvania Steel Company, both of which had mining operations on the island, fielded teams made up of their foreign-born workers. Cuban teams steamed to Key West and points north to play, while North American clubs like the Hop Bitters from Rochester, New York, and the Athletics from Philadelphia visited the island.

				Spain, however, remained in charge on the island, where baseball and the United States were seen by many Cubans as the antithesis of bullfighting and the mother country. José Martí dismissed bullfighting, and by inference Spain, as “intimately linked with our colonial past.” Wenceslao Gálvez y Delmonte, an early advocate of baseball, viewed bullfighting with equal scorn, calling it “a barbaric spectacle.”6 Baseball, in stark contrast, was idealized as a sport in which all distinctions of class, race, even gender (due to its popularity among women spectators) could be set aside, where mobility and freedom prevailed. The game brought the humble and the highly born together and was, as Benjamin de Cespedes, a physician and author, called it in 1899, “a rehearsal for democracy.”7

				But the Spanish were unwilling to allow these rehearsals to take place. Their colonial representatives in Havana had temporarily banned the game in 1869 and again in 1873. Further, they refused to allow teams to adopt names too redolent of resistance to colonial rule, and dissolved at least one club for fomenting anti-Spanish militancy. A team in Havana was not allowed to call itself Yara, because authorities thought the name invoked El Grito de Yara (the Cry of Yara), the proclamation that ignited rebellion in 1868. Another club drew their wrath for calling itself Anacaona, after the Taína Indian chieftain who died opposing the Spanish conquest of Hispaniola. In 1881, overwrought officials disbanded a team in Cardenas because they feared its practices were schooling players in insurrectionary tactics.

				Spanish officials warily monitored the first United States club to visit. The Hop Bitters, whose purpose was to promote the products of their sponsor, a patent medicine company, arrived in Cuba soon after the end of the Ten Years’ War. When manager Frank Bancroft tried to distribute U.S. flags with HOP BITTERS printed on them, he was picked up for interrogation. The colonial authorities released Bancroft only after he agreed to desist from handing out the flags, which they feared might spur rebellion.8

				Far from embracing baseball as a diversion from politics, a form of pan y circo like the gladiator competitions of ancient Rome, Spanish authorities saw the game as inciting resistance. Although baseball offered a safer way of expressing one’s opposition to Spain than overt politicking, it was deemed too subversive to be allowed when hostilities resumed. After the Cuban War for Independence commenced in February 1895, Spanish authorities again banned the game across the island. They knew that many independentistas had tied baseball to their movement in rhetoric and deed. Émigrés in Key West and Caracas used ball games to raise money and rally support for the fight against Spain. On the island, players and former players picked up arms and held leadership positions in rebel ranks. Among the most prominent was Emilio Sabourín, who had played and managed for the Habana Base Ball Club and helped establish professional baseball on the island. The Spanish apprehended Sabourín, then deported him to El Castillo del Hacha in Ceuta, Spain’s North African penal colony, where he died of pneumonia.

				Frustratingly for the Spanish, the more they railed against baseball and its proponents, the more they elevated the game’s political profile. “Baseball,” historian Louis A. Pérez Jr. argues, “had become identified with the cause of Cuba Libre, fully integrated into the mystique and the metaphysics of national liberation.”9 Playing baseball had itself become an act of defiance to Spanish rule.

				Rebellion came to a head in 1898. Soon after the mysterious explosion aboard the USS Maine in Havana Harbor in February, the United States entered the war. Its navy quickly smashed the Spanish fleet in the Philippines, while Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders subdued Spanish forces in Cuba and Puerto Rico. But the end of Spain’s reign did not mean Cuba was free; the United States was unwilling to allow a truly independent republic to emerge so close to its shores, especially one where many U.S. businesses operated.

				The United States compromised Cuba’s independence from birth by insisting that its constitution include the infamous Platt Amendment, which made Cuba a virtual protectorate and gave the United States the right to intervene to maintain internal order and supervise the republic’s foreign affairs. The United States used this rationale to send the Marines back in between 1906 and 1909, in 1912, and again between 1917 and 1922. All the while, U.S. occupation forces sought to impose their own rigidly segregated notions of race on the island. Some Cubans wondered if they had traded one master for another.

				Cubans wrestled with U.S. occupation forces over how racially inclusive and egalitarian postcolonial Cuba would be. During three wars and thirty years of struggle, historian Alejandro de la Fuente writes, “Cubans of all colors and social origins had created a formidable cross-racial coalition and forged a nationalist revolutionary ideology that claimed all Cubans were equal members of the nation, regardless of race or social status.”10 Baseball could fulfill that vision. According to Louis Pérez, “Baseball offered the possibility of national integration of all Cubans, of all classes, black and white, young and old, men and women.” Even women found legitimacy at the ballpark, and thus a way to enter the public sphere though sporting crowds. Unlike at bullfighting matches, women were welcomed at games.11

				The Liberation Army, which had featured Afro-Cuban leaders, had great cachet after Spain’s defeat. For these fighters, racial equality was an article of faith. But the U.S. Army, not the Liberation Army, now ruled the island, and occupation authorities sneered at the thought of Cubans, especially black Cubans, governing themselves. When possible, the United States blocked social change on the island. They were joined in these efforts by some of the Cuban elite, which had been pro-Spanish due to their fear of the Liberation Army’s black leadership and the specter of a black republic.

