
      
         	
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
      

      
         
         
            
            Praise for Singles and Smiles
            

            
            
            “Artie Wilson was one of the guys who watched out for me when I played for the Birmingham
               Black Barons in 1948. In turn, I watched Artie. That year, he hit .402! That was a
               lesson in hitting that I always remembered.”—Willie Mays, legendary Hall of Famer, 2-time National League MVP, 12-time Gold Glove
                  Award winner, and 24-time All-Star

            

            
            
            “Artie Wilson was my idol growing up in Puerto Rico. He inspired me to be a ballplayer.
               Singles and Smiles is a well-deserved tribute to a great man and player, and a beautiful dresser. Artie
               was amazing in everything he did.”—Orlando Cepeda, Hall of Fame first baseman, 1958 National League Rookie of the Year,
                  1967 National League MVP, and seven-time National League All-Star

            

            
            
            “I’m delighted the story of Artie Wilson is being told. He was amazing both on and
               off the field—a role model for younger Birmingham Black Baron players like me and
               Willie Mays. We were rookies on the highly respected 1948 team that raised the bar
               of excellence for our race, our city, and ourselves.”—Rev. Bill Greason, former pitcher for the Birmingham Black Barons and first black
                  to pitch for the St. Louis Cardinals

            

            
            
            “Artie Wilson might not have been blessed with the baseball career he deserved—damn
               segregation—but all these years later, he's finally got the biography he deserves.”—Rob Neyer, author of Rob Neyer’s Big Book of Baseball Legends

            

            
            
            “I broke into the big leagues in 1947—the same year Jackie Robinson broke the color
               barrier. Jackie had a belly-full of guts and didn’t give an inch to all the pitchers
               who threw at him. Artie Wilson showed the same courage, winning the Coast League batting
               title his first season in Organized Baseball. Singles and Smiles recognizes Artie for doing in the minors what Jackie did in the majors.”—Wally Westlake, power-hitting outfielder for the Pittsburgh Pirates

            

            
            
            “I always had the feeling Artie Wilson shaved several years off his age a la Satchel
               Paige. He was like Satch in other ways, too—a barrier breaker and great example for
               the black players that followed.”—Chuck Stevens, first baseman for the St. Louis Browns, the first to get a hit off
                  of the legendary Paige in the majors

            

            
            
            “Breaking up a double play at second base is a lost art. That’s too bad because we’ll
               never see another Artie Wilson—the greatest I ever saw at evading guys like me trying
               to knock him into the next county. I enjoyed reading about Artful Artie, and so will
               you.”—Gale Wade, former Chicago Cub and minor league star renowned for rolling-block slides
                  at second base
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            My wife, Mary Lynn Joette White, is the wisest person on this planet. Long before
                  2016 when the Chicago Cubs won their first World Series in 108 years, she said: “If
                  the Cubs win the World Series, they won’t be the Cubbies anymore.” As usual, she was
                  right. The Cubbies were America’s lovable losers. Now, they’re just another baseball
                  team.

            
         

      

   
      Acknowledgments

      
      
      A familiar thing happened on my way to finishing the baseball book I started in the
         1970s. I took a detour.
      

      
      It’s not the first time I wandered off in a different direction.

      
      My first two books, The Bilko Athletic Club and Handsome Ransom Jackson: Accidental Big Leaguer, a collaboration with Ransom Jackson, a two-time National League All-Star, were pleasant
         side trips down memory lane.
      

      
      In fact, I was with Ransom and his delightful wife Terry at historic Dodgertown in
         Vero Beach, Florida, when I got an e-mail from Christen Karniski, acquisitions editor
         at Rowman & Littlefield.
      

      
      She expressed interest in a biography on a sports pioneer—“not just a great athlete,
         but someone who impacted sport and society beyond the game itself.”
      

      
      That described Artie Wilson to a tee.

      
      It so happened I was going to devote a chapter to Artie in the epic I was working
         on. There was enough material to make it a book, so that’s what was proposed. Christen
         liked the idea, and I was off on another detour.
      

      
      My wife Mary has waited patiently for me to retire and enjoy our beautiful surroundings
         in the mountains of northeast Tennessee. She’s still waiting, and for that, I am forever
         grateful.
      

      
      Mary met Artie in 1994. I wrote down what she said: “This man is a gentleman. A fine,
         gentle man. How grateful he was for the opportunity to play baseball.”
      

      
      Mary encouraged me to write this book. She also used her keen ear for Southern accents
         to make a quote from Mississippi-born Clay Hopper sound like the way he said his name—Clayhoppeh.
      

