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Robinson

Librarian of Congress James H. Billington:

The widow of Jackie Robinson, the great baseball player who broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball, is donating Jackie Robinson’s papers to the national collection here at the Library of Congress [Library].  We are really terrifically honored by this gift, which will be celebrated more formally later today.  And by the -- we’re also honored by the presence of two very special people, special people not only to Jackie Robinson, but to the perpetuation of his memory in so many important ways, Rachel Robinson, herself, and Sharon Robinson, Jackie’s wife and daughter.  I'd like both of them to stand, so we can recognize them all.  

[applause]

You will learn more about Jackie Robinson, the person, his values, and what he represented in so many, many ways from Sharon in a few minutes.  And you can learn more about Jackie Robinson, the second baseman, the civil rights leader, from collections already in the Library’s Manuscript Division, particularly the papers of Branch Rickey and Arthur Mann, and from the Library’s heavily-used Web sites, which had 1.4 billion hits last year, should take these stories all over the country, free online.  Collection titled “By Popular Demand: Jackie Robinson and Other Baseball Highlights” is available from the Library’s “American Memory” collections online, free of charge.  Jackie Robinson is also represented on our new and highly interactive Web site for kids and families called “America’s Library,” in the section entitled “Join America at Play.”  

The comprehensive collection of more than 7,000 items now donated by Rachel Robinson greatly strengthens the opportunities of all Americans to learn not only about Jackie Robinson, baseball, and civil rights, and American culture, but also about the values of this country, values that he very significantly, individually, and heroically advanced.  The Center for the Book in the Library of Congress and its affiliate, the District of Columbia Center for the Book, and the District of Columbia Public Library all invited Sharon Robinson here today to speak about her new book, entitled “Jackie’s Nine: Jackie Robinson’s Values to Live By.”  It’s an anthology through which Sharon explores the nine values that helped her father achieve his goals.  

Today Sharon Robinson is director of Educational Programming for the Office of the Commissioner of Major League Baseball.  A graduate of Howard and Columbia universities, she’s the author of a memoir, “Stealing Home,” something Jackie Robinson did with happy frequencies. It’s since become a rather obsolete custom.  But he broke that barrier of stealing home, as well as so many others.  

Anyhow, the creator of Breaking Barriers, returning to Sharon’s accomplishments, an in-school program of Major League Baseball, the Major League Baseball Association and Scholastic Incorporated.  Prior to joining Major League Baseball, she had a [unintelligible] career as a nurse midwife and educator.  She studied at Yale, Columbia, Howard, and Georgetown universities.  

Please join me in welcoming this wonderful perpetuator of the Jackie Robinson tradition, his daughter, Sharon.

[applause]

Sharon Robinson:

Thank you for -- oh, it’s very loud.  

[laughter]

Thank you so much for having my mother and I [sic] here today in this gorgeous building and wonderful repository for so much of our history and so much of the world’s history.  Steven Brown has arrived.  Hello, Steven.  

We’re here for two reasons -- one is because we have donated my father’s papers to the Library of Congress which we’re very proud of, and two is to look a little bit at the man that we’re here to honor today kind of from a daughter’s perspective.  It’s hard for me to say that I am objective.  I’m very close to my father.  But I have tried to examine his life somewhat from a distance.  And I [unintelligible] for so many years to be raised by two wonderful parents.  My mother is many things to me, a very, very dear best friend that we achieved in our adult lifetime.  And I’m thrilled to always be with her.  Thank you, Mother.  She taught me not only --

[applause]

She’s always teaching me, actually, and always directing me, and always loving me in a very special kind of way.  And I feel very blessed to have had both of them as parents.  

I'd like to also thank John Cole for hosting us today and making this all happen.  So thank you, John.  Maurvene -- who I just met -- Williams, thank you so much for helping to make this happen.  Of course, Dr. Billington, it’s an honor.  

The one thing that made me want to join Major League Baseball in 1997 was kind of a consistency between the man and the father.  We celebrated -- in 1997 we celebrated a milestone in history and in baseball history.  At that time I was practicing as a midwife and had just published my first book.  I had one child who was going off to college.  And I actually went from wanting to go to college with him to deciding, well, if I couldn’t go to college with him that I would get a national job so I could travel, and no matter where he was in college, I would be able to get there easily.