				Conflict over race inevitably spilled onto the ball field, where disputes over the inclusion of black players and professionalism came to a head in 1900. There were too many good black players in the semipro and sugar leagues (the latter run by the sugarcane factories) and too much potential profit to be made in selling the game to maintain these de facto restrictions. For most fans and players, professional baseball proved far more popular than amateur ball. A more racially inclusive, professional, and commercial brand of baseball won out with the creation of a new league. The Liga Cubana included one all-black club, named San Francisco, and three racially mixed squads: Habana, Almendarista, and Cubano. Augustín “Tintí” Molina and José Poyo directed Cubano. Molina, a key figure in Cuban baseball, would later bring Negro League players from the U.S. to the island. Poyo’s father had been José Martí’s secretary in Tampa and Key West, where he organized ball clubs to raise money and enthusiasm for the independence struggle. For some of the men involved with the league, baseball continued to hold political meanings tied to notions of a new, independent Cuba. Others looked at it as business.

				Those who could not accept playing baseball with darker-skinned and less-affluent Cubans sought refuge in the amateur baseball world still controlled by social clubs. This sector of baseball would survive until the 1959 revolution and mean much to its players and fans, but its development lagged that of the pro game.

				The U.S. occupation spread baseball even more. In an ironic turnabout from Spanish rule, the U.S. banned bullfighting but looked favorably on baseball. Even as some Cubans, unwilling to substitute the United States for Spain, fought the North Americans in the mountains, others played against them on baseball diamonds. When North American ballplayers arrived in Havana, they found plenty of eager opponents.

				By World War I, Havana had become the baseball world’s hub. The port on Cuba’s northwestern coast had been the Caribbean basin’s most important city since the sixteenth century, when it was settled as San Cristóbal de la Habana. Once a colonial trading post situated near maritime routes central to the Gulf of Mexico, it now facilitated the traffic of people, product, and ideas across a network of Atlantic ports. In these cities, the most dynamic parts of North America and the Caribbean, baseball had penetrated most quickly and most deeply. As far north as New York City, as far south as Caracas, in Tampa, Key West, and by rail to Mexico City, Pittsburgh, Chicago, and California, this sporting world included a have-glove, will-travel motley crew of Cubans, African Americans, assorted Latin Americans, and white U.S. citizens. These men traveled by steamer and railroad, and played ball for a living. In the United States, they performed in the interracial zones of cities full of black and tan cabarets, sandlot ball, and immigrants living cheek by jowl.

				Greater Havana was home to a quarter of a million people by the turn of the century, a significant share of the island’s overall population of 1.5 million. Like most port cities, it was a mix of people from its own hinterland and faraway places. The end of hostilities and the expansion of U.S. investments in Cuba attracted new waves of immigrants from Europe and the Caribbean. More than two hundred thousand Spaniards and tens of thousands of Canary Islanders, Chinese, Dominicans, Panamanians, Haitians, Puerto Ricans, and Jamaicans arrived on the island to set up shop, build railroads, and cut cane. Havana doubled in size to half a million people by 1925 as Cuba’s already diverse racial spectrum became ever more multihued.

				The Spaniards, mostly from Galicia and Asturias, brought soccer with them, and their sport rivaled baseball in some neighborhoods during the 1920s and 1930s. But most of these immigrants gravitated to baseball diamonds, not soccer pitches. It became their way of becoming Cuban. The names of Cuban ballplayers, as Roberto González Echevarría, Sterling Professor of Hispanic and Comparative Literature at Yale, observes, reflected their varied origins: Almeida and Pascual from Galicia, Marsans from Catalonia, Marrero and Guerra from the Canary Islands. Black Cubans like Dihigo and Méndez had the surnames of their families’ former Castilian slave owners, while Leroux and Taylor denoted Haiti and Jamaica.12

				The U.S. military was not the only foreign force occupying Cuba at war’s end. An army of North American investors and businessmen stormed the island as soon as the struggle for independence came to its conflicted resolution. Professional ballplayers—especially black ones—were not far behind, arriving on steamers from Key West.

				While U.S. corporations increasingly monopolized Cuba’s lucrative sugar industry and seized control of the island’s infrastructure, the invading ballplayers faced stiffer resistance. Cubans, not North Americans, controlled the island’s nascent baseball industry and set the terms of engagement.