      
      Ed Mickelson played for the Portland Beavers in 1955, when they were managed by Clayhoppeh.
         He wrote a book, Out of the Park, about his outstanding minor-league career, one that included cameo appearances in
         the majors with the Cardinals and Browns in St. Louis and the Chicago Cubs. He also
         did a nice job capturing Clayhoppeh’s Southern drawl. It’s a fun read—just like the
         foreword he did for this book.
      

      
      Most of the photographs in Singles and Smiles are from the collections of Doug McWilliams and David Eskenazi. Both should have
         busts at the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York.
      

      
      Of course, 11,000 color negatives of baseball player photos taken by McWilliams are
         housed at the Hall of Fame. The images he donated are estimated to be 12 percent of
         everyone who has played baseball.
      

      
      Doug’s collection of photographs and memorabilia covering Artie’s career is equally
         remarkable. I spent an entire day with Doug at his home in Berkeley, California, poring
         over the material and listening to him share memories of his favorite baseball player.
         His respect for Artie and the friendship that came out of it inspired the chapter
         “The Ballplayer, the Boy, and the Cigar.” Photos from five albums devoted to Artie
         are scattered throughout the book. They are priceless—just like Doug.
      

      
      Eskenazi’s treasure trove of Seattle baseball photos can be traced to his grandfather,
         Albert Alhadeff, and uncle, Leon Alhadeff, who befriended players for the Rainiers,
         as well as those from other Pacific Coast League teams. He kindly shared Seattle-related
         photos of Artie.
      

      
      The other photos in the book are from the Center for Negro League Baseball Research,
         founded by Dr. Layton Revel. He’s also the driving force and guiding spirit behind
         the Negro Southern League Museum in Birmingham, Alabama. It’s well worth a visit.
      

      
      Unfortunately, we were unable to use a black-and-white photo of Artie colorized by
         Jason Barber to look like a vintage 1952 Topps baseball card. Topps even granted permission
         to use the image but we couldn’t make it work as a book cover design.
      

      
      Rene Anderson of the San Francisco Giants arranged for me to interview Willie Mays
         by telephone. A big thanks to Rene and the “Say Hey Kid” for taking time to reminisce
         about Artie and his first pro team, the 1948 Birmingham Black Barons.
      

      
      Bertha Fajardo of the Giants set up an interview with Hall of Famer Orlando Cepeda,
         who was a big Artie Wilson fan growing up in Puerto Rico. A high five to Bertha and
         Orlando.
      

      
      Rev. Bill Greason was a rookie pitcher on the ’48 Black Barons. He graciously sat
         down with me on the next to last day of 1999 to talk about Artie and that special
         team, and tell his personal story.
      

      
      Artie Wilson Jr. gave me a glimpse of his father that only a son can provide. He answered
         seemingly endless questions and contributed some wonderful photos.
      

      
      Incidentally, my youngest son, Rory, a talented photographer, reviewed the photos
         to make sure they are as good as the day they were taken.
      

      
      Charley Dressen managed Artie when he played for the Oakland Oaks in 1949 and 1950.
         Dressen guided the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1951 when Artie finally got a chance to play
         in the majors for the New York Giants and their boss, Leo Durocher. I wanted to better
         understand the relationship between the two managers, as they played an important
         role in Artie’s career.
      

      
      Carl Erskine, a pitching star for the 1951 Dodgers with 16 wins, took time to talk
         about Dressen and the still-painful loss to the Giants in the third and decisive game
         of the 1951 National League playoffs.
      

      
      The list of players interviewed for this book is a long one, and I’m grateful for
         their valuable contributions. In addition to those already mentioned, they are: Dwight
         “Red” Adams; Eddie Basinski; Charlie Beamon; Jim Brosnan; Alvin Dark; Lorenzo “Piper”
         Davis; Bob Dillinger; Jim Fanning; George Freese; Allen “Two Gun” Gettel; Elijah “Pumpsie”
         Green; Don Gutteridge; Sam Hairston; Bobby Hofman; Monte Irvin; Chet Johnson; Jim
         Marshall; Clint “Butch” McCord Jr.; Roger Osenbaugh; Les Peden; Herm Reich; Dino Restelli;
         Chuck Stevens; Bobby Usher; Gale Wade; and Bud Watkins. Also sharing their memories
         were Bill Veeck, owner of the Cleveland Indians in 1949; Cece Carlucci, a Pacific
         Coast League umpire; Bill Conlin, sports editor of the Sacramento Union; and Chuck Christiansen, Artie’s breakfast buddy at the Bomber Inn restaurant in
         Gladstone, Oregon.
      