[laughter]

So I went to Major League Baseball.  And I said, “Would you be interested?”  And I was thrilled when they said, “Yes.”  And none of us knew what I would do for baseball.  It’s always been, I guess, one of those challenges.  You think about following in a legacy, and you’re not sure, when the legacy is baseball.  And certainly I played it when I was a child.  But I wasn’t quite sure what I would do as an adult to enhance the game and still stay true to who I was.  

And actually we found a perfect situation.  I came to baseball.  They opened a department -- we started a department called Educational Programming.  It gave us a chance to bring -- teach subjects, all baseball-themed, as well as values, and get kids’ attention about concepts and principles that really were not designed to teach morality but more about survival.  And isn’t it terribly appropriate now that our children be once again reminded that these values helped my father to be successful, and they can help them through this very traumatic time in all of our lives?  

From that initial meeting in 1997, we started a program called “Breaking Barriers in Sports and Life.”  We’re now in our fifth year.  And we’ve reached over a million children.  And this year we anticipate reaching two million children in a curriculum that is sent out, sent out through Scholastic.  It is based on the concept that we all have barriers or obstacles in our lives, and we use my dad’s values as the strategies to help kids understand how they can overcome their barriers.  

And we use today’s baseball players to talk about barriers in their life.  And that has been an evolution in itself.  The players talk on video, kind of a one-to-one face-to-face with the children.  They participate in a program where they talk about their values or about obstacles in their lives.  And then they go out and visit their kids in schools and bring kids over to ballparks.  

And when we first started this program, the players were a little nervous.  And so, they would talk only about a baseball injury or moving from the minor leagues into the major leagues.  And, gradually, as they got more comfortable, and we started sharing with the players some of the obstacles the kids were writing about, the players got more and more open.  So this past year, for example, one player talked about stuttering as a child and how that impacted his behavior.  And another player talked about losing his grandfather and how important his grandfather had been in his life.  

Or they talk about really hard things, like one player just joined the majors, was in the minor leagues his first season, and the mother of his child was killed in an automobile accident.  And so, therefore, he was dealing with the grief and the loss for his child, as well as being a new baseball recruit.  Of course, the Latin players talk about coming to this country and having to deal with language barriers, as well as cultural barriers, and just being away from home.  So they really have opened up with the children.  And it’s made a difference to all of us.  

We had a very special event at Yankee Stadium this past year with Derek Jeter.  And I’ve been kind of saving Derek for this year because it was such a big year.  And Derek came in.  And we did it in the Yankee clubroom.  And there were two classes there of kids.  And they were sitting on the floor.  And Derek and I were sitting in chairs.  And we always ask the player to talk about a barrier or obstacle in their life.  And so, Derek, who, as you may know, he’s not terribly open about his personal life, he protects himself which is important, but he had the children sitting in front of him, and he talked about being a biracial child, and being judged on appearance, or judged one way when he was with his mother, another way when he was with his father.  

And I said to Derek, “Well, this is very interesting you chose that story,” because the little girl who had won the essay contest and who was responsible for her class being there that day was an Arab girl who wrote about wearing a scarf to school, and just asking the children to look beyond her physical appearance and her religion, and to try to get to know her as a person.  And so the little girl, Sarah, allowed us to read a portion of her essay that day.  And later on she threw out the first pitch at the Yankee game, and was, like, just jumping around and waving.  And she was all dressed in her scarf, and long skirt, and feeling very good about herself for the first time in years.  

The children also write about physical problems.  So it’s really been a program that we’re very pleased that the kids have gotten the concept that we all have obstacles.  We talk about obstacles being as mundane as getting a child -- I used to talk about getting my son up to go to school everyday in high school, and how we’d go through this whole process until finally I knew he was out of bed, and how, you know, children, you know, “Yes, I’m up.”  That’s the first thing they always claim.  

[laughter]  

And mothers know in the voice immediately that they’re not up -- 

[laughter]

-- that you start early just because you know this is going to be part of the process.  And so, children have written about learning to write on the lines, for example, as being their barrier. Or being a twin and having to define themselves separate from their twin; or being the only girl on a boys’ baseball team.  So, you know, we just love reading the essays.  And, to us, it’s the heart of the program.  

Anyway, because Breaking Barriers has been so successful, it’s stimulated me to want to find a way to get this message out beyond the Major League Baseball cities.  The basic curriculum is limited in Major League Baseball cities because of our tie-in to the clubs.  The essay contests, the prizes are all tied back to the local club.  So we’ve been trying to find ways to branch out and get the message out in other cities, in our Minor League [Baseball] cities and just any city in the country.  And one of the ways I decided we could do it was through a book.  And Scholastic, as the publisher for our curriculum, was thrilled to be the publisher for “Jackie’s Nine.” 

