Jackie Robinson and the "Great Experiment": 

Breaking Baseball's Color Line 
American major-league baseball was once racially segregated. In 1946, the "color line" was challenged by baseball manager Branch Rickey and African-American baseball legend Jackie Robinson. As a nation watched, Robinson faced hatred and verbal abuse from both his teammates and from baseball fans. This is the story of Branch Rickey's "Great Experiment" -- the attempt to integrate the game of baseball not only for African-Americans, but also for Jews, Hispanics and anyone else on the outside looking in. 
In light of the multiculturalism of the modern sports world, it's difficult for most people to envision professional sports leagues like the NBA, the NFL and the Major Leagues as racially exclusive, whites-only organizations.  But the first American sports leagues were segregated for nearly a hundred years. In fact, no formal, widespread effort to integrate Major League baseball was every truly undertaken. What happened in baseball was the attempt to bring in a single player onto a single team. What happened in 1946 was the story of Jackie Robinson, baseball manager Branch Rickey and the Brooklyn Dodgers.  
Jack Roosevelt "Jackie" Robinson was a successful athlete from childhood. After a remarkable high school career that involved success in five different sports, Robinson went on to play baseball in junior college, letter at UCLA and be named the 1936 All-Southland Most Valuable Player (Rampersad, 1997). But despite this success as a top-notch athlete, in the segregated world of the 1930s and early 40s his highest possible professional athletic achievement in baseball was a low-paying niche in the Negro Leagues. 
But as Robinson played in the Negro Leagues, Brooklyn Dodgers manager Branch Rickey began planning to integrate the game of baseball. Rickey was not solely motivated by the desire for profit and power that we now think of as driving major-league managers. Rickey was a deeply religious man who believed in the Biblical tenets of fairness and decency (Lowenfish, 2007); he had also been influenced by seeing a minor-league black ballplayer "publicly humiliated" by not being able to stay at the same hotel as white players (Lowenfish, 2007). 
Also an astute business owner, Rickey knew that the Negro Leagues were crammed full of untapped, low-paid baseball ability, and that the first manager to bring black players into the Major Leagues would have the pick of athletic talent at a reasonable price.     

Impressed by Robinson's athletic prowess as well as his likeable, low-key and hard-working nature, Rickey chose Robinson to be the player who would play a major role in what would become known as the "Great Experiment." [Just Do It] And the Great Experiment was greater than the modern reader might realize – in the forties, baseball players were signed to a team for the life of their athletic career, and loyal fans cheered the same faces for a decade or more.  Today's system of players moving from team to team was unheard-of. Bringing Robinson into the Dodgers for a season meant bringing him into the Dodgers his entire career, to be accepted by the team and by the fans as a permanent addition to the Dodgers family.  This change – the addition of Robinson -- was not for a single season, but for years to come.
Robinson wasn't immediately signed to the Major Leagues. Rickey set up a trial period of sorts first, signing Robinson to a 1945 season in the International Leagues [Test the Waters] [Trial Run] with the Montreal Royals (McGowen, 1945). Unsurprisingly, Robinson became the League's batting champion, and led the team to the championship (Lamb, 1997).

Five days before the start of the 1946 Major League season, Branch Rickey quietly made history, purchasing Robinson's contract and signing him to play for the Dodgers (McGowen, 1946).  

In business parlance, Robinson's entry onto the team and into the world of Major League baseball was a "top-down" change. Robinson simply showed up, bringing Rickey's blessing and his own considerable talent.  [Just Do It] And few real change-managing strategies were intentionally employed in Rickey's Great Experiment: a player was simply sent out to play, management sat back and observed, fans faced the reality of one very talented black ballplayer, and a nation of black athletes watched with anxious hope. But in Robinson's rookie season some basic patterns of change emerged – flak from those unwilling to accept the change, and, most notably and most successfully, several powerful acts of appeal to the emotions [In Your Space] that won hearts and minds to supporting Robinson's presence on the team.  
Jackie Robinson debuted on April 15, 1947, playing first base. As the season progressed, and despite Rickey's open and public support, many did their worst to make Robinson feel miserable, inferior and unaccepted by the baseball community.  The verbal abuse of the first baseman began. He was insulted by the fans, by members of the opposing teams and, unfortunately, even by his own teammates.  Some of the Dodgers insinuated that they would rather sit the season out than play alongside a black man (Burns, 1994). Rickey told them that if that was their wish, they were welcome to quit.  
No one quit. 
Barely a week into the Great Experiment, during a game between the Dodgers and Philadelphia Phillies, Phillies players – with tacit approval from the team's manager -- began hurling insults at Robinson. They called him a nigger and told him to "go back to the cotton fields." (Burns, 1994) The result of this abuse was remarkable and unexpected. As Rickey later recalled, the Phillies' manager "did more than anybody to unite the Dodgers. When he poured out that string of unconscionable abuse, he solidified and united thirty men." (Burns, 1994) The Phillies' manager had "solidified" them as Jackie Robinson's teammates and allies, and from then on, while abuse from other sources continued, Robinson was accepted by his own team. [Small Successes]
Robinson's particular ally was Dodgers shortstop and team captain Pee Wee Reese, one of the most beloved and popular players on the team [Guru on Your Side]. Reese publicly stood up for his teammate during Robinson's rookie season ("Pee Wee Reese," 2002), and during the team's first road trip, to Cincinnati, Reese and Robinson together made one of baseball's most enduring and beautiful stories.  
In Cincinnati, just as with the Phillies, Robinson had to endure a stream of hateful abuse.  As always, he endured it stoically and without retort. In the middle of the game, in the middle of the words of hatred and abuse, Reese walked over to Robinson and wordlessly put his arm around him. [In Your Space] The crowd was silenced ("Pee Wee Reese," 2002).  The fact of Reese's simple gesture, and the silence of the crowd, is not hearsay or a hopeful story not based in fact.  It is borne out by witnesses, and is one of the great moments in the destruction of baseball's color line.  
After Cincinnati, verbal attacks against Robinson began to die away. The team had been solidified. And once exposed to Pee Wee's support, the team's support and the fact of Robinson's quiet and unconquerable dignity, the fans were changing sides, too.
According to Jackie Robinson's widow, Rachel, at Reese's funeral black baseball pioneer Joe Black said, "Pee Wee helped make my boyhood dream come true to play in the Majors, the World Series. When Pee Wee reached out to Jackie, all of us in the Negro League smiled and said it was the first time that a white guy had accepted us. When I finally got up to Brooklyn, I went to Pee Wee and said, "Black people love you. When you touched Jackie, you touched all of us." ("Rachel Robinson," 1999, pg. 27) 
The Dodgers had accepted Robinson when the Phillies' brutality perhaps made them view their own actions differently. The fans had accepted Robinson when Pee Wee Reese's act of friendship changed Robinson from an object of ridicule to a man of dignity who asked only for the chance to play ball. Management had already been converted to the cause. Jackie Robinson had no enemies left, and nothing stood in the way of the integration of the Major Leagues.  The American League was integrated that same year. The Great Experiment was a success.  
Author:  Jennifer Saylor
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