      
      Working quietly inside the libraries of this country are some amazing people like
         Tim Spindle and Samantha Vickery, dedicated to helping find the newspaper articles
         needed to fill in the research blanks. Tim works for the Oklahoma City Metropolitan
         Library and Samantha for the Kennewick branch of the Mid-Columbia Libraries in the
         Tri-City area of Washington. Samantha went out of her way to find stories covering
         Artie’s brief stint with the Tri-City Braves at the end of the 1962 season.
      

      
      Before starting this book, I planned on traveling to the Amazon region of Brazil to
         fish the Rio Roosevelt, best known as the “River of Doubt,” because Teddy Roosevelt
         almost didn’t survive his expedition there in 1913–1914. I had some doubts myself
         whether I’d make it back home. Fortunately, my three fishing buddies—Rogerio Dias,
         Pedro Fortes, and Damon Warmack—looked after me so I wouldn’t fall out of the boat
         and into the piranha- and alligator-infested waters.
      

      
      Writing has its own perils, and Leann DeBord has protected me from them by diligently
         editing the stories and taking care of the niggling details that have caused me to
         lose most of my hair. I only wish she was around to help when I still had hair.
      

      
      I was blessed with a father, Rev. Hooper W. White, and an uncle, Herbert Hoover White,
         who was like a second father. They were born and raised in the segregated South but
         treated everyone with the highest regard and respect.
      

      
      I was 10 years old in 1956, when my father took the family to a Rockwood, Tennessee,
         church he pastored in the early 1940s. It was a weekday. No one was there except a
         man high up on a ladder painting the exterior of the church.
      

      
      Dad parked the car and got out to speak to the man.

      
      Upon seeing my father, he immediately climbed down. They hugged.

      
      There’s no photo of my dad and the black man he embraced. I don’t need it.

      
      
   
      Preface

      
      
      It was April 1943. Sixteen months earlier, the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor,
         plunging the United States into two wars. Almost 3 million childless, married men
         had just been reclassified 1-A by their draft boards, making them immediately eligible
         for military service and possible combat on the front lines.
      

      
      In Oakland, California, the local professional baseball team, the Oaks, couldn’t beat
         college kids. They had lost seven of eight exhibition games, including an embarrassing
         9–0 drubbing by the University of California. Games were being cancelled because they
         didn’t have enough able-bodied pitchers.
      

      
      A crystal ball wasn’t needed to see what was ahead for baseball.

      
      Fifteen-year-old Joe Nuxhall would become the youngest player in major-league history.
         He pitched two-thirds of an inning for the Cincinnati Redlegs in 1944, allowing five
         runs on five walks and two hits.
      

      
      A one-armed outfielder, Pete Gray, played 77 games in 1945, for the St. Louis Browns.

      
      Older players left shuffleboard courts to fill depleted rosters.

      
      Desperate times require desperate measures, reasoned Art Cohn, a sports columnist
         for the Oakland Tribune.
      

      
      Cohn was known for calling a spade a steam shovel. “Many a man tried to punch Art
         in the nose for what he had written,” one colleague quipped.[1]   
      

      
      He was saying good-bye to the sports world for the real one so he could report on
         General Douglas MacArthur’s first assault against Japanese-occupied islands in the
         South Pacific and his own U.S. Navy ship that was torpedoed by a Nazi submarine. Why
         not stick a bomb in the middle of one of his columns just before leaving?
      

      
      “NEGROES COULD SAVE OAKS,” the small headline read.

      
      “The Oaks are in a bad way, and no one knows it better than Vic Devincenzi, the owner,”
         Cohn began. “The good man is desperate. And helpless. He needs players, but he has
         no one to turn to. Everyone else needs players too.”[2]   
      

      
      Nine months earlier, baseball’s iron-fisted commissioner, Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis,
         insisted Negroes were not barred from the game. “A manager can have one or 25 Negroes
         if he cares to,” said Landis.[3]   
      

      
      “Bravo, Ken, bravo,” Cohn mockingly cheered. “If Negroes are not barred from baseball,
         why are they so bashful about playing?”
      

      
      Negro players were discriminated against in baseball, Cohn needled. “It is a pity
         such prejudice and intolerance should exist.”[4]   
      

      
      Cohn urged Devincenzi to “make himself the biggest man in baseball” and call Judge
         Landis’s bluff by signing three or four Negro players that could save the Oaks and
         break the game’s color barrier. He listed a dozen Negro boxers, including Sugar Ray
         Robinson and Henry Armstrong, who saved their sport.
      

