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Robinson, Jackie (1919–1972)

It was a chilly day, and the stands were full. A man wearing 
the number 42 on his shirt walked onto the baseball field. 
He did not make a hit that day. He made history instead.

The man was Jackie Robinson. When he walked onto the field, he 
was the only African American player on the team. In fact, he was 
the only African American player in all of Major League Baseball. 
 
It was 1947, and much of the country was segregated, which meant 
that people were separated by race. In the army, there were Black 
units and White units. In cities and towns, there were Black schools 
and White schools. In baseball, there was one league for Black players and one league for White players. 
 
That day, more than half the fans at the stadium were African American. To see Jackie Robinson play gave 
them hope. It was a sign of change. Some fans were kids who perhaps dreamed of becoming baseball players. 
Jackie Robinson made their dreams possible. 
 
So how did Robinson come to play in the all-White league? It happened because of the owner of the 
Brooklyn Dodgers. His name was Branch Rickey. He wanted to end the ban on Black players. He had seen 
Robinson play and knew that Robinson was a great athlete. But Rickey also knew that hiring Robinson would 
make some people angry. These fans would yell and throw things at him. Other players would call him names 
and maybe try to hurt him on the field. So, when Rickey hired Robinson, he warned his new ball player that 
he would need “guts enough not to fight back.” Robinson wisely listened. 
 
Being a great ball player was not hard for Robinson. But not fighting back was. It took a real hero’s strength. 
Robinson had that strength. He had fought for the rights of African Americans his whole life. He knew how 
to fight. He also knew when not to. That is how Jackie Robinson changed America. That is what made him a 
great American hero. 

Reflect:

1. How did Jackie Robinson fight for the rights of African Americans?

2. What challenges did Robinson face?  

3. What is one question you have about Robinson’s life and career? Where could you look to find the answer 
to this question? 
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