So the process of developing a book is interesting and a very creative process.  I developed an entire book.  Scholastic approved it.  And then a little bit later they read my “Stealing Home.”  And they said, “We’d like you to develop a different book.”  And so, “Jackie’s Nine” actually came from two different books.  And I actually am very proud with how it finally came out because I think that they were right.  And I was trying to use more of the kids’ writings in my original version of the book.  And they really felt it should be adult writings.  

So “Jackie’s Nine” is just that.  Nine values, why nine?  Obviously, with baseball, everything in baseball is nine.  So people said, “Did he put these nine values up on the refrigerator?”  No, that wasn’t how it worked.  My parents taught us the values through action.  Our dining room table, we did not sit around talking about baseball so much, although we would have been talking about this World Series if -- 

[laughter]

-- because my mother and I, and we certainly talked about it every night, and was a thrilling World Series, so that would have been our baseball discussion.  But really we talked about social change, my father’s involvement in the civil rights movement, kind of investing us as a family in social change.  And it worked.  And that’s kind of how we’ve lived and raised our -- I raised my son that way.  And my brother’s raising his children the same way.  

So these values were really -- I have so many partners that I can’t even tell you all about them, but I love -- the Jackie Robinson Foundation, our president, Steven Brown is here, and Mitch [Freedman] from the ALA [American Library Associaton], that we’ve partnered with, and, course, Dale Petrovsky from Cooperstown, the Baseball Hall of Fame, so we have very many partners, and I apologize if I’m waving every now and then because I’m noticing them.  
But each chapter, it is one of the values.  And within each chapter there are three scenes.  The first scene is a scene from my life.  The second scene is a scene from my father’s life.  And that’s told through various biographies that are written about him through usually sportswriters or else his own autobiographies.  And he actually wrote two or three of them.  There’s, I’d say, two or three because one was a co -- he wrote with somebody.  The third scene is a man or a woman who I admire and who simply from their life depicts that same value.  So I try to give us kind of a multicultural -- and getting women involved in “Jackie’s Nine,” in addition to myself.  So what I'd like to read today are two scenes from “Jackie’s Nine.”  And the first scene is kind of, again, to show you this contrast and consistency in the man.  And the first scene is something from my father’s autobiography called “From the Hall of Fame to Birmingham.”  And it’s in the chapter on “Citizenship.”  And it’s very appropriate that we hear his message at this point today.  Starts off:
“Baseball is only a pastime, a sport, an entertainment, a way of blowing off steam. But it is also the national game with an appeal to Americans of every race, color, creed, sex, or political opinion.  It unites Americans in the common cause of rooting for the home team.”  

We tried it with the Yankees this year.  We weren’t too successful.  

“Is it possible that Americans value victory for the home team more than victory of democracy in our national life?  
“I ask this question in light of two contrasting experiences.  In 1962, I was awarded baseball’s highest honor, membership in the Hall of Fame.  I was welcomed to beautiful Cooperstown, New York, where the high officials of baseball did everything in their power to make that day the happiest of my life.  No one mentioned that I was the first Negro in the Hall of Fame, or that the bastion of prejudice had fallen.  
“No one was thinking of such things that day. I was thinking that the effort and energy I had put into playing ball for the Brooklyn Dodgers had been recognized, and that my name and record now stood beside those of Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, Joe DiMaggio, and the other guys who had also played to win -- if you’ll pardon both the comparison and the cliché, and that small boys, some of them Negro boys, would visit Cooperstown in the future and read my plaque and say, ‘Dad [sic], did you ever see Jackie Robinson steal home, Dad?  Show me how he did it when we go home, will ya, Dad?’
“That fall, James Meredith tried to enroll in the University of Mississippi.  The Civil War, which apparently had ended in 1865, broke out anew.  Soon the battlefront spread from state to state, from South to North.  In my ball-playing days, I had been invited to become a life member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).  The fee was $500 but I didn’t know enough about the Association’s aims to feel that I should contribute that sort of money to it.  

“But after I retired from baseball I learned what the NAACP was doing to improve the lot of Negroes throughout the United States.  I joined up and am now co-chairman of the life membership Recruiting drive.  Now, suddenly, the NAACP and its allies are engaged in this new kind of war against prejudice, with a great stake in freedom for our country as if we were being invaded by a foreign power.