				Most importantly, Cubans had cultivated the market and owned the venues. They had built Havana’s ballparks—Almendares, Oriental, La Boulanger, and later La Tropical—and determined who played there. Cubans promoted the games, brought crowds to the stands, and set the conditions in which major leaguers, Negro Leaguers, and Cubans played. The major leaguers and Negro Leaguers received top compensation, especially in contests highlighting the clash of Norteamericanos contra Cubanos, but the gringos could not dictate terms to Cuban promoters and opponents. Of course, when Cuban teams ventured to the United States, they reversed roles and relied on promoters like Negro National League founder Rube Foster and Irish American booking agent Nat Strong, who controlled access to venues in the Midwest and Northeast.

				Cuban promoters and visiting teams and ballplayers occasionally haggled over terms and cussed each other out if they felt the other party was trying to take unfair advantage. The foreigners fought for more money while the Cubans castigated those who evinced more interest in drinking and whoring than baseball. But it was a win-win situation for both parties. Havana was a profitable winter market with terrific weather and a cosmopolitan ambience—the city was known, after all, as the Paris of the Caribbean. Ballplayers and owners alike in the early twentieth century needed to make a living in the winter. The only protests came from Major League Baseball higher-ups who objected after Cuban teams started regularly beating visiting major league clubs. They feared a loss of prestige and the devaluation of their brand of baseball in the marketplace. Negro Leaguers did not share such anxieties. For them, Cuba was a place to play ball; happily, it was also a place with far fewer racial restrictions than the U.S.

				Cuba had never had a higher profile in the United States than at the turn of the century. The Cuban independence struggle had aroused popular passions there, fueled by early yellow-press campaigns to sell papers via anti-Spanish tirades. Strong sentiment backed U.S. intervention. In the flush of victory, U.S. ambassador to Great Britain John Hay wrote his friend Teddy Roosevelt that it had been a “splendid little war from start to finish.”13 After it ended in a quick and overwhelming victory for U.S. forces, baseball fans in the States could follow Cuban baseball on the pages of the sporting press.

				U.S. teams heading to Cuba became unofficial missionaries of American cultural imperialism at a time when the nation was extending its empire. Almost a century before the rest of the world wanted to “Be like Mike,” wear Air Jordans, and soar through the air, American athletes were spreading soft power abroad.

				For some, U.S. influence in Cuba was part of the “white man’s burden” to civilize darker-skinned races. The Reverend E. P. Herrick wrote of preparing “the children of the Antilles” for “the duties and responsibilities of citizenship.” His coreligionist, Howard Grose, declared: “What a distance they must be lifted, if they are to reach a real Christian civilization.”14 Baseball, its boosters argued, would spread American culture and values around the globe. Everybody but African Americans, who had been pushed out of the majors in the United States by then, were deemed to be worthy of its civilizing effects. Even Afro-Cubans might benefit, as long as they stayed in Cuba or stuck to the Negro Leagues when in the United States.15

				A. G. Spalding, the former player turned owner and sporting goods magnate, had sold baseball gear in Cuba even before the war. One of the first to recognize the commercial advantages in baseball’s globalization, Spalding had taken two teams on an around-the-world tour in 1888. In 1906 he began publishing his Spalding Guide in Spanish, with rules, photos, and narratives of the game’s development in the Caribbean. Cuba quickly became baseball’s—and Spalding’s—best foreign market. Though no Americans had played during the 1900 Cuban professional season (it was held during the summer, when it conflicted with the major league season in the United States), North American ball clubs soon began arriving after the World Series each season, ready to play and to profit.

				The Cuban X-Giants, an African American team, visited Havana for the first time in 1900 and played a series of exhibitions against Cuban teams. The practice of African American ballplayers calling themselves and their teams “Cuban” dated back many years. It reflected the cachet that Cuba had acquired in North American baseball circles and the more tolerant attitude that white Americans had regarding Cubans than they had toward African Americans. Modern historians have argued that these black teams called themselves Cuban in order to be more racially acceptable in white venues. If so, their efforts met with mixed success. While sometimes able to pass themselves off as dark-skinned foreigners bringing a touch of the exotic to town, a club calling themselves the Cuban Giants had not fooled Irish fans in New York City during the summer of 1886. A mob, irate over the effort to deceive them, chased the Cuban Giants off the field in Williamsburg. Elsewhere, sportswriters ripped them with nasty racial invective for trying to pass as Cubans. In Havana, of course, the Cuban X-Giants made no pretense of being anybody but who they were, and played against integrated Cuban teams.

