
Pitcher John Wright had just been discharged from the Navy and spending the winter of 
1945-46 at his home at 1705 St. Peter Street in the Lafitte housing project in New 
Orleans when he got the message that would allegedly change his life forever.
! But after Wright, a native New Orleanian who was described by influential 
Amsterdam News sports columnist Dan Burley as “(t)aciturn, almost to the point of 
complete silence,” inked a minor-league contract with the Brooklyn Dodgers just a few 
months after Dodgers impresario Branch Rickey consummated an earth-shaking deal 
with Jackie Robinson, a career full of talent and an arm capable of twirling an array of 
pitches ended up fizzling out and reduced the Big Easy product to an historical footnote.
! Now that the Robinson biopic “42” has hit theaters, the entire country is 
remembering with reverence the man who shattered organized baseballʼs color barrier, 
first with Montreal Royals, Brooklynʼs Triple-A farm team in spring 1946, then with the 
Dodgers themselves in April 1947.
! But Wright, the NOLA native who was supposed to follow closely on Robinsonʼs 
heels to the majors, is all but forgotten, even in his hometown. When Wright passed 
away in Hazlehurst, Miss., on May 4, 1990, his death was shrouded in obscurity, 
completed ignored by the media in New Orleans.
! That included a complete lack of recognition by the cityʼs African-American 
newspaper, the Louisiana Weekly, which, truth be told, had largely ignored Wrightʼs 
career trajectory from the moment he stepped on the field for Hoffman Junior High 
School in 1932. It took a May 21, 1990 column by Tallahassee Democrat columnist 
Gerald Ensley, of all sources, to provide due recognition to a man who could have made 
history alongside Jackie Robinson but instead ended up in historyʼs dustbin.
! In his article, Ensley quoted Walter Wright (no relation to John), another New 
Orleans baseball product who, over the years, became a Big Easy legend and driving 
force behind the Old Timersʼ Baseball Club, an aggregation of former local Negro 
Leaguers.
! Walter Wright told Ensley that, in a sadly ironic way, John Wright himself 
contributed to his own post-career anonymity by refusing interview requests and rarely, 
if ever, discussing his now-forgotten shot at The Show. In fact, Walter said, Johnʼs co-
workers at the National Gypsum plant in Westwego most likely had no clue who he was 
and what he had (almost) accomplished.
! “I felt he died with a volume of information that he never released to anyone,” 
Walter Wright told Ensley. “You never knew what he felt. He was a very quiet person. 
Iʼm sure that most of the people who worked alongside him at the gypsum plant never 
even knew he was a ballplayer.”
! But a few local people remember him, including Herb Simpson, himself a stellar 
ballplayer who played with and against Wright as they both competed locally.
! “He was a lot older than me, but he could teach you a lot about baseball,” 
Simpson says. “He was a fine fellow. He was the best.”
! According to the Social Security Administration, John Richard Wright was born in 
New Orleans on Nov. 28, 1916. (Some media reports later pegged his birth date as 
1918.) The son of Richard Wright, a railroad laborer, and Hazel Wright, also both native 
Louisianians, John Wright spent the earliest years of his life living with his parents and 
older sister, Isabel (or Isabella), in a rented home at 8005 Forshey Street in the Holly 
Grove neighborhood.



! The family later moved to 9111 Apricot Street, where the Wrights shared another 
rented home for $15 a month. By that time, Richard Wright worked at a fertilizer plant, 
and John was entering J.W. Hoffman Junior High School, where he reportedly began 
his baseball career. He later attended Hoffman and McDonald high schools, graduating 
in 1935 after starring for the institutions. The Louisiana Weekly noted that Hoffman lost 
the 1934 city championship to Wicker, 2-0, despite a solid performance on the mound 
by Wright.
! “A great crowd of enthusiastic students cheered to the echo the performance 
(sic) on the field of Wickerʼs stellar ball hawks,” the May 12, 1934 Weekly stated. “John 
Wright pitched good ball for Hoffman, but poor support ruined his teamʼs chances.”
! According to existing, brief biographies and contemporary national media reports, 
to earn some extra cash Wright joined the semi-pro New Orleans Zulus, a semi-pro 
baseball team that was as much degrading comedy as it was a hardball squad, and the 
local Lincoln Giants. However, no local record exists of either team at that time.
! Wright got his big break in the blackball world in early 1937, when he was 
recruited by the Newark Eagles of the Negro National League. While the New Orleans 
media ignored this development, several larger African-American papers noted Wrightʼs 
signing by the club, with the April 24, 1937, Chicago Defender listing him as a rookie 
hurler from New Orleans.