“I’d been in the full skirmishes of that democratic war, wearing a ballplayer’s uniform.  I was in it, again, in 1963.  With Floyd Patterson, Archie Moore, Curt Flood of the St. Louis Cardinals, and other Negroes in the sports entertainment fields, I went to Jackson, Mississippi, in January.  We went there to stiffen the morale of those who were suffering economic and political oppression from the “Know-Nothings” of Mississippi.  
“Our stay in Jackson was brief and uneventful.  We attended a banquet, made speeches, and departed, inspired by the courage of those on the front lines, one of whom was the soon-to-be martyred Medgar Evers.  

“In May the Battle of Alabama began.  Many warned me to avoid incurring the wrath of Bull Connor’s police in Birmingham.  Some people asked why Floyd Patterson and I went there.  We didn’t have to go.  We didn’t go for what we personally might accomplish.  Brave men and women under the leadership of Dr. Martin Luther King had laid the groundwork for resistance to rabid segregationists and the integration of Birmingham Negroes in the city’s economic life. Floyd and I went to Birmingham to give our thanks to the fighting people who were standing fast against fire hose, police dogs, riot clubs, guns, and bombs.  
“Remember this: Cooperstown, New York, and Birmingham, Alabama, are both in the United States.  In Cooperstown I had been a guest of honor, in the company of other new Hall of Famers: Bill McKechnie, Edd Roush, and Bob Feller.  In Birmingham, I was ‘that negrah  who pokes his nose into other peoples’ puddin’.’ From the moment of our arrival, Floyd and I were watched like criminals come to town to plan a bank robbery, like potential despoilers of Southern womanhood. 

“We registered at the Gaston Motel in the Negro ghetto. We addressed a large assemblage in a Negro church.  Our next destination was a second church where boys and girls waited to express their faith in the Birmingham fight for freedom.  As we entered our car, state troopers blocked the driveway to prevent us from backing out.  We waited until the police car moved away.  As we started up the road, two other police cars came out of the night, forming a roadblock.  
“A young representative of Southern Christian Leadership Conference was at the wheel.  He hesitated.  Would we be arrested for making a U-turn?  He took the chance and sped away in the opposite direction.  
“As he parked before the second church, a young man approached.  ‘We saw what had just happened,’ he said.  ‘It won’t happen here.  There’s strength in numbers.  When you leave, fall in behind our cars and let them try to block us.’ However, nothing out of the ordinary occurred, and we drove back to the motel without incident.  
“The motel was a scene of destruction.  It had been bombed a few days earlier.  State and local police were massed outside, facing Negroes who were prepared to defend victims of fresh violence.  Rumors were current that Klansmen were rallying in the city’s outskirts.

“The bomb had wrecked the dining room.  Floyd and I had not eaten since our arrival in Birmingham, so we decided to look for a nearby restaurant.  “There’s one about two blocks away,” we were told. ‘But you better be extremely careful.  Don’t speak to anyone on the street.  The cops are hoping you’ll start something, so they can pin a charge on you.’  
“We looked neither to our left nor right as we walked the two blocks, a police car trailing us at the curb, parking before the little restaurant while we ate.  Afterwards, it trailed us back to the motel.  

“The following morning, Floyd and I paid our respects to the brother of Martin Luther King, the Reverend A. D. King, whose house had been twice bombed.  The first bomb had been tossed on the lawn twenty feet from the house.  If it had hit its mark as the second bomb had, the dwelling would have been demolished, its occupants killed. “‘I saw five cops standing on a poor woman,’ another young man told us.  ‘They picked her up, tossed her in the truck, took her off to jail.’  
“These horrors happened in the United States on the day Giants fans were cheering Willie Mays’ two home runs and Dodger fans were shouting themselves hoarse after Tommy Davis’ game-saving one-hand grab of a 400-foot wallop.  

“In Birmingham, Negroes were saying, ‘if we gotta die we may as well take someone with us.’  In ballparks, whites were yelling, ‘We’re with you Willie.  We’re with you, Tommy.  Attaboy.’”
The second scene I'd like to read comes from one of my favorite chapters.  And the chapter is “Commitment.”  The first scene is written by me.  And its title is “A Father’s Love.”  

