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CINCINNATI - The 50th anniversary of Jackie Robinson breaking Major League Baseball's color barrier doubles as the golden anniversary of Chuck Harmon signing his first pro contract en route to breaking the Cincinnati Reds' color barrier seven years later.

"We all came in," says Harmon, "on his coattails."

The Reds have talked to Harmon about being involved in their recognition this season of Robinson's 1947 breakthrough. Now 72, the former infielder is Assistant Administrator for the Ohio First District Court of Appeals, his employer since 1976.

But he is most readily recognized for what he did in 1954, and has been for 10 years now. That's when baseball saluted Robinson's 40th anniversary - and when Los Angeles Dodgers executive Al Campanis told ABC's "Nightline" that minorities may lack the "necessities" for baseball management.

That shifted the country's focus onto African-American ballplayers, what they went through and what they are going through, something Harmon well knew.

Long before Harmon desegregated the Reds, he knew what it took to play - and live - in a whitewashed world. Growing up in Washington, Indiana, he couldn't eat in the local drugstore restaurant except after basketball games with his high school team. In the Navy during World War II, he couldn't play basketball or baseball with whites.

"Things were segregated in the service, of all places, where you had to go fight for your country," said Harmon. "You had to play on a black team. You were in college playing on white teams, in high school you were playing on white teams.

"It's pretty hard to take. But you could never question anything in the service, or you'd be in the brig in a minute."

He played on the University of Toledo's National Invitation Tournament final team - when the NIT was the basketball tournament - and he spent a week one summer playing Negro League baseball for the Indianapolis Clowns under the alias Charley Fine.

Concerns over the changing rules of college eligibility prompted the name change and then compelled Harmon to leave to sign a minor-league contract with the majority-league team, St. Louis Browns.

Harmon was such a good basketball player, he says the Boston Celtics invited him to camp in 1950. But he was cut before the season, when the disbanding of some teams allowed Boston to add players late, including legendary guard Bob Cousy.

Chuck Cooper made that team, breaking the NBA color barrier, and Harmon wonders if the idea of carrying more than one African American worked against him. But he didn't say anything. He knew better. Black athletes learned that then.'

It was a big reason the Brooklyn Dodgers chose Robinson as baseball's pioneer, and why the Reds chose Harmon as theirs, according to the man who hand-picked Harmon for the task, general manager Gabe Paul.

So Harmon didn't become a two-sport player, but his baseball career blossomed in 1952, after the Reds bought his contract. In 1953, he played at the Reds' top farm team in Tulsa and set himself up for a promotion the next year - while enduring a potentially ugly racial situation.

His wife, Daurel - whose background is a mixture of French, Irish, African-American and Native American - caused a stir because she could pass for black or white. Should she sit in the black section at the ballpark? Or the white?

"The Tulsa general manager didn't know how to face it," said Harmon. "The easiest way was just to get rid of me."

"The Cincinnati ballclub backed me 100 percent. I really appreciated that."

Harmon moved up to the parent Reds to start the 1954 season. Reds manager Birdie Tebbetts spoke to Harmon about how to handle himself.

"Chuck, there may be some controversy on the field during the game," Harmon says Tebbetts told him. "But if any fights start, you walk away."

Puerto Rican Nino Escalera also was on that team, but Harmon was the Reds' first African-American, a breakthrough that went virtually ignored, says Harmon. He also will tell you that being the lone black in a sea of white was second nature to him by then. And the only reason he didn't encounter the threats Robinson did was because Paul shielded him.

"There really was no point in bringing it to him," Paul said once.
"When you've got bigoted people, they're going to do a lot of bigoted things."

For 30 years, Harmon just assumed the people of Cincinnati had accepted him. Then while working for MacGregor sporting goods, he and his son ran into Paul at the Baseball Hall of Fame.

"He told my son, `Your father and I had some trying times in Cincinnati,"' Harmon said. "That was the first time I ever heard of anything, the hate mail and the phone calls."

Otherwise, Harmon can remember only one real incident during a career that spanned four seasons for three teams and produced a .238 batting average. Harmon broke up a no-hitter by the New York Giants' Jim Hearn at the Polo Grounds and later received a threatening letter.

"It said the next time I came to town, they'd shoot me," he said. "I just made a joke of it, that if they shoot me as I'm walking up there to pinch hit, they're doing their ballclub some harm, because then we'd put up somebody who could really hit."

When the Reds returned to the Polo Grounds, there were FBI agents stationed at the hotel and in the ballpark. But Hannon said he thought nothing of it - although when he first entered the field from center field with teammates Wally Post and Gus Bell, Post suddenly said to Bell, "Geez, what are we doing? Chuck's supposed to get shot out here!" and they ran away. "Then they came right back," said Harmon. "They were just kidding around."

Harmon did get to meet Robinson, even had him over to the house a few times when the Dodgers were in town. But they didn't share horror stories.

"Being in the same boat," said Harmon, "you know how it is."

(Mike Bass writes for The Cincinnati Post.)

