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 In his November 19, 1863 Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln declared that “...all men 

are created equal.”  Fast forward 84 years to April 15, 1947 when Jackie Robinson played his first 

game for the Brooklyn Dodgers.  Did the 26,623 people in attendance agree? “For blacks and 

whites Jackie Robinson represented a model for survival, of self-assurance in a crisis” (Frommer 

135).  This culmination of Robinson’s courage, strength and talent along with Branch Rickey’s 

determination to break the color barrier in baseball can be compared to Martin Luther King’s “I 

Have a Dream” speech, Rosa Parks’ refusal to move to the back of the bus (Robinson had refused 

to do so in July of 1944, while an Army Lieutenant), and the integration of Central High School in 

Arkansas.  

 The signing of Jackie Robinson by Branch Rickey to a baseball contract, the so-called 

“great experiment,” would certainly change baseball but would also begin to change the way the 

nation related to African-Americans in general. They were freed by Lincoln, but were not treated as 

equals in many parts of the country. Rickey and Robinson, a “dream team,” were the perfect meld 

of strength, talent and concrete determination to effect this change. 

 Branch Rickey, about whom the sportswriter Grantland Rice wrote, “Next to Abraham 

Lincoln, the biggest white benefactor of the Negro has been Branch Rickey” (qtd. In Nicholson), 

was born in Ohio in 1881. He became known for his acute business acumen and for leadership and 

innovations he implemented in baseball. Rickey, who had a law degree from the University of 

Michigan, was not content to sit in an office and practice law. He had always been drawn to sports. 

He played basketball, baseball and football at Ohio Wesleyan and served as athletic director and 

football coach while studying for a law degree, marrying, and starting a family. It was not 

uncommon for him to work 18-hour days. It was at this time that Rickey became known for his 

oratory skills. A great admirer of Lincoln, Rickey claimed to have read every biography of Abraham 

Lincoln. A devout Methodist and teetotaler, Rickey had promised his mother he would never play 

or attend a sporting event on Sundays. And for the most part he kept this promise (however, he 

was not averse to making money on Sundays). As he traveled with various baseball and football 

teams, Rickey was known for making impromptu speeches against drinking. At various times during 

his baseball he became known as “The Preacher,” “Mahatma,” “Branch Richelieu,” “El Cheapo,” 

and “the Abraham Lincoln of baseball.” 

 As a baseball player, Rickey probably would have been more successful if he had had 

more time to devote to the sport, and if he had played on Sunday, but as a coach and manager he 
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was second to none. After serving in WWI, where he attained the rank of major, Rickey returned to 

St. Louis, serving as president/manager of the St. Louis Cardinals for seventeen years During his 

tenure he brought a team in last place to the World Series. Rickey made money in all endeavors, 

becoming wealthy as a baseball executive.  A religious man who was not averse to making money, 

Rickey earned ten percent on every player he sold to other teams and became wealthy doing so as 

this money earned was a bonus over his $50,000 annual salary (Breslin 48).  By the time he left the 

Cardinals in 1943, Rickey had become a millionaire.  Rickey developed the farm system where he 

developed young talent to prepare them for the major leagues.  

 Branch Rickey hired excellent scouts but became intimately involved with the selection 

of players. He believed that any pitcher who had the velocity and movement of a good fastball 

could be taught other pitches such as the curve, change of pace, and knuckleball (Frommer 62).  

Perhaps the most colorful player for the Cardinals under Rickey’s tutelage was pitcher Dizzy Dean. 

Dean, a country boy from Arkansas with an ego as big as Texas, caused Rickey many headaches as 

his rise to the major leagues had included the “...accumulation of debts, fistfights, and an attitude 

that made him start every sentence with ‘I’” (64). Dizzy’s brother Daffy also was signed to a 

Cardinal’s contract. “Judas Priest (Rickey’s harshest expression of exasperation), if there were 

another player like Dizzy Dean in baseball, as God is my judge, I would most certainly get out of this 

game” (72). Despite the frustration Rickey experienced with Dean (and occasionally his brother), 

Dean’s pitching was superb and Rickey often served as his surrogate, albeit strict father, frequently 

lecturing Dean on sex, money and religion. Dean, however, rarely heeded Rickey’s advice. 