				The number of teams in the Cuban League varied annually and its season was shorter than in the United States, but crowds frequently surpassed ten thousand fans at a time when major league clubs often drew far fewer to games. A cohort of promoters—men like Abel Linares, Tintí Molina, and Alejandro Pompez—helped build Cuban baseball and craft its relations with North America. Those relations were becoming especially strong with the burgeoning network of black teams that would give rise to the Negro Leagues in the U.S. Cuban teams began barnstorming through the United States during the summer, while African American ballplayers, including the Negro National League’s Rube Foster, arrived on the island each winter. Foster, who also pitched for a Cuban team called Fe, was part of a sporting cross-fertilization that brought the best of the black and Latino baseball world together.

				A 1906 revolt against the Cuban government caused the U.S. military to return and occupy Cuba through 1909. Baseball during the occupation inevitably took on political overtones. Cuba’s 1907 pro season featured more gringos than ever before, including several white major leaguers and African Americans who would later win election to the Hall of Fame. When Almendares, with its mostly Cuban lineup, beat Fe, a team composed mostly of black Americans, the press ridiculed the losers as los intervencionistas and fans hailed the game as a victory by Cuba over the United States. Promoters, meanwhile, cheered the large box-office gate it attracted. There was money to be made in casting sport as a yanqui-cubano conflict.16

				These victories over North Americans and the feats of Cubans in them became part of the island’s political mythology. Each season brought new heroes. Some, like ballplayers José de la Caridad Méndez, Adolfo Luque, Cristóbal Torriente, and Martín Dihigo, became idols whose stories would be told and retold, refined and embellished, as they were passed down from parents to children.
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				José de la Caridad Méndez (National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY). Date: unknown. José de la Caridad Méndez, who became a Cuban icon in 1908 after shutting out the Cincinnati Reds for twenty-five consecutive innings during winter play, also led the Kansas City Monarchs to victory in the first Negro League World Series, in 1924.

				There was no bigger Cuban icon in sport than José de la Caridad Méndez. The son of an artisan, he was born in the town of Cárdenas in Matanzas province in 1887, a year after slavery’s abolition. Like many in Matanzas, Méndez was Afro-Cuban. Though trained as a carpenter and able to play the clarinet and guitar, he was a baseball prodigy who began playing with adults when he was thirteen years old. Slender and short, he threw several different pitches with speed and exceptional control.17

				After premiering in the Cuban League in early 1908, Méndez imprinted himself on Cuban consciousness after a spell of sensational pitching that fall. The Cincinnati Reds and the Brooklyn Royal Giants, a black team, had come to Havana to play against each other as well as against Habana and Almendares. Though any number of Cuban and black Americans excelled in the “American season,” as the late-fall multinational exhibitions were dubbed, Méndez captured his compatriots’ imagination more than any Cuban athlete yet.

				He did it by shutting out the Cincinnati Reds for twenty-five consecutive innings. Méndez began his feat by no-hitting the Reds into the ninth inning in their first encounter before surrendering an infield single. A few days later, he appeared in relief and blanked Cincinnati for another seven innings. He then shut them out again, running his streak of scoreless pitching to twenty-five innings. After a home-and-away series with semipros from Key West, Méndez had posted forty-five scoreless innings. His place in Cuban baseball lore was inviolable from that moment. That he triumphed against North Americans at a moment when the United States was reoccupying Cuba suffused his accomplishments with patriotic energy. Baseball, with its level playing field, was the one arena where Cubans could compete with the United States and win.

				Méndez’s deification ran counter to the vicious attacks on black rights, including the suppression of Afro-Cuban religious practices, mounted by the U.S. military and elements of the Cuban elite during the occupation. But while Méndez was triumphant on the ball field, a virulent scientific racism was beginning to win out throughout Europe, the United States, and Latin America. Fierce debates raged on the island over immigration policies designed to “whiten” Cuba by encouraging European immigration while discouraging entry of those from darker-skinned places.

				But there was no mistaking the African origins of Cuba’s greatest sporting hero. One of his early nicknames, “Congo,” reflected the dark hue of his skin and his African heritage. Méndez’s name, de la Caridad, signified that he had been entrusted at birth to the Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre, Cuba’s patron saint. La Virgen, Roberto González Echevarría notes, also represented the Afro Cuban orisha (deity) Ochún, a powerful Yoruba god. Méndez, González Echevarría concludes, became “the very embodiment of the Cuban nation” and its struggle for independence.18 That Cuba’s paladin was Afro-Cuban reinforced the centrality of Afro-Cubans and racial egalitarianism in that struggle. After beating the Americans at their own game, Mendez was no longer Congo but El Diamante Negro (the Black Diamond). Still, the triumphs of Afro-Cuban Méndez were not enough to stop the massacre of Partido Independiente de Color activists and other Afro-Cubans in 1912.19 Nor did they correct other forms of discrimination.20