      
      “Without Negroes, boxing would have collapsed last year,” Cohn said. “With them it
         is enjoying the greatest boom in two decades.” He added, “What they have done for
         boxing they could do for baseball—if baseball would let them. But baseball won’t.”
      

      
      He fired this parting shot: “It is a sad commentary on American ‘tolerance’ that even
         if the bars are lowered, it will be only because of the shortage of white players.”[5]   
      

      
      Cohn knew no team would defy baseball’s unwritten ban of blacks. But he stirred up
         enough controversy that the Oaks’ Devincenzi agreed to look at first baseman-outfielder
         Lou Dials and pitcher Chet Brewer, prior to the team’s season opener at Wrigley Field
         in Los Angeles.
      

      
      In mid-March, Dials and Brewer were among four black players to appear at the Los
         Angeles Angels’ spring training camp in Anaheim, California, after the club’s president,
         Clarence “Pants” Rowland, promised them a tryout. They were accompanied by Herman
         Hill, a correspondent for the Pittsburgh Courier, a black newspaper.
      

      
      The Angels were a Chicago Cubs farm team owned by Philip K. Wrigley, head honcho of
         the chewing gum company by the same name.
      

      
      Just before Christmas 1942, Wrigley told a group of black leaders that the big leagues
         would soon be integrated but more time was needed to educate the public.
      

      
      “What must be done is to get people talking,” Wrigley said. “If there was sufficient
         public demand at this time, I would put a Negro on my team now.”[6]   
      

      
      The black players never got a tryout.

      
      Rowland told them he had no objections to their playing on the team, but he was only
         the president, and it was up to Angels manager Bill Sweeney to decide who he wanted
         on his club.
      

      
      Sweeney made a speech deploring discrimination but said he couldn’t risk the potential
         friction with white players on the team. Besides, he couldn’t establish policy. That
         was up to Rowland and Wrigley.
      

      
      In a San Francisco Chronicle story published in 1993, Dials said Wrigley told him, “I know how good you are, but
         I don’t have a place for you.”[7]   
      

      
      Despite orders from his boss, Devincenzi, Oaks manager Johnny Vergez refused to give
         Dials and Brewer a tryout. “I can’t do it. I’ll lose my job first. I’ll be damned
         if I do it,” he said.[8]   
      

      
      One Oaks player confided to a Courier reporter that the 36-year-old Brewer was one of the best pitchers he’d faced and far
         better than any hurler on the team, saying, “Why, you can catch their fastest pitches
         in your bare hand.”[9]   
      

      
      Vergez didn’t want to be the first white manager to use black players. “He said they’d
         crucify him,” Dials said later, “and I believe they would.”[10]   
      

      
      Six years passed. Vic Devincenzi sold the Oaks at the end of the 1943 season; Johnny
         Vergez was fired by the new owner, Clarence “Brick” Laws; Judge Landis died; World
         War II ended; Jackie Robinson broke baseball’s color barrier; and Art Cohn became
         a prolific screenwriter in Hollywood.
      

      
      Finally, on May 18, 1949, the Oaks had their first black player—shortstop Artie Wilson.
         They acquired him from the San Diego Padres, the first Pacific Coast League (PCL)
         team to integrate when they signed catcher John Ritchey in 1948. The Seattle Rainiers
         were the last, Artie crossing the white line in 1952.
      

      
      The story of Jackie Robinson is well documented. Every year on the 15th of April,
         baseball celebrates Jackie Robinson Day. Jackie’s uniform number “42” is on display
         in every big-league stadium. The movie 42 ensures that the latest generation of baseball fans knows the hardships Jackie endured.
      

      
      But little is known about Artie and the other blacks who integrated the minors. They
         are mostly footnotes in baseball history, their achievements in need of resurrection
         and telling so they won’t be forgotten.
      

      
      Almost lost in the fog of time is the remarkable story of Bill Greason, one of Artie’s
         teammates on the 1948 Birmingham Black Barons team—usually remembered for a 17-year-old
         kid named Willie Mays, who went on to become the greatest center fielder ever.
      

      
      At age 18, Greason joined the U.S. Marines. He fought in the bloody Battle of Iwo
         Jima.
      

      
      “I was taught that God is the creator and sustainer of everything,” Greason said.
         “He controls our whole being. He is responsible for our being. He’ll take care of
         you, look out for you. Of course, you have to experience it for yourself. And I did.”
      

      
      Greason landed at Iwo Jima on the fourth day of the American invasion in 1945. He
         recalled:
      

      
         I didn’t even feel that I was going to get off. So many marines were killed. We had
            20,000 casualties, over 7,000 killed. Two of my best friends were killed. Several
            other members of our squad were wounded. I prayed. My Mom told me to always pray.
            So, I carried a Bible with me. One night when things got pretty rough, I prayed that
            if the Lord spared me, whatever He wanted me to do, I’d do it.
         