 Rickey’s development of the farm system put him at odds with the Commissioner of 

Baseball, Kenesaw Mountain Landis. Landis, who as a federal judge appointed by Theodore 

Roosevelt, had presided over the 1919 Black Sox scandal, had a contentious relationship with 

Rickey.  Landis ruled that “a major league team could control only one team in each minor 

league” (54).  In 1938 Landis ruled that the Cardinals were in violation of the “one farm team” rule 

and gave free agency to one hundred Cardinals’ prospects. This was referred to as “the day they 

freed the slaves” (76). The Cardinals were stunned, and this furthered the animosity between 

Rickey and Landis.  Landis, who had absolute power “to safeguard the interests of the national 

game of baseball” (Tygiel 31) was considered by many in baseball to believe that segregation of the 

races was best for the game, but never made any public statements against segregation. 

          In 1942 Rickey was informed that his contract with the Cardinals would not be renewed. 

After considering offers from several teams, Rickey accepted an offer from the Brooklyn Dodgers as 

general manager. It was at the beginning of this tenure that Rickey introduced the idea of bringing 

blacks into major league baseball. Rickey’s previous team, the St. Louis Cardinals, would probably 

have been less receptive to his goal of ending segregation than were the Dodgers. The Cardinals’ 

former player/manager Rogers Hornsby once admitted to being a member of the Ku Klux Klan 

(Tygiel 32), and as late as 1953, the Cardinals were still an all white team.  
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By choosing to launch his “great experiment” in Brooklyn, Rickey had a larger market of fans,  

black and white, and was less likely to experience “Jim Crow” as he would with a southern team 

(even though one New York Yankee outfielder had proclaimed in a radio interview in 1938 that he 

liked “to beat niggers on the head”)34. He also had the support of then New York Mayor Fiorello 

LaGuardia, and prominent black actor Paul 

Robeson. Rickey who sincerely wanted to end 

segregation in baseball, was also aware that with 

the increased fan base, Brooklyn (and he) would be 

enriched financially.  

Rickey spent thousands of dollars and many hours of manpower finding the perfect baseball 

player to break the color barrier. He was determined to find a player who would be talented, strong, 

courageous, stable and self-confident. His representatives scouted high schools, colleges and Negro 

League teams.   The Negro leagues were rich sources of talent for the major leagues.  

Negro teams often played in white-owned stadiums, thus making money for the owners with 

little profit for the league. Their salaries, compared to those of whites, were miniscule, and there 

was no guarantee of employment via contracts. The time was right to desegregate baseball, and 

Branch Rickey had found the perfect candidate. “The player I have in mind is named Jackie 

Robinson. He is college-educated. He is intelligent. He is playing in the Negro Leagues right 

now” (Frommer 106). 

Jack Roosevelt Robinson was born on January 31, 1919 in Cairo, Georgia to Mallie and Jerry 

Robinson. His middle name was given in honor of Theodore Roosevelt who in speeches, opposed 

racism. Robinson’s parents were descendants of slaves, and in the early years of their marriage 

there were more than 125 lynchings of blacks in Thomas County, their home, and also burning of 

black churches. “For many [blacks] freedom had actually been a step down from 

slavery” (Rampersad 12). This area of Georgia was filled with poverty, repression, and dire straits 

for black families.   

 Robinson’s family was no exception to poverty and struggle. As the last of five children, 

Robinson was raised by a strong, religious mother. His father had left the family with the 

daughter of a prosperous black family, moving to Texas. Mallie Robinson and her five children 

soon left Georgia along with approximately 50,000 other blacks that year for Pasadena, California 

where she had family (16).   

Jackie Robinson most certainly fared better in California than he would have in Georgia. 

Although the family struggled to survive, Robinson’s mother worked as a domestic, and the older 

children stepped up to care for Jackie. He was well-liked by his peers and teachers. His interest in 

sports was evident at an early age, his sister remembering that he always had a ball in his hand. 

He also had to help with the family finances by selling hot dogs at the Rose Bowl, mowing lawns 

for neighbors, and having a paper route (28). 
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Jackie was not the only athletically-inclined member of his family.  His brother Mack often 

took Jackie to his track meets, exposing him to the exciting world of competitive sports. Mack 

excelled in track and field, eventually competing in Berlin at the 1936 Olympics, coming in 

second to the great Jesse Owens in the 200-meter dash. However, after returning to California, 

despite  attending the University of Oregon (he dropped out in his senior year to help with family 

finances), and his success in the Olympics, Mack had difficulty obtaining a job, ending up as a 

street sweeper. Mack became bitter, not receiving the recognition he craved and felt he 

deserved, and toward the end of his life occasionally exhibited resentment toward his younger 

brother for his successes and worldwide recognition (32). 