				With all-native squads beating teams made up of American professionals and Méndez’s emergence as the island’s most popular player, the game’s appeal as a symbol of the new Cuba strengthened. Egalitarianism on the playing field meshed with the 1901 Cuban constitutional convention that had adopted universal male suffrage despite resistance from Cuban elites and the U.S. occupation government. Universal suffrage, historian Alejandro de la Fuente observes, was rare in societies with significant numbers of blacks. Cuba also desegregated public education; as with professional baseball, Cuba anticipated comparable civil rights changes in the United States by more than half a century. Indeed, while the United States was sliding backward on race relations in the wake of the infamous 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision, with its noxious notion of “separate but equal,” many Cubans were determined to move forward.21

				Cubans surpassed the United States on the ball field too. Major league teams lost more frequently than they won in Cuba before World War I. The Detroit Tigers, minus Sam Crawford and Ty Cobb, lost eight of twelve games to Cuban teams in 1909; the 1910 pennant-winning Philadelphia Athletics dropped six of ten a year later. Granted, the visiting major league clubs sometimes lacked key players, and the psychological stakes were higher for the Cubans, especially with U.S. troops occupying the island. Still, losing rankled owners and American League president Ban Johnson banned league teams from barnstorming Cuba as intact squads. “We want no makeshift club calling themselves the Athletics to go to Cuba to be beaten by colored teams,” he rationalized.22 Losing to Cubans was not meant to be part of the white man’s burden.

				But the lure of profit kept all sorts of U.S. teams coming to Cuba. Negro League, major league, and independent teams arrived each winter until World War I interrupted. Virtually every Negro Leaguer who would be elected to the Hall of Fame—Rube Foster, John Henry Lloyd, Oscar Charleston, Pete Hill, Smokey Joe Williams, Willie Foster, Cool Papa Bell, Satchel Paige, Josh Gibson, Buck Leonard, Judy Johnson, Monte Irvin, and Ray Dandridge—and many a major leaguer who would join them in Cooperstown—including John McGraw, Walter Johnson, Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, and Christy Mathewson—played or managed on the island. They competed with and against the best Cubans and Latino players, such as future Hall of Famers Martín Dihigo, Cristóbal Torriente, and Méndez. For several decades, no other place on earth boasted such a diverse and talented collection of ballplayers.

				These winter exchanges exposed Major League Baseball figures like Frank Bancroft, who took the first American team to Cuba, and John McGraw, the pugnacious Hall of Fame manager, to the caliber of Cuban play as well as the money to be made there. Despite his earlier rough handling at the hands of Spanish interrogators for distributing American flags emblazoned with a sponsor’s name, Bancroft returned to the island in 1910 with the Philadelphia Athletics. He spoke so highly of infielder Rafael Almeida and other Cuban ballplayers he encountered that the Cincinnati Reds signed Almeida and his teammate, outfielder Armando Marsans. The team launched a preemptive strike on those stateside who might have challenged these two players’ racial heritage by stressing their privileged-class background and Spanish and Portuguese lineage. The Reds described them as “pure Spaniards, without a trace of colored blood.” A Cincinnati Enquirer journalist called the two “descendants of a noble Spanish race, with no ignoble African blood to place a blot or spot on their escutcheons. Permit me to introduce two of the purest bars of Castilian soap that ever floated to these shores.”23

				Manager John McGraw had tried to sign a Cuban player on a trip in 1899. He began taking the New York Giants to Cuba each winter before World War I and found Havana so agreeable that he started to winter there whenever possible. In 1919, he and the Giants’ new owner, Charles Stoneham, bought part-interest in Oriental Park, which sat in the town of Marianao on Havana’s western edge. Oriental Park had hosted the infamous 1915 prizefight during which African American boxer Jack Johnson lost (or perhaps threw) the heavyweight title to Jess Willard. Often used for horseracing, it was suitable for baseball too. McGraw, a feisty competitor known as Little Napoleon, cared little about race or nationality when confronted with a ballplayer who could help his squad or wallet. In 1901 he had tried to pass off Charlie Grant, a light-skinned African American, as a Native American named Chief Tokahoma and have him play for the Giants. But the exuberance of black fans blew Grant’s cover.24 In Cuba, such racial deception was unnecessary.

				Baseball, which had played such a strong role gluing together resistance to Spain, now tied Havana to the provinces and Cuba to a larger world. As teams traveled around the island as well as to Tampa, Key West, Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula, and points beyond, Cuban baseball blossomed. So did Cuban music and dance, which, like baseball, were infused with Afro-Cuban culture and became the island’s emissaries to the outside world. And as Cuban baseball spread abroad, it carried its multiracial makeup with it.