      

      Greason found out God works in mysterious ways.

      
      “I never dreamed that I would’ve been a baseball player,” he said in a CNN interview
         in 2014. “Nobody taught me how to play. It was a gift.”
      

      
      He could hit, but he was especially gifted at throwing the ball. “I had a good downer.
         I threw overhand. It would fall off the table.”[11]   
      

      
      The slender right-hander had a smoking fastball too, and he could throw either pitch
         different ways—overhand, three-quarters, and side-armed.
      

      
      The Black Barons got their first glimpse of Greason in a spring exhibition game in
         Asheville, North Carolina. He was pitching for the hometown Blues. “It so happened
         that the Barons needed some pitching strength. They saw me. I had pretty good talent,”
         he reflected.
      

      
      That talent helped the Barons win the Negro American League pennant in 1948. Greason
         beat the Kansas City Monarchs in the final game. Against the powerful Homestead Grays
         in the Negro World Series, he accounted for the Black Barons’ lone victory.
      

      
      Greason served another stint in the marines during the Korean War but didn’t go overseas.
         “I had a good camp commander.” He said, ‘That’s a no-win war. You stay here. I’m going
         to have a baseball team.’”[12]   
      

      
      He was the only black on the Camp Lejeune club.

      
      A marine recruiting sergeant based in Oklahoma City brought Greason to the attention
         of E. J. “Jimmie” Humphries, owner of the Oklahoma City Indians, a Class AA Texas
         League club.
      

      
      “I’ve been following a pitcher in the marines in camp papers we exchange,” the sarge
         informed Humphries, continuing:
      

      
         He’s lost only one game in more than two years that I know of. He beat Don Newcombe,
            1 to 0, in a camp game in Virginia the other afternoon.
         

         
         The last paper I got from his camp said he was due to be discharged pretty soon. Maybe
            he’d be worth looking at. His name’s Greason—Bill Greason.[13]   
         

      

      The Indians signed Greason on July 28, 1952, making him the team’s first black player
         and the second in the Texas League.
      

      
      Blazing the trail earlier in the year was Dave Hoskins, a former Homestead Grays pitcher
         signed by the Dallas Eagles. He won 11 of his first 15 decisions and was being hailed
         as the “savior of the Texas League” for packing ballparks with black fans. Bus excursions
         were arranged from cities 100 miles from Dallas so as many people as possible could
         see the “sensational Negro pitcher” in action. Hoskins finished with 24 victories,
         including two in the playoffs, and is credited with personally adding 92,850 to league
         attendance.[14]   
      

      
      Shortly before his first start for the Indians, Humphries called Greason into his
         office.
      

      
      “I am, in a sense, employing you,” Greason recalled the owner saying. “But I want
         you to play with us because we are beginning to bring blacks into the league. You
         can’t be as good as these white boys. You’ve got to be better. I brought you here
         not because you are as good as them but because I believe you are a better pitcher
         than these fellows are.”
      

      
      “That really lifted me up,” Greason said.

      
      A season-high crowd of 5,731 showed up to see Greason’s first game, an impressive
         win over the Shreveport Sports. “Every fastball he threw me was alive and doing something,”
         said Shreveport’s Grant Dunlop, the league’s top hitter.
      

      
      “Few ballplayers will ever be on a larger, warmer spot than was Greason when he was
         called on for his debut,” John Cronley wrote in the Oklahoman.[15]   
      

      
      Three days later, in Dallas, more than 11,000 people, half of them black, saw Greason
         toss a four-hitter to best Hoskins, 3–2, in the “first all-Negro duel in Texas League
         history.”[16]   
      

      
      He went on to post a 9–1 record and miniscule 2.14 earned run average.

      
      “How Greason came out of the Marine Corps unnoticed by the majors, I’ll never know,”
         Cronley marveled.[17]   
      

      
      By the end of the summer, at least six major-league teams were in hot pursuit of Greason.
         “He’s a fine prospect with good pitching knowledge for a man with so little experience,”
         the New York Yankees’ cagey super-scout Tom Greenwade said, downplaying his three
         years pitching for the Black Barons.[18]   
      

      
      The Yankees and the Boston Red Sox got into a bidding war, reportedly offering as
         much as $60,000 for Greason’s services. That was a large sum of money for two teams
         that had previously shown little interest in signing black players.
      