Jackie, however, was on the road to a successful baseball career and recognition as a civil 

rights icon. But that road would prove to be extremely difficult and would test his faith and 

courage. At Pasadena Junior College and UCLA (like his brother, Robinson would drop out in his 

senior year to help with family finances) Robinson would attain success as an all-round athlete in 

football, baseball, basketball, track and tennis.  After dropping out of UCLA (while an excellent 

athletic, he mostly made C’s in academics), Robinson held several jobs including truck driver, 

construction worker and aircraft maintenance. However, after the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor, Robinson was ordered to report for Army service.  

The Army would prove to be a precursor to the discrimination Robinson experienced in 

major league baseball. “Henry Stimson, secretary of war...insisted on segregation as a 

permanent feature of Army life.” An official memorandum argued that “segregation has proven 

satisfactory over a long period of years and to make changes would produce situations 

destructive to morale and detrimental to the preparations for national defense.”  In addition 

Stimson stated when denying blacks candidacy in Officer Candidate School: “Leadership is not 

imbedded in the negro race yet and to try to make commissioned officers to lead men into 

battle—colored men—is only to work a disaster to both” (90).  This, despite the fact that 

Robinson was college educated and passed all tests to qualify.  

However, possibly due to his friendship and the influence of the famous boxer Joe Louis, 

who served with Robinson, he was eventually commissioned as an officer.  He still experienced 

discrimination when he was barred from playing baseball with whites at his base in Fort Riley, 

Kansas.  After being transferred to Camp Hood in Texas, Robinson was involved in an incident 

that could have ended his military career and might have prevented him from playing major 

league baseball. Robinson boarded a bus from Temple, Texas to Camp Hood and sat next to a 

female friend in the middle of the bus. When whites entered the bus, the driver ordered 

Robinson to the back of the bus to obey Jim Crow rules. Robinson refused, and after a heated 

argument with the driver, the military police were called.  

Robinson was accused of being insulting to a superior officer, among other charges and 

was placed under arrest. Though Jackie was known for his self-discipline, he was also known for 
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his strong resentment of Jim Crow laws and his willingness to speak out about the discrimination 

he had experienced in college and particularly in the military. This had given him the reputation 

as a “hothead,” whether deserved or not. After a hearing, Robinson was acquitted of all charges, 

but after several more months in the Army, he was discharged for health reasons. Robinson, 

never eager to serve in the Jim Crow Army of the time, was relieved to be discharged. But now 

he needed a job. 

A friend and former soldier had recommended him to the president of the Kansas City 

Monarchs of the Negro Leagues who offered him a small salary to play baseball. He also received 

a job offer from Samuel Huston College as an athletic director. As a member of the Monarchs 

Robinson attracted the attention of major league scouts, and Brooklyn manager Branch Rickey. 

Rickey had done extensive vetting of his choice; he was impressed with Robinson’s character, the 

fact that he had a stable personal life, that he was Methodist as was Rickey, and of course, his 

talent. Several owners contacted Rickey about Robinson’s signing. One owner told him, “Branch 

you’re gonna kill baseball bringing that nigger into baseball now” (Frommer 112). 

In 1947 when Robinson made his debut as a Dodger, Jim 

Crow was still being enforced in many cities, and Rickey was 

determined that Robinson “turn the other cheek” to the 

jeers, racial epithets, and threats of physical violence.  7. Jackie 

Robinson along with Branch Rickey signing with the  

In 1947, when Jackie Robinson made his major league debut, two years had passed since 

the end of World War II, and it would be a year before President Harry Truman formally ended 

segregation in the military. Robinson, a proud and courageous man was asked by Branch Rickey 

to ignore the expected taunts, threats, racial epithets, and physical violence he would experience 

as a black man entering a white man’s game.  Most people have experienced discrimination in 

some form, but it is difficult to imagine the anger, vitriol, and hatred that Robinson endured 

during his first season as a Dodger. His wife Rachel was threatened and there were kidnap 

threats on his small son. The invective came not only from spectators, but also from opposing 

managers and even his own teammates. Many players on opposing teams planned to boycott if 

Robinson played, and one manager in Philadelphia instructed his players “to taunt Robinson with 

racial remarks to see if he could take it” (Tygiel 182).  

In addition to the abuse he endured on the baseball field, while on the road Robinson was 

not allowed to stay in the same hotel as the white players, and in many cases, could not eat in 

the same restaurants. One teammate described Robinson as “...the loneliest man I have ever 

seen in sports” (188).  Robinson felt that he was carrying the hopes of all blacks to bring pride 

and success to baseball. After that first season, Robinson was more aggressive on the bases, and 

in a position to retaliate on those who had abused him. 

Fortunately, Robinson’s grace under pressure, his willingness to turn the other cheek, and  
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his talent eventually won over most of his critics. “Jack’s success on the field made him more 

than a passive symbol of integration; more and more people wanted to acknowledge, and share, 

or exploit it” (153 Rampersad).  Branch Rickey was right; Jackie Robinson was the perfect 

candidate to change baseball. 