! After finding success in New Jersey, Wright in mid-1939 jumped to the 
Crawfords, a Negro American League squad that began in Pittsburgh and eventually 
migrated to Indianapolis and Toledo. The national black media included Wright in their 
description of a powerhouse Crawford pitching staff and frequently mentioned that he 
was from New Orleans. In 1940, the Defender tabbed Wright “the New Orleans fireball 
chucker” who “has something on the ball.” But again, the NOLA press, including the 
Weekly, made no report of Wrightʼs actions.
! Wright changed franchises again in 1941, when he joined up with the Homestead 
Grays, one of the best and most tradition-laden squads in the Negro National League. 
In 1943, the Grays assembled one of the greatest lineups in baseball history, including 
Hall of Fame sluggers Josh Gibson and Buck Leonard — and John Wright, “the hard-
throwing right hander from New Orleans,” stated the Amsterdam News in April 1943.
! It was in ʼ43 that Wrightʼs national exploits finally garnered some ink in the 
Crescent City media, beginning in August, when the Weekly briefly noted his presence 
on the East squad in the prestigious East-West All-Star game.
! That season proved to be the best of Wrightʼs career; he went 30-5 for the Grays, 
helping them win the NNL pennant and play the NALʼs Birmingham Black Barons in the 
Negro World Series. In fact, the stage became set for a grand homecoming for Wright 
when the seventh and deciding game of the series was originally scheduled to be 
played in Pelican Park in New Orleans in October 1943. That finally got the firm 
attention of the Weekly, which reported that Wright was scheduled to start the game for 
the Grays and called him a “local boy who has been burning up the National League.”
! But miscommunication between teams and an apparent gaffe by the local 
mainstream media spoiled what should have been Wrightʼs glorious appearance in his 
hometownʼs sun —  the seventh game ended up being cancelled when legendary 
NOLA sports promoter Allen Page became fed up with the scheduling confusion. (The 



rubber match ended up being played in Montgomery, where Wright pitched the Grays to 
victory and the national African-American pro title.)
! However, Wright still got a chance to play in front of hometown fans when he 
took the mound for a team called the New Orleans Zulu Hippopotamus against the 
Houma Jax Red Sox at Pelican Stadium in what was billed as the Louisiana state 
championship Oct. 24, a game the Zulus won, 2-1, in front of a reported 2,300 fans.
! The Big Easy native then joined the Navy, where he pitched on all-black station 
teams to huge success. That, combined with his performance for the Grays in 1943, 
attracted the attention of Brooklyn Dodgers mogul Branch Rickey, who in late 1945 set 
in motion the plan that eventually led to the integration of the Major Leagues. Shortly 
after Rickey inked Robinson to a minor-league contract, he did the same for Wright after 
the latterʼs discharge from the Navy.
! In February 1946, the Louisiana Weekly reported Wrightʼs signing in a front-page 
article.
! “I am very happy to be the second Negro that will have an opportunity to play 
major league ball,” the hurler told the paper. “I will do my utmost to come through and I 
wish to thank all of my friends who have been pulling for me.”
! The paper reported that Wright currently was undergoing four weeks of training in 
the Crescent City at Xavier University with E.J. Ducy and J.B. Spencer, “two prominent 
local Negro ball players.”
! “Wright will carry the colors for the Crescent City baseball fans into major league 
circles,” the paper stated.
! Robinson and Wright both then spent the 1946 campaign with Brooklynʼs Triple-A 
affiliate, the Montreal Royals. However, the Weekly went back to virtually ignoring 
Wright; whenever the African-American paper mentioned Wrightʼs time in Montreal, it 
was almost always as a sidenote in the publicationʼs coverage of Robinsonʼs 
performance in Quebec.
! In fact, in its March 9, 1946, edition, the Weekly gushed about Robinson when he 
and his wife stopped off in New Orleans on the way to spring training in Florida. Wrightʼs 
name only appeared in the storyʼs last paragraph: “Robinson will join John Wright, New 
Orleans Negro player, who is also trying for a berth on the Montreal team.”
! From the beginning, the spotlight was on Robinson, partially because, unlike the 
pitcher Wright, the former played daily. Only a handful of national journalists bothered to 
profile Wright in any depth. That included Burley, in a column headlined, “Letʼs Turn To 
Jackieʼs Teammate.” In the piece, Burley described Wrightʼs journey, beginning as a 
youth in New Orleans.
! Another national writer who closely examined Wright was Pittsburgh Courier 
correspondent Lucius Jones, who actually traveled to the Crescent City to get to know 
the pitcher. Jonesʼ article and the accompanying photo noted how “(t)he Pelican kid” 
had been married to the former Mildred Creecy for nine years, had two children (Joyce 
Carol, 7, and Sylvester, 6) and was a member of St. John Baptist Church.