      
      Jimmie Humphries turned down both clubs, explaining, “Bill’s one of the most amazing
         athletes I’ve ever seen in baseball. Cool at all times, he’s going to be a great major
         leaguer one of these days, but he needs further time in the minors to learn the little
         tricks.”[19]   
      

      
      Humphries was trying to jack up the price. If he didn’t get what he wanted, he could
         cash in on his biggest drawing card for one more year and then sell him for $100,000.
      

      
      Humphries’s decision was called a “grave injustice” by Wendell Smith, a highly respected
         columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier. “The player is nothing more than chattel, a piece of property that lives or dies
         in accordance with the whims of the owner of the club for which he is playing.” Smith
         concluded, “Abe Lincoln set people like Greason, and others caught similarly, free
         a long, long time ago.”[20]   
      

      
      In 1953, the extra money Humphries made off Greason at the box office was offset by
         the pitcher’s sore arm and a 16–13 won–loss mark, which cut his market value in half.
      

      
      In October 1953, the St. Louis Cardinals acquired Greason and teammate Joe Frazier,
         the Texas League batting champion, for an estimated $25,000 in cash and four players.
      

      
      The Cardinals didn’t have any black players, and they weren’t ready for them either.

      
      They sent Greason to their minor-league spring training camp in Albany, Georgia. Upon
         arriving there, he received a manual covering team rules for meals, transportation,
         and housing. It read, in part, “A colored player will come directly from Albany State
         College in a special bus. All white players will be roomed in private homes, while
         colored players will be housed in Gibson Hall, Albany State College for Colored.”[21]   
      

      
      Greason opened the 1954 season at Columbus, Ohio, the Cardinals farm club in the American
         Association, a Class AAA league.
      

      
      He had a three-game winning streak going when, in late May, the Cardinals tabbed him
         to be the first black pitcher in the franchise’s history. “I didn’t want to go. Eddie
         Stanky was the manager. He was from Mobile. We were in the middle of the season. The
         Cardinals were losing.”
      

      
      Nicknamed “the Brat,” the hot-headed Stanky grew up in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
         but he was more closely associated with his adopted state of Alabama. “You could take
         the ‘B’ off the Brat. He bullied people,” Greason said.
      

      
      The Cardinals had lost five of six games and were in sixth place when Greason joined
         them. “Eddie Stanky didn’t greet me or say nothing.”
      

      
      The players didn’t have much to say to him either. “I was kind of lost up there. It
         just didn’t feel good to me.”
      

      
      One reason was because the Cardinals paid him only $900 a month, 25 percent less than
         his Columbus salary. “I thought, ‘This is the majors, I’m supposed to get more here
         than I did in the minors.’”[22]   
      

      
      Greason made his debut against a power-packed Chicago Cubs lineup at Wrigley Field.

      
      “This is a rough way to break in, pitching at Wrigley Field with the wind blowing
         out and against a club of fly-ball hitters,” New York Giants scout Tom Sheehan said
         before the game.[23]   
      

      
      Greason started and lasted three innings, allowing five runs on three Cub homers—two
         by Hank Sauer and one by Ernie Banks.
      

      
      In his next start, against the Philadelphia Phillies, Stanky yanked him after he faced
         just three batters, giving up a home run and two walks.
      

      
      Greason explained:

      
         In Philadelphia, Stanky asked me to throw batting practice. I had not pitched in two
            or three weeks. Naturally, you’re going to be a little wild. He came out and said,
            “Get the damn ball over the plate!” I said, “What the hell do you think I’m trying
            to do?” He turned and walked away. Those were the only words he ever said to me.
         

      

      Greason pitched one inning of scoreless relief against the Giants in his third and
         final game in the majors.
      

      
      “I tried to get there for years, and then when I got there, I didn’t want to stay,”
         he lamented.[24]   
      

      
      Back in Columbus, he finished the season with a 10–13 record. In 1955, he won 17 games
         for Houston in the Texas League and 10 more in 1956, before heading to Rochester in
         the International League, where he was primarily a relief pitcher until he retired
         after the 1959 season. Overall, he had a 78–62 record in the minors.
      

      
      Greason spent three weeks in the big leagues—a cup of coffee in baseball terminology.
         He likened his cup to the one Artie Wilson had with the Giants in 1951. There were
         no refills.
      

      
      “He just didn’t get a chance,” Greason said of his Black Barons teammate. He continued:

      
         They wanted you to be a success in one game. You had to be almost perfect in that
            one game if you were going to impress them. With me and Artie, it didn’t happen. We
            had the tools, but they just expected so much out of us.
         