				Although the United States invaded Caribbean basin countries on more than a score of occasions in the early twentieth century, it was not chiefly responsible for spreading baseball throughout the region. Cubans, not U.S. Marines, brought baseball to the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, Puerto Rico, and the Yucatán. Pedro Julio Santana, an early chronicler of baseball in the Dominican Republic, reflected on Cuba’s role in bringing baseball to his country. “It is much the same as that which happened with Christianity,” Santana mused as he stood in Santo Domingo’s colonial zone looking down at La Catedral Primada de América, the first Catholic cathedral in the western hemisphere. “Jesus could be compared to the North Americans, but the apostles were the ones that spread the faith, and the apostles of baseball were the Cubans. They went out into the world to preach the gospel of baseball.”25

				Cuban refugees introduced baseball in the Dominican Republic, first to San Pedro de Macorís in 1886, then to La Vega and Santo Domingo. In Caracas, Venezuela, Emilio Cramer and other Cuban expats organized a league after Cramer opened a cigarette factory there in the 1890s. Cramer formed an all-star ball club, which he named Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, after the planter who freed his slaves and called for the rebellion that ignited the Ten Years’ War in 1868. The team staged games to raise money for the rebellion. Cubans also carried their game into Mexico, where baseball took hold in Yucatán’s state capital of Mérida around 1890. In each of these cases, the Cubans spreading baseball abroad had been part of the exodus from Cuba due to fallout from the war for independence.26

				Because Cubans, not North Americans, initiated baseball in these regions, it was played on a racially inclusive basis from its beginnings. Unlike in the United States, race was not a bar to Dominicans, Venezuelans, or Puerto Ricans playing baseball. Baseball among Cuba’s disciples also began to take on a nationalistic cast. Dominicans, for example, did not see themselves as playing the U.S. game or even the Cuban game, but the Dominican game. They, like Cubans, appropriated baseball and quickly made it their own.

				Dominicans, Nicaraguans, and others in the Caribbean basin shared more than baseball. Most had been occupied at one time or another by the U.S. military. During the U.S. occupation that stretched from 1916 to 1924, some Dominicans—like the Cubans before them—played baseball against U.S. troops while their countrymen fought the yanquis in the mountains. Juan Bosch watched these contests as a young boy growing up in the Cibao, the verdant valley in the northern part of the Dominican Republic. Bosch, who became the country’s first democratically elected president after dictator Rafael Trujillo’s assassination in 1961, remembers the games through an ideological filter: “These games manifested a form of the peoples’ distaste of the occupation. They were a repudiation of it. And when a Dominican player would do something great, the people would shout their hurrahs. The game was seen as to go beat the North Americans.”27

				The latter didn’t always see it that way. Before the U.S. occupation, James Sullivan, the United States diplomat in Santo Domingo, in a November 1913 letter to Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, stated, “The American national game of baseball is being played and supported here with great enthusiasm.” For Sullivan, “The remarkable effect of this outlet for the animal spirits of the young men is that they are leaving the plazas where they were in the habit of congregating and talking revolution and are resorting to the ball fields where they become widely partisan each for his favorite team.” He thought baseball offered Dominicans a way to gain national salvation on U.S. terms. At the very least, Sullivan believed it soothed their anti-American passions. But it did not stop Dominican guerrillas opposed to the occupation from clashing with U.S. forces outside the capital a few years later.28

				When a ball club emerged in Santiago de los Caballeros, the Cibao’s central city, in 1929, its founders called it Sandino. Naming the team for Nicaragua’s Augusto César Sandino, who was then in his mountain stronghold of El Chipote, fighting the U.S. Marines, was a statement of Dominican solidarity with the Nicaraguan rebels. Sandino was known as el aguila del Chipote (the eagle of Chipote) and the name of the Santiago ball club evolved from Sandino into Las Aguilas (the Eagles). “We had an empathy, a sympathy for Sandino and the Nicaraguans,” baseball chronicler Pedro Julio Santana recalled. “Here was this hero who was resisting the invasion of the United Sates, fighting patriotically for his country. He was a hero of enormous popularity.” Baseball, Santana stressed, was not just a game that had originated in the United States. “You must understand that baseball is not thought of as the sport of the Yankee imperialists. That is a stupid way of thinking. Baseball is the national sport of the United States and it is the greatest thing that the United States has given us and the other countries of the Caribbean.” But in the Dominican Republic, baseball was no longer just the United States’ game.29

				If baseball offered Cubans in the early twentieth century their best chance to realize founding father José Martí’s vision of a nation for all, what did it mean for African Americans in the United States whose efforts to take part in America’s national pastime were largely rebuffed or ignored? Rather than affirm citizenship, as it did for all Cubans regardless of color, baseball in the United States denied blacks their equality and reinforced a sense that they were marginal members of society.

				From the earliest days of slavery, African Americans had played sports whenever they had the leisure to do so. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass recalled “playing ball” during the brief holiday he and his fellow slaves received on their plantation after Christmas each year.30 Such opportunities to play, however, were severely limited.

				When baseball took hold among African Americans following the Civil War, it was largely concentrated among the black middle classes—its mulatto elite—in northern cities with substantial African American communities. These ball clubs formed alongside an array of self-help institutions that African Americans created to better cope with daily life and elevate their standing in society. Most teams, like black benevolent, literary, and fraternal organizations, were led by better-off, better-educated, and usually lighter-skinned African Americans.