“It was my dad’s official job to test the ice on the lake to determine its safety.  It involved an elaborate ceremony, though we always took great delight when he’d announce the ice was indeed safe.  
“But before this could happen we had to get him out of the house, no easy feat.  My brother David and I scrambled to help him find his gloves, hat, and coat.  Then we sat impatiently waiting for him to put on his oversized black rubber boots.  The wait was torture.  When Dad was properly dressed for the frigid weather, he led the way, carrying his equipment -- a shovel and broomstick.  We followed him through the living room, out the sliding glass doors, down the back steps, and down the hill.  
“As we reached the edge of the lake, Dad proclaimed to the troops hot on his heels, ‘That’s as far as you go.’  My brothers -- Jack and David, and our friends -- Willie, Christy, and I came to an abrupt halt.  We lined up along the shoreline, and shouted words of encouragement as Dad proceeded out onto the snow-covered ice.  
“The lake, which ran the length of our property, then continued for about an eighth of a mile down the road, was a source of great pleasure.  In summer, we swam, fished, and rowed the boat to the shallow sandbanks, captured sunbathing turtles.  In winter, the lake was reserved for figure skating and ice hockey.  

“Dad cleared the snow from his path with each measured step.  Before he’d place one big foot in front of the other, he would tap the ice with his broomstick.  From the cleared spot he was able to estimate the depth of ice beneath his body.  After what seemed like forever, Dad would reach the deepest part of the lake, give one last tap on his stick, then turn to us, and call out: ‘Go get your skates.’
“We would cheer as loudly as we could, and race back up the hill to get our skates and shovels, since clearing the snow off the ice was a big part of the production.  But it wouldn’t be long before the boys’ hockey sticks were battling the black rubber puck, while Christy and I were forming figure eights at the other end of the lake and Dad had made his way back to the house.  
“But sometimes Dad’s tapping would cause an air bubble to become dislodged.  Then a loud rumble would roll across the lake and we would cry out in near hysterics for fear the lake would open up and swallow Dad.  Of course, it never did.  But given the remote possibility, I thought Dad very brave.  

“Now I think it even more.  He was as brave then as when he entered baseball, a feat it took me years to appreciate.  It dawned on me only gradually, what it had meant for him to break the baseball color line, the courage it took for him to enter uncharted, and dangerous, waters.  
“No one really knew what would happen.  He had to feel his way along an uncleared path like a blind man tapping for clues. That was Jackie Robinson.  And that was my dad -- big, heavy, out there alone on the lake, tapping his way along so the ice would be safe for us.  
“And he couldn’t swim.”
[applause]

I'd like to open up for questions.  I'd be happy to talk about whatever you’d like to discuss.  Yes, John.

John Cole:

[Inaudible] list the nine --

Sharon Robinson:

Ah.  John wants me to list the nine values.  
Courage.  [Unintelligible] we talked about my father when he and Branch Rickey, two courageous men, signed a contract, entered in an agreement.
 Determination.  In “Jackie’s Nine” I chose a story, my father and mother set out just after they had gotten married, and they got bumped from planes to bus, and really had to deal with segregated South for the first time, and also their new marriage.  So that, that was their -- they at that very point had to say, you know, “Are we in this for good?” And make that commitment and be determined to stick with it.  

Teamwork.  I talked about the Pee Wee Reese-Jackie Robinson story, when Pee Wee Reese showed his strength as a captain in his commitment to the -- bringing my father into the team when he stepped off his base and went to my father when they were  -- the crowd had actually turned on Pee Wee at that point.  So it’s an important story of them working together and the [spelled phonetically] teamwork.  

Persistence.  We talked about the dear old Yankees and the Dodgers losing continuously.  And the story of “Jackie’s Nine” is the Brooklyn Dodgers until they finally succeeded in beating the Yankees in 1955, through persistence.

[applause]

Integrity, of course, is really a major value.  When I think of my father he --  my father sometimes took his integrity to, you know, an extreme.  I can give you an example.  He sort of believed in -- he just didn’t want to back down on his values.  We had a really strong battle in our house in 1972, when baseball was going to honor my father at the World Series, and President Nixon was scheduled to attend.  And we had not been happy with my father supporting him in that first election.  And we were not supportive of him in his second election.  So as a family we started, like, “Well, I don’t think I can go.”  And my father was listening to -- everyone had their own reasoning for why they were not going to attend that particular game.  I was in college and had an exam.  And, you know, everyone had their reasons.  

So my father said to us, “Just trust me on this one.”  And knowing and trusting that he is a man of integrity, and he wouldn’t disappoint us, or he knew that this was best, we went as a family.  And it turned out to be our last time together as a family in a public event, and also my father’s last statement to baseball, which baseball is still trying to uphold, and that is, “Equity beyond the playing field.”  So that’s his integrity.  