Robinson and Rickey not only respected one another, they became lifelong friends as a 

result of the challenge they had endured in desegregating baseball. Robinson grew to love Rickey 

as a father in place of his biological one he barely knew. Rickey, after Robinson had been a 

Dodger for three years stated, “we couldn’t have picked a finer boy than Robinson for our 

experiment of introducing a Negro into organized baseball” (207). 

During and after his tenure in major league baseball Jackie Robinson received many awards 

and recognition for his accomplishments, some of which included retirement of his number 42 by 

the Dodgers, Most Valuable Player for the National League in 1949, the Springarn Medal by the 

NAACP, induction into the Baseball Hall of Fame, and the Medal of Freedom, given 

posthumously, by President Ronald Reagan. Several movies were made about his life, and schools 

were named for him.  While expressing no interest in running for office, after baseball, he worked 

tirelessly for civil rights. He campaigned for various political candidates including Dwight 

Eisenhower and Richard Nixon whom he viewed as champions of civil rights.  He would later 

campaign for Hubert Humphrey. Branch Rickey was also a supporter and close friend to 

Eisenhower. Robinson became a close personal friend of Nelson Rockefeller, becoming a special 

assistant to the Governor, and was friendly with Martin Luther King, Jr. Jackie Robinson raised 

hundreds of thousands of dollars for various civil rights causes which were important to him. 

Branch Rickey, after leaving the Dodger organization, became executive vice-president and 

general manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates, a lackluster team at the time. One of the few bright 

spots during his tenure there was his signing of Roberto Clemente to a contract in 1955. He spent 

five years with the Pirates but was unable to turn the team around as he did for the Cardinals and 

Dodgers.  

Both Robinson and Rickey were inducted in the Baseball Hall of Fame, Robinson as the first 

black man in the Hall in 1962, and Rickey in 1967 (posthumously). In part, Rickey’s plaque reads 

“founder of farm system ...brought Jackie Robinson to Brooklyn in 1947.”   

Rickey never stopped making speeches, and he was making a speech in November of 1965 

when he was stricken with a fatal heart attack. Robinson would remark “My wife and I feel we’ve 

lost someone very dear to us. Mr. Rickey’s death is a great loss not only to baseball but to 

America. His life was full, and I’m sure there are no regrets as far as fulfillment in life. I think he 

did it all” (Frommer 221).  

Jackie Robinson had suffered with diabetes most of his life, and became partially blind, 

suffering tremendous fatigue, with severe pains in his legs as a result of the disease. He had 

always struggled with his weight, and  had also been diagnosed with advanced heart disease and 
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chronic, obstructive lung disease. He would die of a heart attack on October 24, 1972 at just 53 

years of age.  

The accolades poured in for Robinson and his legacy. Richard Nixon praised him; civil rights 

leader Vernon Jordan “hailed him as a trailblazer for all black people and a great spokesman for 

justice.”   His funeral was attended by Nelson Rockefeller, Jesse Jackson, Joe Louis, Hank Aaron, 

and Sargent Shriver, among others (Rampersad 460). The Jackie Robinson Foundation, founded 

by Martin Edleman, Charles Williams, and Rachel Robinson, was established to assist minorities in 

attending college by tuition grants, and continues operating today.  

Branch Rickey and Jackie Robinson had more in common than not. Their values were 

similar, and religion was important to them all their lives. Each respected women, did not drink 

and were devoted to civic causes. Both had lost sons. It was fortunate for baseball that these two 

came together to change the game and to bring about change in American civil rights. Together 

they personified the ideals of Abraham Lincoln. 

“It is not the honor you take with you, but the heritage you leave  behind.”  

Branch Rickey 

 

Donna Byrd is an LSUS graduate in political science, and co-editor of The Lincolnator. 
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Arriving in Kentucky the day before the opening ceremony of the 34th Annual Meeting of 

the Association of Global South Studies (AGSS), I decided to engage in a bit of heritage tourism 

after visiting a few bourbon distilleries (Image 1). Heritage tourism, as defined by the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, entails traveling to experience the places, artifacts, and activities 

that authentically represent the past. After spending the night in Bardstown, following a 

fantastic prime rib dinner on the “My Old Kentucky Dinner Train,” which operates over a former 

branch of the Louisville and Nashville Railroad, I set off on my seven-hour Lincoln adventure. 

Leaving town on U.S. Route 31E, which follows a nineteenth-century stagecoach route between 

Louisville and Nashville, I was treated to some spectacular scenery in the hills of Kentucky. 