				Ball clubs, often affiliated with fraternal societies or social clubs, took shape in Philadelphia, New York City, Washington, D.C., Albany, and New Orleans. They connected black metropolitan elites at a time when there were few national black institutions. They also reflected class tensions within black America. Some of these ball clubs, like the elite Cuban social clubs, were keen to display their status and respectability. The Excelsior and Pythian clubs, Philadelphia’s two most prominent teams after the Civil War, held ball games as the centerpiece of social gatherings, with picnics, dances, and banquets feting visiting clubs. These efforts to build ball clubs, mutual aid societies, and debating associations, historian Michael Lomax argues, were designed to “demonstrate their capacity for self-determination, self-improvement, and freedom.”31

				But endeavors to display respectability did not win them entry into baseball’s mainstream. The Pythians, for instance, unsuccessfully applied for membership in the Pennsylvania section of the National Association of Base Ball Players in 1867. The NABBP, founded in 1857, was the first organization to legitimize baseball on a national scale, sanctioning competition and setting rules. Given that professional teams had yet to emerge, the organization was as powerful an entity as could be found in baseball.

				The Pythians had proved themselves worthy on the field, and the novelty of a white team playing a black team often attracted good crowds, but acceptance by the association was another matter. White delegates—even those who stated they were in sympathy with the Pythians—asserted that their club members would not approve admission of a black club. No delegate would speak openly about the substance of these objections but the prospect of integration off the field—at banquets and in the stands—likely provoked their opposition. Rather than be voted down, the Pythians’ delegate withdrew the club’s application for membership. A few months later, the NABBP adopted explicit rules barring black teams and players from its ranks. Amateur baseball, even in the North, was not ready for integration.32

				But the association’s grip on baseball was weakening. After the formation of the Cincinnati Red Stockings and their profitable national tour in 1869, professional baseball became ever stronger. Amateur organizations conceded control over the sport to the play-for-pay men and pro leagues proliferated. The National League, American Association, Union Association, and the short-lived Players League (organized by the Brotherhood of Professional Base Ball Players) contested for markets and players. No single league monopolized the baseball industry until the twentieth century, when the National and American Leagues united in an attempt to control the industry.

				The commercialization of baseball was largely a boon for African American teams and players during the 1870s and 1880s. The Pythians folded in 1872, not long after the murder of their leader, the militant black rights activist Octavius Catto, during Election Day riots that sought to stop African Americans from voting. But other black semiprofessional and professional teams began play. Some were run on a cooperative basis in which players split the gate; others were organized by entrepreneurs and mostly played against white teams.33

				A couple of black teams gained membership in pro leagues, and over fifty African Americans played professionally for otherwise white clubs. A few of them, like brothers Moses and Weldy Walker, joined what were considered major league clubs in the 1880s. But African American participation was never more than tenuous. Before long, blacks faced capricious and arbitrary decisions that shoved them off the field, off the squad, and finally out of the league. Future Hall of Famer Cap Anson became the poster boy for intolerance when he declared that he would not play “with no damned Nigger” in 1883.34 Soon the only black faces left in major league baseball were African American mascots, objects of derision lampooned as childish creatures. The best known mascot, the Chicago White Stockings’ Clarence Duval, was described in the press as a grinning, shuffling, woolly-headed boy as black as the ace of spades.35

				At least white professionals recognized the commercial benefits of competing against black teams. A game with an attractive black opponent was often more lucrative than league contests or exhibitions with other white teams. In stark contrast to Cuban organizers, black clubs, for their part, depended on white promoters, teams, and fans to survive. There were not enough African Americans in northern communities to otherwise sustain black professional baseball. With the overwhelming majority of the nation’s black population still in the South, spread out over rural areas, black professional baseball’s options would remain limited until the great migrations of the twentieth century.

				Because black teams depended on playing against white teams in front of white fans to make a go of it, they sought creative ways of entertaining audiences who might otherwise lose interest when their team was being beaten by a black opponent. At times, their performance—cakewalking along the base paths, pantomiming play during infield practice—reinforced minstrel show stereotypes. In later years, the Ethiopian Clowns and the Indianapolis Clowns dressed up in grass skirts or featured a midget in the lineup. Black clubs were further handicapped by their lack of control over playing fields, their inability to join leagues and benefit from established schedules, and by chronic undercapitalization. Some of the top clubs—the Cuban Giants, the Page Fence Giants, and the Cuban X-Giants—relied on white entrepreneurs for capital and connections.