Moving on to citizenship, and this was a really big piece in my house because, like I told you, at the dining room table our discussions were about what was happening in the world and in the country, and what a rich time it was.  And we used it as a time for the family to have these discussions.  And I encourage all families to do that during these times because children are aware of what’s happening.  We were as children; didn’t understand it.  And the dining room table became that non-threatening time for us to kind of have those discussions.  And so I encourage you all to do that in your homes, as well.  

Justice.  Of course, my father was always looking at what’s equal, what’s just, what’s right.  And you heard me read from a section on justice.  
Commitment.  Commitment to us was important on lots of fronts.  It was our commitment to the world which, you know, in a family like mine sometimes the world is the priority. You know, so we all had to, you know, go back and forth, when is the world, when is the family a priority?  But I was so very proud of my family when we showed commitment as a family to stick by my brother, and to really learn from his mistakes and our mistakes as a family, and begin to communicate better.  And, of course, the commitment between my mother and father, which is, you know, really the epitome of what a partnership should be, and one we should all strive to achieve.  
And excellence, because it all builds towards excellence. Excellence [not only] on the baseball field, but in life in general.  So that’s kind of how I work with children on those nine values.  And it moves from courage and kind of culminates in excellence.  Thank you, John.  Yes.

Male Speaker:

Tell us about your first time you saw him play, and also [inaudible].

Sharon Robinson:

The first time I saw my father play, I don’t remember.  I was six when he retired.  I actually remember going to spring training more than I -- so I have to tell you that honestly my first real, real memory of baseball was when I saw the “Jackie Robinson Story” when I was about six or seven, and it was my father playing baseball on film.  But since I wasn’t born those early years, I didn’t really know what had happened those early years.  So seeing what he went through, also seeing how he challenged one, you know, was superb on the baseball field and superb in character, really is my greatest memory.  
Is baseball my favorite game?  I love baseball.  I’m a fan.  I love being at baseball parks, stadiums.  I certainly get more baseball than I can imagine wanting in life at the moment.  But I love sports.  So I have a lot of favorites.  So I, you know, so baseball is one of my favorites.  But I have a lot of favorites.  I love skating, and swimming, and track and field.  So we’re all athletes in my family.  Yes.

Male Speaker:

[Unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

The question was, there was an incident when my father was being threatened.  And it got resolved when one of his teammates recommended that they all wear number 42, so they would show us the solidarity as a team.  Now, I’m actually going to ask my mother to come up.

[laughter]

She’s shaking her head, “No.”

Rachel Robinson:

Myths and legends.

Sharon Robinson:

Myths and legends.  Did you hear her response to that?

[laughter]  

Male Speaker:

Yeah.

[laughter]

Sharon Robinson:

So, Mrs. Robinson, are you denying this ever happened?

[laughter]

Rachel Robinson:

The players tried something to that sort.  But it didn’t take into account the [unintelligible] that [spelled phonetically] they all had 42 of [spelled phonetically].

[laughter]

The heart [spelled phonetically] of the matter, right?  I think there was a demonstration.  But you hear different versions of that.  That’s why I said myths and legends.
[laughter]

Sharon Robinson:

Yes.

Male Speaker:

[Unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

Yeah.

Male Speaker:

That [unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

Yes, it definitely was a demonstration of solidarity or a way to handle a tense situation.  

Male Speaker:

Okay.

Sharon Robinson:

Yes.

Male Speaker:

[Unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

Stephan Bell, from Major League Baseball.  Stephan would ask that question.  

[laughter]

Actually, Stephan, when we traveled with my father, it was during the spring training, so we were down in Florida.  But we were in a separate motel.  It was segregated at that point, so we kind of ran around and hung out with each other.  I didn’t – I knew, so I knew catcher Kevin Neil’s [spelled phonetically] children, grew up with them.  But I really kind of grew up with -- and as I’ve gotten older, and the daughters have brought us together through my work with baseball, I’ve met other children.  But I don’t have a memory of us running around, you know, like the kids today do.  The kids weren’t as included in the whole process as they are today.  

Back then, my mother had three children.  You know, so she didn’t bring all three of us to the ballpark.  We have, you know, occasionally we went to the ballpark.  But it was mostly my brother that went, so we have lots of memories or photos of him running around and being a part of it.  But it wasn’t all three of us that were a part of that.  But did Ken also talk to you about how he’s evolved in this process?  No.

