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African American Stories: The Newark Eagles

Dirl you know that Newark,
New Jersey, once had an exciting
baseball team that played in a sta-
dium in the city? Did you know
that several plavers that once
played on this team are in the
National Baseball Hall of Fame?
You may not know about this team
because it, and its league, no
longer exist. But there was a time
when the Newark Eagles were as
well known and loved by Newark's
African American community as
the Yankees are known to New
Yorkers. The all-African American
Eagles’ players were arguably as
talented as the best of those in the
major leagues, but a policy of seg-
regation kept most from ever com-
peting head-to-head or playing

with their white counterparts.

For most of the first half of

the 20th century, white Americans
and African Americans shared
equally in their passion for the
game of baseball. At a time before
television, going to the game on a
weekend afternoon was a major
form of entertainment. Racial
prejudice kept African Americans
from playing in the major leagues
so they created their own teams
and leagues—the Negro National
and the American leagues. Newark
in fact hoasted two professional
baseball teams in the 1930s and

1940s—one all black, one all white,

the Eagles and the Bears. The
Bears, a minor league team that
was part of the Yankees organi-
zation, played in the International
League and shared (for a sizable
fee) their stadium with the Eagles.
Abe and Effa Manley, the
dynamic owners of the Eagles, pur-
chased the Brooklyn Eagles and
moved them out to Newark in
1937, when the city's growing Afri-
can American population was
ready for a team to root for and call
their own. Abe scouted for the best
talent while Effa ran the office,
finances, and public relations.
Among the top Eagle players
were two New Jerseyans who
would later make their mark on
Major League Baseball—Larry

Doby and Monte Irvin. Both were
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able to play in both leagues, mov-
ing to the major leagues after
Jackie Robinson broke the color
barrier in 1947. In fact, Larry
Doby was the first African Ameri-
can in the American League
This issue of Jersey Jour-
neys focuses on African Ameri-
cans and New Jersey baseball
from the two hometown heroes
who hit it big to the woman who
would carve a unique role for her-

self in baseball. *
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Effa Manley and the Newark Eagles

“You don’t have to go far to pick out baseball’s career woman No.l1. Right here in this city we

have Mrs. Abraham Lincoln Manley.”

T‘ suggest that Effa Manley was
an amazing woman would be to
state the obvious. Even now there
are “‘\\" women ".\.i'!'llti\"‘f\ in h;i‘“"
ball, and in her day she was argu-
ably the best front office executive
of a Negro League baseball team
She had to fight both gender and
racial prejudices to claim her place

among baseball’s top execu-

the league. Effa prided herself and
her organization on paying play-
ers on time (which was not the
norm for the league), setting and
keeping a regular schedule, and
having her players look good in
quality uniforms. And she made

sure that the team had an image

of upholding the black commu-
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the game, there would also be a
black school band and an Ameri-
can flag color guard from the city’s
black American Legion post. The
show she created was almost
entirely by and for the black
community.

Effa and the team’s efforts

gles

paid off in 1946 when the E:

had a championship year

tives. She played several
roles, including smart busi-
nesswoman and mother
hen. Her knowledge of Afri-
can Americans in baseball
was impressive. Beyond her
recognized skills for busi-
ness, finance, and public
relations, she was progres-
sive—a civil rights advocate
long before it was fashion-
able, and a woman dedicated
to her community and its
well being.

The Brooklyn Eagles
were bought by Abe and Effa
Manley and brought to
Newark in 1937. The grow-
ing African American popu-
lation would have a team to
call its own. Owning a team
in the Negro Leagues was
never easy and often was not
even profitable. The Eagles’
organization had to work
hard to make the team

important to the African Ameri-

can community, its main source of

support. By doing so, more people
would come to the games and the
team would make enough money
to stay in business. Effa knew this
too. Most people recognize that
the Eagles were probably the best

organized and best run team in

nity's standards.

Once the team was estab-
lished, Effa used game days to
raise funds for the NAACP and a
number of black charities. On
opening day each season, Effa
would coordinate the program.
While she would invite local and

state officials (usually white) to

they won the Negro World
Series against outstanding
pitcher Satchel Paige and the
Kansas City Monarchs. But
this victory also marked an
end because the following
year Jackie Robinson entered
Major League baseball, break-
ing the color barrier. A num-
ber of other exceptional
African American players fol-
lowed, leaving the Negro
Leagues devastated. Among
the departures were Larry
Doby, the first African Ameri-
can in the American League,
and Monte Irvin. Eagles’
games attendance went from
120,000 in 1946 to 38,000 just
two vears later. In 1948 the
team was sold and relocated
to Memphis.

Abe Manley died in
1952, But Effa Manley,
though she was out of base-
ball for years, was “rediscov-
ered” in the 1970s, when interest
in Negro baseball was high. She
gave interviews and cowrote a
hook Negro Baseball Before
Integration, and continued to
speak out about Negro League
players getting their due recogni-
tion at the National Baseball Hall
of Fame. *
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