! Ironically — and sadly — enough, the only New Orleans journalist who 
subsequently paid the most attention to Wright was T-P columnist Bill Keefe, who 
opined on April 1946 that the Dodgersʼ signing of the two black players was a disaster 
waiting to happen. Rickey, Keefe asserted — in a paternalistically-racist argument 
frequently made by white sports reporters — made a massive mistake bringing 



Robinson and Wright on board, calling the playersʼ presence at spring training as little 
more than a PR sideshow that would end up shaming Robinson and Wright because 
the pair had no chance of making the Montreal squad.
! “All the writers agree that the trial is very unfair to the Negroes and that failure for 
them to make good in the International League will do Negro baseball irreparable harm,” 
Keefe wrote before arrogantly assuming how the two were feeling. “... Neither is able to 
do himself justice because he cannot relax and play with the poise he shows when 
playing with his own race. He feels strange and even though his teammates tro to put 
him at ease and convince him they take no cognizance of his color, the player himself 
canʼt come close to playing up to his true form.
! “He realizes he is the cynosure of all eyes — those of the fans, the rival players 
and his own teammates. All want to see how he performance and he is under a 
constant strain that keeps his nerves on the ragged edge and makes him self-conscious 
every second he is on the field.”
! Keefe then displayed his absolutely cluelessness about baseball reality by — 
apparently ignoring the decades of black baseball that had existed parallel to “organized 
baseball — suggesting that the “solution to the problem of of negro baseball players 
would be the organization of all-Negro leagues.”  Keefe was seemingly also oblivious to 
the fact that for years Negro Leaguers had performed admirably against major leaguers 
in dozens of exhibition contests.
! “Advocates of the elimination of racial prejudices thought Branch Rickey was 
doing a fine thing for the Negroes in giving two boys a tryout with Montreal,” Keefe, 
citing the problems with segregation the two signees encountered in Florida, concluded 
with more than a tinge of bigotry. “As a matter of fact, it was an injustice to the boys. ... It 
looked like a case of feeding them to the lions and I think the people who spurred them 
into taking the step used poor judgment.”
! As history has subsequently shown, Keefe was right about only one of the 
African-American players. Robinson, of course, went on to a Hall of Fame career. 
Wright, meanwhile, floundered in Montreal and ended up being demoted to the 
Dodgersʼ lower affiliate in Three Rivers (Trois Rivieres), Quebec. While Wright pitched 
fairly well for the smaller club, he apparently decided that he had had enough of “the 
great experiment” and went back to the confines of the Negro Leagues for the 1947 
season.
! Since then, historians and pundits have debated two crucial questions. One, why 
did Wright fail while Robinson — and subsequent Negro Leaguers-turned-major 
leaguers Roy Campanella, Don Newcombe, Larry Doby, Monte Irvin and others — 
succeed with flying colors?
! And two, with that in mind, why exactly did Branch Rickey sign Wright in the first 
place? Was the New Orleanian, as some have asserted, simply a roommate and 
confidant for Robinson in the latterʼs march to the majors, or did Rickey wrongly believe 
Wright, as well as Robinson, could cut the mustard in organized ball?
! The second question still remains a murky mystery, at least to some. Walter 
Wright, John Wrightʼs fellow New Orleanian who played against him before integration 
on the Crescent Cityʼs sandlots, told the Tallahassee Democratʼs Ensley that John 
Wright “would not have been any help to Jackie. John had grown up under Jim Crow 



laws. Jackie came from a different background, and if anything, would have been more 
help to John.”
! The answer to the first query, however, seems to have been answered. In 
Wrightʼs case, Keefe was correct and wilted under the stress of being a racial trailblazer, 
at least according to former Negro Leaguers who had played with and against Wright. 
Among that group was Leonard, Wrightʼs former Homestead Grays teammate.
! “Johnny Wright had the ability to play in the major leagues, but that was only one 
part of it,” the late Leonard wrote in his own autobiography. “There was something else, 
too. Robinson stood up under the pressure and Wright didn’t. He just wasn’t able to 
stand the pressure and couldn’t take the things he had to take. I don’t think many 
people could have or would have.”
 Regardless, after abandoning his major-league dream, John Wright returned to 
the Grays for two more years — during which he made several appearances before 
hometown fans, both as a Gray and a member of an all-star team — before hanging up 
his spikes after the 1948 campaign.
 After that, Wright retreated to New Orleans and the anonymity of the gypsum 
plant, where he worked for decades as a go-fer and rarely spoke of his baseball career. 
But Walter Wright told Ensley that John Wright did, for a moment, open up about why he 
failed in Montreal despite being given a fair shake. “I just couldn’t put it together,” John 
told Walter.
 At some point, John Wright moved to Mississippi, where he died in May 1990.