Male Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Sharon Robinson:

Ken Griffey, himself?  Well, Ken Griffey is one of the players who, as we were rolling into the 50th anniversary, was not quite sure how Jackie Robinson played into his life.  
So – [Rep.] Donna [M.C. Christian-] Christensen (D-VI) -- I’m sorry.  Congressman [sic, congresswoman] Christensen is with us from St. Croix, my second home.  Thank you for coming.  I lost my train of thought.  
Oh, Ken Griffey. So, anyway, Ken was one of the contemporary players who really didn’t understand history, and was, you know, “Jackie Robinson, well, he did his thing, but I’m doing my thing,” kind of attitude.  But Ken has evolved and become much more fluent in the accomplishments of Jackie Robinson.  

And also, it’s been wonderful to watch the players really be able to say how what my father achieved has impacted them.  And it’s not just the black players I hear that from.  I hear that from the white players and from the Hispanic players, as well.  So, they are -- ’97 really kind of brought to their attention that they should be thinking about history and be proud of history.  And that’s something that’s a challenge for all of us, not just with our ballplayers but with all of our kids, that we have to, you know, help them be proud of history and understand how it connects to them.  
Yes?

Male Speaker:

Is it true that your father was baseball [unintelligible] ambitious sport that [unintelligible] football, basketball, track, as well as baseball?

Sharon Robinson:

Well, I guess most of you know that my father was an amazing athlete in general.  And when he was in California he was UCLA’s first four-letter man and excelled in both baseball, basketball, track and field, and football.  And he was actually a great football player and did play semipro for one season.  So it wasn’t his strongest or, you know, necessarily his favorite sport, but the one that gave him the chance to really play professionally. 
 Yes?

Male Speaker:

First of all, I want to thank you that -- my dad was a baseball fanatic [unintelligible].  And I grew up with a lot of difficulty just knowing about my dad and hearing the stories. From year to year, I grew up knowing about this great player that, you know, I [unintelligible].  I had always said [unintelligible] guy [unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

Thank you.

Male Speaker:

And I admired him.  The other thing I wanted to find out is that [unintelligible].

Sharon Robinson:

Yes, thank you for the question.  Do you all hear it?  He talked about the impact my father had on his life growing up, and always wanted to meet my mother, and just thanking us for that.  But he also asked if we are keeping in contact with the ballplayers.  I work -- and I don’t know if you were here at that point -- but I work for the [Major League Baseball] Commissioner’s office.  And, you know, I work in the same office with Frank Robinson, so I see him a great deal.  Joe Black and I have traveled a great deal together.  

A wonderful association has been with Branch Rickey III.  He’s one of the presidents of the Minor Leagues associations.  And Branch and I enjoy a strong and good relationship.  So, yeah, I have tons of ongoing relationships with former players and children.  Pee Wee Reese’s son and I work together.  

He asked, “Where were you on 9/11?”  And we were on our way down to -- I was on my way -- my mother had already arrived at City Hall.  But we had a meeting that day with the Reeses, and the mayor, and art -- sculptors from across the country.  We were supposed to be selecting the sculptor for a Pee Wee Reese-Jackie Robinson statue that was going to be in Brooklyn.  And I was a little bit late coming to the meeting because I’d gone to vote that morning and approached the World Trade Center from the West Side Highway, watched the entire thing happen, and then turned in, trying to figure out if I should go try to find my mother at City Hall or, you know, just pray that she had gotten out in time.  So we have lots of associations and ongoing relationships. 
 Yes?

Male Speaker:

If you draw on your experience as a midwife, [unintelligible], the experience of birth, and wonder if there are other experiences in your life that your father might have touched that sort of experience that maybe encouraged you to [unintelligible]?

Sharon Robinson:

Ah.  Ah.

[laughter]

Interesting.  Well, actually, I would have to say that the women in my family were probably more instrumental.  My father wanted me to be happy in whatever I did.  But the women in my family were more instrumental in me becoming a nurse.  My mother is a nurse.  My grandmother believed all women who had any nurturing inside them at all should be nurses.  She never even just talked about medicine.  It was nursing.  

I grew up respecting nurses in their extended role because my mother was in psychiatric nursing, and she had worked in an extended role.  So I didn’t see her in a white uniform.  But I really saw her managing groups.  And so, but my actual first birthing experience was at the farm where I volunteered.  And I went to tell the farmer that the cow was about to have her first baby.  So that was my first birth that I can remember.  And I knew then I was going to be a midwife.

