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I
n 1947, concerned about the firestorm that could

erupt once he went public with his plan to break 

baseball's color barrier by hiring Jackie Robinson, 

Brooklyn Dodgers president Branch Rickey believed 

that his effort would not succeed without the full 

support of the Black community. In Ed Schmidt's play, 

Mr. Rickey Calls a Meeting, Rickey invites Robinson 

and three beloved and prominent Black Americans -

heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis, entertainer 

Bill "Bojangles" Robinson, and actor-activist Paul 

Robeson -- to a secret meeting in a room at New 

York's Hotel Roosevelt on April 9, 1947, to solicit 

their public support.1 The entire one-act play takes 

place in that room, as each character voices his views 

about Rickey's plan. 

During the meeting, Rickey tells Louis, Robeson, 

and Bill Robinson that he won't proceed with his plan 

without their unanimous support. The play revolves 

around Rickey's effort to persuade the three men, 

who represented different and overlapping segments 

of the Black community, to embrace his plan.2 Each 

figure in the play had some history with the others. 

Each of three invitees was also facing personal 

problems at the time. As the play unfolds, Louis and 

Bill Robinson express support for Rickey's plan, but 

Robeson raises objections regarding Rickey's motives 

and his control as well as the potential demise of 

the Negro Leagues. The play pivots to the others' 

reactions to Robeson's ideas. 

Schmidt's play, written in 1989, debuted the 

following year at the Ironbound Theater in Newark '
New Jersey. It was also staged at San Diego's Old 

Globe Theatre and at the Pasadena Playhouse, in 

Robinson's hometown, in 1997, the 50th anniversary 

of his breaking the color line. LA Theatre Works 

sponsored a live radio version of the play in 2004.3 

Jackie Robinson 

Rickey picked Robinson, a four-letter athlete at 

UCLA and a rookie with the Kansas City Monarchs, 

to integrate the major leagues over other more

established Negro League stars not only because of 

his athletic talent but also because he was young, 

educated, religious, and had experience dealing with 

inter-racial situations. Rickey knew Robinson had a 

hot temper and strong political views, but believed 

that he could handle the emotional pressure. 

After signing Robinson to a minor-league deal in 

August 1945, Rickey assigned him to the Montreal 

Royals, Brooklyn's top minor-league team, for the 

1946 season, believing that he would face less racism 

in Montreal than in other minor-league cities. 

During the season, however, the Royals traveled to 

segregated cities like Louisville and Baltimore, where 

Robinson couldn't stay in the same hotel or eat in 

the same restaurants as his white teammates.4 After 

Robinson led the International League with a .349 

batting average and led the Royals to a triumph in the 

minor league World Series, Rickey intended to bring 

him up to the Dodgers for the 1947 season. He even 
moved the Dodgers' spring training camp to Cuba, 

where Robinson would face less racist hostility than 

in Florida, where they usually trained. 

Branch Rickey 

Rickey was an unlikely candidate to dismantle 

baseball's segregation system. He was politically and 

socially conservative. He opposed swearing or drinking 

alcohol. In his youth, he was active in the Anti-Saloon 

League, a temperance group. He occasionally made 
anti-Semitic and anti-Catholic comments. 




