				Black teams and players—like African Americans overall—lost ground in the 1880s. Two major efforts by black clubs to form their own leagues, one in the North, the other in the South, quickly fell apart. Black baseball languished, relegated to the interstices of the white professional baseball industry. Meanwhile, the few African Americans performing for white teams in organized leagues, like the eight playing in the International League (one of several major leagues) in 1887, were soon banished from their circuits. As most leagues began barring African American players outright, the white press wished them good riddance. The Harrisburg Patriot described black ballplayers as “dirty foul mouthed” men lacking the respectability of their white counterparts.36

				But across the racial divide, baseball affirmed white Americans’ capacity to shed the disadvantages of class or nationality and qualify for citizenship. By the early twentieth century, the sandlots had become the baptismal font of Americanization. Sons of immigrants who had grown up speaking Gaelic, Italian, Polish, or Yiddish at home, but English on the streets and in the classroom, played baseball to fit in. Baseball modeled what many Americans liked best about their country: a sense of fair play and opportunity. It was a meritocracy, where class, religion, and nationality were not supposed to matter. If a boy was good enough, he belonged on the team. And if he was on the team, he was an American or capable of becoming one.

				Baseball celebrated American individualism within the workings of a team; the ball field, like the classroom, was perceived as a vehicle for Americanizing immigrant children. It would instill white Anglo-Saxon Protestant values of efficiency, hard work, and teamwork. Writer Zane Grey, who had played baseball professionally, called the sandlots a place “where caste is lost.... Ragamuffins and velvet-breeched, white-collared boys stand in that equality which augurs well for the Stars and Stripes.”37 After World War I, as the nation confronted the task of digesting its sizable immigrant population, sportswriters often spoke of baseball’s civic virtues. As Atlanta Constitution sportswriter Hugh Fullerton wrote, “Baseball, to my way of thinking, is the greatest single force working for Americanization. No other game appeals so much to the foreign-born youngsters and nothing, not even the schools, teaches the American spirit so quickly, or inculcates the idea of sportsmanship or fair play as thoroughly.” The Pittsburgh Post agreed, arguing that baseball in the twilight and on weekends “brings the foreigner of the steel mill in direct touch with native born Americans, teaches him the language and the customs.” Without it, the newspaper warned, “Pittsburgh will suffer.”38

				The common wisdom was that any group of immigrants capable of citizenship would display its worthiness in sport. The Irish were seen as the best-case example of Americanization through sport. By the 1880s, no fighter was better known than heavyweight John L. Sullivan, and Irish immigrants and their sons comprised more than a third of all major leaguers. Baseball’s Michael “King” Kelly, John McGraw, Wee Willie Keeler, and Cornelius Alexander McGillicuddy, who fans knew as Connie Mack, had become American heroes.

				Former Civil War officer George Wingate, discussing New York City’s public school athletic leagues, which he had helped to found, wrote in 1913 that nothing developed “the robust, manly qualities of courage, nerve and hardihood” more than competitive athletics, especially for “school boys of foreign birth whose ancestors for hundreds of years before them have been so oppressed as to have been almost slaves in the countries from which they came.” But little was said of the schoolboys of native birth whose ancestors for hundreds of years had been so oppressed—not almost as slave but as slaves. What then did Americans make of African Americans’ fresh absence from these arenas?39

				Most white Americans believed that slavery had degraded African Americans in long-lasting ways. Their absence from baseball conveyed the message that African Americans were not good enough to be there in the first place, that they did not belong. And if they weren’t good enough to be on the team, they weren’t good enough for citizenship either. That led to the conclusion that when it came to sport, as in the rest of life, African Americans were naturally inferior. Therefore, color lines were as natural in sport as they were elsewhere in society.

				These views reflected prevailing social attitudes. African Americans were perceived as genetically inferior athletes, plagued by weak abdominal muscles, a lack of endurance, and an emotional makeup that would fail them in the heat of competition. Such an essentialist characterization of African Americans dovetailed neatly with the ascendancy of scientific racism and social Darwinism, which saw racial groups around the world as biologically inferior to Caucasians, especially those from western and Nordic Europe.

				If African Americans excelled in sport, popular wisdom concluded that they had been better able to harness their animalistic nature. U.S. Olympic track coach Dean Cromwell believed that African American success at sprinting and jumping was a function of how much closer they were to the primitive: “It was not so long ago that his ability to sprint and jump was a life-and-death matter to him in the jungle.”40

				As a result, white Americans did not need to be convinced that African Americans were incapable of playing baseball. Their exclusion from such a visible and mesmerizing institution simply reinforced white assumptions about black inferiority. Segregation, of course, made it difficult for African Americans to directly challenge these beliefs. And if baseball had the capacity of teaching immigrants American values and habits, African Americans’ exclusion from the game suggested that they were not up to attaining these ideals. They were not worthy of real American citizenship. And that view, with some notable exceptions, shaped popular opinion and practice until after World War II.

				But on the other side of America’s color line, black America would soon create a sporting world of its own.
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