[laughter]

But on a serious note, it was also that my family really encouraged us to be a part of the world and to think of our connections.  My brother is a coffee farmer in Tanzania, East Africa.  And when I became a nurse, I intended to work in the Caribbean or in Africa.  That’s where I wanted to work.  And in order to do that, I knew I had to be a midwife, as well as a nurse.  So, you know, there were lots of other connections.  

My father, actually, my father knew I was going to be a midwife because just before he died, I had planned to go to Jamaica.  And that’s where I did my first midwifery kind of experience and training was in Jamaica, West Indies.  And my dad died just before I left to go on that trip my senior year.  He’d probably be horrified.  No.  
Yes, Dr. Billington.

Dr. James H. Billington:

If you had to pick one of these values, one of these aspects of his life, what do you think is the least appreciated or understood?  You must have had lots of people telling you about him, as well as asking about him.  If you had to pick one out, as the American people ought to really focus on, that is not widely understood, what would it be?

Sharon Robinson:

I probably would have to say his overall role in justice.  People tend to remember him, focus on him as an athlete and a great athlete without understanding the full breadth of the man.  I mean, I don’t know how many people knew that he wrote books, or that he started Freedom National Bank, or his work in the civil rights movement, or the fact that he was a commentator on radio and television, and wrote columns.  So I'd have to say that, that would probably be my -- and that’s why it’s so important to us that we donate these papers, and these papers get out, and that the message, the breadth of the man really be explored by researchers and understood by children because he was a very complex man.  

People often talk about, you know, the fact that he traveled a lot and was not at home, criticize that he wasn’t home enough for the children.  But as a family, we didn’t feel that way.  We understood his complexity, but we never felt neglected by him as a father.  And he was a tremendous husband.  So I'd have to say justice because the justice was so broad.  

And even when people point out some of the confrontations he had with some of the leaders -- I talked about his integrity, and at times it could be painful, how he would stick to his point and not give up.  And, you know, it’s very interesting because very often he turned out to be right.  I think back to the Kennedy/Nixon elections.  And I was in fifth grade.  And I was in school where we had to identify who our father was voting for.  And then the room was divided by who our father was voting for that year.

And I, of course, wanted to be on the Kennedy side.  But I had to go on the Nixon side.

[laughter]

So before we had to actually split off, and it was, like, you had to go home and ask your parents, and I knew the answer, you know, my mother was on the Kennedy side, my father was on the Nixon side.  So I had to go home and kind of ask my father, could we pretend or, you know --

[laughter]

-- was our family so divided, and my father said, “It’s true.”  And what he tried to explain to me was that what’s important is that you really study the individual politician or the individual man and make your judgments accordingly.  And I didn’t want to really hear that at that point in my life.  And I still had an argument recently with Giuliani as to whether my father was truly Republican or whether he was an Independent.

[laughter]

And it’s back to one of those myths and legends, myths and misunderstandings, you know.  As far as we know, he was an Independent who voted for both and supported both Republican and Democratic candidates.  So anyway, I have to say the justice.  But thank you.  That’s an interesting question.  Yes.  Mitch.

Male Speaker:

[Unintelligible] about the court-martial in the Army [unintelligible] and the risk to the [unintelligible] of putting yourself in that place of Mississippi context [spelled phonetically] [unintelligible]?

Sharon Robinson:

Well, you know, it’s interesting, Mitch, because my father, the [unintelligible] thing about my father was a very humble man.  So if you asked him, he would tell you, you know, what position he took.  But I didn’t know that much about it at that point.  I learned more about it -- I knew about it, but I didn’t know the details about it.  And I was kind of one of the ones that learned a great deal from the HBO story on my father and the court-martial.  

Do you all know what that was?  It happened actually before they integrated baseball.  And my father was on an Army base, and it was during the Jim Crow laws.  And he was on a bus and did not take the back of the seat, was sitting next to a woman who the bus driver assumed was white, and she was actually a light-skinned black woman, and talking to her.  So he had broken several of the laws.  And he was actually an Army soldier at the time.  And he was taken off the bus, and there was a confrontation.  He was court-martialed, and he had to defend himself.  And he ultimately won and was honorably discharged.  

But it was a statement that he made prior to Rosa Parks, and a real testament to his, you know, fight for equality.  Yes.  Thank you all very, very much.  Thank you.  Thank you.

[applause] 

Dr. James H. Billington:

Well, thank you, Sharon, for sharing not only your father’s values but the values of your whole family.  It’s been a wonderful experience for the audience.  Sharon will be available to sign books for the next few minutes.  But please join me one more time in thanking Sharon Robinson and the Robinson family.

[applause] 

[end of transcript]