Going south, the road passes through New Haven, the home of the Kentucky Railroad 

Museum. Just past New Haven is an historic signpost marking the spot of the first school that 

Lincoln attended. Historic Marker #1482 identifies the approximate site of Lincoln’s first school, 

which was located a few miles from the family’s Knob Creek farm. The Knob Creek farm site, 

Lincoln’s boyhood home, is located about ten miles from the Lincoln Birthplace. Two years after 

the Lincoln family lost the Sinking Spring Farm where Lincoln was born, they moved to Knob 

Creek, which was the place of Lincoln’s first memories. According to Lincoln: “My earliest 

recollection is of the Knob Creek place.” Historical Marker #120 marks the spot where the 

Lincoln family lived until 1816 (Image 2). 

After leaving the Boyhood Home (Image 3), I traveled south to Hodgenville. Located in the 

center of town is the Lincoln Museum (Image 4). The museum’s main exhibit is one dozen 

dioramas portraying pivotal moments in Lincoln’s life. After leaving the museum, the highlight of 

the day awaits. The Abraham Lincoln Birthplace National Historic Park is located just outside of 

town. An early nineteenth century cabin, symbolic of the one in which Lincoln was born, is 

housed within a memorial building at the site. Lincoln’s parents, Thomas and Nancy, settled on 

the 348-acre Sinking Spring Farm near Hodgenville in late 1808. A few months later, on 12 

February 1809, Abraham Lincoln was born. The focal point of the park is the first Lincoln 

Memorial, which was inaugurated in 1911 (Image 5). It predates the Lincoln Memorial in 

Washington, D.C. by over a decade.  

Michael R. Hall 

Armstrong University 

Page 10                                       The Lincolnator 

LATIN AMERICANIST SPENDS THE DAY TOURING LINCOLN SITES 

by 

Michael R. Hall 



 

Page 11                                       The Lincolnator 

Image 1. 

Visiting bourbon distilleries 
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Image 2.   Historical Marker #120 commemorating the land 

where the Lincoln family lived until 1816 
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Image 3.   Lincoln’s boyhood home  
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Image 4.  Lincoln Museum 

(Hodgenville, KY) 
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Image 5.  Lincoln Memorial (1911) 

(near Hodgenville, KY) 



Post World War II popular singer Tony Bennett turned 90 in 2016. He became a national 

figure in 1951 with his hit “Because of You,” and then an international figure with his hit in 1962, 

“I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” Two years ago he became the oldest performer to have a 

number one album, “Cheek to Cheek” with Lady Gaga. 

He distills the lessons that he has learned from life in a new book, Just Getting Started, co-

written with Scott Simon from National Public Radio (HarperCollins, 2016). The 271 page volume 

consists of 42 brief readable portraits of the individuals and places which have left an enduring 

impact on him, as well as examples of his paintings in each chapter, the front endpaper (which 

includes one of Abraham Lincoln) and the back endpaper. 

Among the musical figures discussed are Lena Horne, Rosemary Clooney, Frank Sinatra, 

Judy Garland, Pearl Bailey, Harry Belafonte, Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Nat “King” Cole, Amy 

Winehouse, Louis Armstrong, Count Basie, Maurice Chevalier, Al Jolson, Louis Prima, Jimmy 

Durante, and Lady Gaga; dancer Fred Astaire, and actor Cary Grant. He also picked up lessons 

from comedians Charlie Chaplin, Bob Hope (who gave him his stage name), Jack Benny, George 

Burns, and a variety of composers. 

As a versatile talent who paints every day, he includes chapters on John Singer Sargent (his 

favorite painter), and Pablo Picasso. 

His musical and visual art extends into the political world with chapters on Fiorello 

LaGuardia, and Jackie Kennedy. But only one deals with an American president—Abraham 

Lincoln, who himself crossed the worlds of law, politics and poetry (the only president who was a 

published poet). In fact, both Lincoln and his wife Mary Todd were published poets—an 

American first. He states that Lincoln “had the very face of America” and the Gettysburg Address 

“sets up a rhythm and cadence,” while crediting Lincoln scholar Harold Holzer for educating him 

further on the Great Emancipator. 

In short, what Tony Bennett shares with many of these talented figures is an enormous 

supply of physical energy, a positive attitude toward others, and flexibility. 

William D. Pederson, Ph.D. is professor of political science at LSU in Shreveport, American Studies Endowed Chair, 

and Director of the International Lincoln Center 
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TONY BENNETT ON LINCOLN: 

LINKING THE WORLDS OF MUSIC, ART AND POLITICS 

by 

William D. Pederson 
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