         
         They expected us, coming out of the Negro Leagues into the white leagues, to be better
            than those other fellows. And they were looking at an instantaneous thing. They were
            not willing to give you the time. They wanted it just like that.
         

      

      He snapped his fingers, adding, “People ask me, ‘Do you regret anything?’ I say, ‘No,
         I have no regrets at all.’”
      

      
      In Greason’s mind, what happened to him in the majors was part of the deal he made
         with God on Iwo Jima. “It was in God’s plan. He knew all about it,” he said. 
      

      
      That plan had him playing baseball in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, on a Sunday morning in
         1963, when the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church he attended in Birmingham was bombed
         by the Ku Klux Klan, killing four girls, ages 11 to 14. 
      

      
      That plan led to him becoming a Baptist minister and leading Birmingham’s Bethel Baptist
         Church since 1969. 
      

      
      That plan had him returning to St. Louis in 2014, so he could be honored with a Living
         Legend Award on the 60th anniversary of him becoming the Cardinals’ first black pitcher.
         
      

      
      That plan kept him around long enough to receive a Congressional Gold Medal for his
         service in the Montford Point Marines, the all-black squadron that spilled its blood
         on the shores of Iwo Jima. 
      

      
      That plan had him passing on to young people the lessons he learned in baseball and
         the ministry. 
      

      
      Greason said: 

      
         Life is not so much what you can get; it’s what you can give. It’s not so much the
            material or the monetary, but giving somebody a good example to follow. Somebody is
            watching you; somebody wants to be like you. And if you’re going to be a good example
            for them, you’ve got to help somebody else along the way.
         

      

       

      Art Cohn was right in 1943, when he wrote that Negroes saved boxing and could do the
         same for baseball, if given a chance.
      

      
      Boxing supplied Cohn with the story lines for such films as Glory Alley, The Set-Up, and Tennessee Champ. It also provided the metaphorical 10-count on his life, as well as material for
         a book he was writing about Mike Todd, an award-winning film producer and husband
         of actress Elizabeth Taylor.
      

      
      “I’ve got it all finished except for one thing,” Cohn told friends. “I haven’t got
         an ending.”[25]   
      

      
      That was decided for him on March 22, 1958.

      
      Cohn and Todd were flying to New York City on the filmmaker’s private plane, Lucky Liz, when it crashed in the mountains near Grants, New Mexico, killing them both. Cohn
         was 48 and Todd 50.
      

      
      Todd’s biography was going to be called The First Nine Lives of Mike Todd. The word “first” was dropped.
      

      
      Cohn’s death coincided with the arrival of the San Francisco Giants and the Los Angeles
         Dodgers on the West Coast. The biggest star on both teams was Willie Mays, the “Say
         Hey Kid,” who had broken into pro baseball 10 years earlier with a Black Barons team
         led by Artie Wilson, the game’s last .400 hitter.
      

      
      Willie Mays, Jackie Robinson, Henry Aaron, Ernie Banks, Roberto Clemente, and other
         blacks saved baseball, just as Cohn predicted. We can only imagine what might’ve happened
         if more of them had a better chance sooner. 
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      Foreword

      
         
         Ed Mickelson

         
      

      
      Little did I know on a fateful day in December 1954, that my life’s trajectory was
         set in motion to become a teammate of Artie Wilson, one of the greatest shortstops
         in baseball history. It was the seventh year of my pro baseball career and a lucky
         one at that. At the minor-league draft, held in Houston, I was the first pick out
         of some 8,500 eligible minor leaguers, and I was deeply honored by the selection.
         I went to the Portland Beavers of the Pacific Coast League (PCL), the team with the
         worst won–lost record in the country’s highest minor league, which gave them the right
         to pick first.
      

      
      As the only “open classification” league, the PCL was ranked higher than Class AAA.
         In those days, the St. Louis Cardinals were the only major-league team west of the
         Mississippi River. With eight teams on the West Coast, the PCL was often considered
         a third major league, only in some ways it was even better than that for players and
         fans. As a matter of fact, if a Major League Baseball team bought the contract of
         a PCL player, he had the right of refusal. Some players made more money in the Coast
         League than major leaguers and wouldn’t accept the “demotion.”
      

      
      The PCL had other advantages. Teams traveled by plane, not train, and road trips lasted
         a week in one city, not two days here and three days there, as in the big leagues.
         In a week-long series, Monday was always an offday. We played the rest of the week’s
         games at night. Saturday was a day game, with a doubleheader on Sunday. The weather
         was always comfortable and rainouts few and far between. When we landed in Los Angeles,
         we stayed at the Hollywood Plaza Hotel, playing the Los Angeles Angels for a week
         and the Hollywood Stars the next week, meaning we spent two weeks in the same hotel.
      

      
      It felt like the big leagues to me, and for the West Coast fans, it was. Los Angeles’
         Wrigley Field—a smaller replica of the Cubs’ “Friendly Confines”—seated about 25,000
         fans; San Francisco’s Seals Stadium held about 15,000 and Portland’s Multnomah Stadium
         26,000.
      

      
      It was in this context that I had the privilege of sharing an infield with Artie.
         I knew he had been a great player in the Negro Leagues, but I had no idea how formidable
         his skills were in every aspect of the game.
      

      
      He was widely known as the best shortstop in the Negro Leagues. Artie had sprinter’s
         speed, and although a left-handed hitter, he took everything to the left of the diamond.
         Left fielders played him almost on the line. He could leg out base hits on nearly
         any ball to shortstop or third, and he was known as the “Octopus” for his defensive
         skills. Artie always hit well above .300 and one year won the batting title. Until
         he was scratched from the lineup at the last minute, he was going to start at shortstop,
         with Jackie Robinson serving as his backup in the Negro League’s East–West All-Star
         Game in 1945. And if that’s not impressive enough, remember Wilson was the last .400
         hitter in the Negro Leagues.
      

      
      Like Robinson in the major leagues, Artie was a trailblazer coming into the PCL in
         1949. He was a tablesetter for other African Americans in the PCL and won the batting
         championship that year. Frankie Austin was another groundbreaker in the league. He
         had made a name for himself as a smooth-fielding shortstop in the Negro Leagues. While
         not the hitter Artie was or blessed with speed, he was a great fielder. Like Artie,
         Frankie also broke into the PCL in 1949, and suffered through the same indignities
         as Artie—not being served in restaurants or housed in hotels. It was nothing like
         Robinson’s abuse, but it was abuse nonetheless.
      

      
      By 1955, Artie and Frankie were fan favorites in Portland, and Austin was feted at
         a “Frankie Austin Day” with gifts galore and many honors. Both stellar players had
         overcome any enmity toward them as African American ballplayers by being pillars of
         strength and gentlemen in every situation.
      

      
      I liked the way the two men treated everyone with a smile and respect. They were not
         only good teammates, but also wonderful human beings. As a first baseman, I also liked
         them for their fielding.
      

      
      In 1955, Frankie was 38. He had lost power in his arm, but every throw was chest high.
         Catching his throws to first was like picking cherries from a tree. Artie had a little
         more zip from second base, maybe because he was “only” 34. But every throw was upstairs.
         Don Eggert, our third sacker, had a cannon for an arm, and fortunately his throws
         were chest high, too. Those guys helped me set a new fielding percentage record for
         the PCL of .996, which I still hold for first basemen in 150-plus games. Currently
         the PCL plays only 145 games, so our record may be eternal.
      

      
      I had the privilege of playing with another Negro League All-Star, Luis Marquez, who
         also became a PCL All-Star. In 1956, Luis, who by then was 32, hit .344, with 110
         RBIs and 25 home runs.
      

      
      How I would have loved to have seen those three men play in their prime and in the
         major leagues where they belonged. I was lucky to have played with Negro League royalty—All-Stars
         in the Negro Leagues in their prime playing years and then All-Stars in the highest
         minor league and at ages well past their prime.
      

      
      What a travesty it was that they did not get a chance to play in the major leagues.
         Artie, Frankie, and Luis were great role models and even greater human beings. In
         my dreams, I still hear Artie yelling, as he often did in spring training in Glendale,
         California, in 1955, “Never fear, Artie’s here.”
      

      
      I was fortunate to have played in the majors with Stan Musial, Satchel Paige, and
         Ernie Banks. From what I saw playing with a 34-year-old Artie Wilson, he might have
         come close to them playing in the big leagues. But we’ll never know, and, unfortunately,
         neither did Artie. Rest in peace, Artie. You are loved and admired.
      

      
      About Ed Mickelson

      
      Ed Mickelson was a standout first baseman for 11 years in the minors, three of them
         (1955–1957) with the Portland Beavers in the PCL, where he was an All-Star, batting
         over .300 each season. He appeared in 18 games in the majors for three different teams,
         the St. Louis Cardinals (1950), St. Louis Browns (1953), and Chicago Cubs (1957).
         Mickelson accounted for the last RBI by a Brownie, hitting a single off Billy Pierce
         of the Chicago White Sox in the team’s last game in St. Louis September 27, 1953.
         The Browns moved to Baltimore the next year and renamed the Orioles. Mickelson wrote
         about his career in the book Out of the Park (2007).
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