
Greenberg and Robinson  
 
I know how many of us are feeling.   Distraught.  Astonished.  Shocked. 
How Could This Ever Happen?  How Could We Let Our Nemesis Win? 
What do we need to do to ensure that it will not happen again?   After a 
decade of dominance, have we officially ceded the biggest stage to our 
arch rival?  
 
Why did Kevin Cash take Blake Snell out after only 73 pitches?  Why on 
earth did Boston get rid of Mookie Betts?   How did the Dodgers win the 
world series?   If you’re a Giants fan, condolences,  If you’re a Dodger fan, 
and I know they exist at Beth Am, congratulations.   If you’re not a sports 
fan … my apologies.   And, while if you know me, sports is never far from 
mind, I had never heard this story that our member Caryn Huberman 
shared with me this past summer.   Even if you don’t know a homerun from 
a touchdown - I’ll think you find it inspiring.  
 
The year was 1947. Hank Greenberg, the legendary Jewish slugger and 
longtime Detroit Tiger, had been traded to the Pittsburgh Pirates for what 
would be his final season.  Greenberg was an aging superstar.  He broke 
into the majors in 1933 and was one of the best power hitters of his 
generation.  He helped Detroit to four world series, winning two and was 
the American League’s Most Valuable Player twice.   All this despite taking 
three years off in the prime of his career to serve in the military including 
spending most of 1944 in the Pacific. Hammerin’  Hank served 47 months, 
the longest of any major league player.  He returned to the Tigers in 1945.  
 
Throughout his career, Greenberg had been subjected to just about every 
antisemitic insult imaginable.  “Every ballpark I went to”  Greenberg 
recalled, “there’d be somebody in the stands who spent the whole 
afternoon just calling me names.”   By 1947, his last season in the majors 
“he knew he had become a symbol of how Jews were moving into the 
American mainstream. “Every home run I hit,” he once said, “was a home 
run against Hitler.” Although an unobservant Jew who considered his 
religion “an accident of birth,” Greenberg said at the end of his life (he died 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/26/upshot/hank-greenbergs-triumph-over-hate-speech.html


in 1986) that he was startled to find himself “wanting to be remembered not 
only as a great ballplayer, but even more as a great Jewish ballplayer.” 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/26/upshot/hank-greenbergs-triumph-ove
r-hate-speech.html)  
 
Greenberg was born in the Bronx - but played in Detroit, and let’s face it - 
Detroit was not an easy place to be a prominent Jew in the 1930s. The 
1924 Immigration Act had installed Jewish Quotas which all but halted 
Jewish Immigration to the US.   And .. As Aviva Kempner writes in her 
biography of Greenberg -  "Detroit was really the hotbed of domestic 
anti-Semitism,"  Car magnate Henry Ford, perhaps the most famous 
Michigander of that era, spent much of his spare time distributing 
anti-Semitic propaganda. His newspaper, The Dearborn Independent, went 
so far as to call Jews, "the World’s Foremost Problem." 
 
"But more importantly, there was Father Charles Coughlin," Kempner says. 
Father Coughlin a Catholic priest just outside of Detroit, for a period of time 
was one of the most influential personalities in America.  Coughlin used his 
radio program to spread anti-Semitic messages to an estimated 30 million 
weekly listeners and he ran a nationally circulating newspaper called - 
“Social Justice.”  The pages of the paper were filled with vile accusations 
about Jewish control of America’s financial institutions.   In the summer of 
1938, he published a version of The Protocols of The Elder of Zion.  Soon 
after Kristallnach in 1938,  Coughlin started his radio show by asking, "Why 
is there persecution in Germany today?" He went on to explain that "Jewish 
persecution only followed after Christians first were persecuted."  
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/holocaust-coughlin
/ 
 
Greenberg  experienced this anti-Semitism up close.  "They were calling 
him every name in the book," Greenberg’s son, Steve, recalls. "'Sheeny,' 
'Kike,' 'Throw him a pork chop; he can’t hit that.'"  Detroit Tiger catcher 
Birdie Tebbetts later commented, "I think Hank on the ballfield was abused 
more than any other white ballplayer or any other ethnic player except 
Jackie Robinson."  
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In 1934 at just 23 years old, Greenberg was the Star of a Terrific Tiger 
Team.  They were battling the dreaded Yankees (hey, somethings don’t 
change) for the AL pennant as the High Holidays approached.  With Detroit 
sports fans on edge as to whether their slugger would play on the Holidays, 
Greenberg was unsure on whether he should play or not.   Greenberg 
writes in his auto- biography:  
 
“The newspapers had gone to the top rabbi in Detroit and asked him if it 
would be socially acceptable for me to play on that day.  The rabbi was 
supposed to have looked in the Talmud and he came up with the theory 
that since it was the start of a new year, and it was supposed to be a happy 
day, he found that Jews in history had played games that day, and he felt 
that it would be perfectly all right for me to play baseball.  That momentous 
decision made it possible for me to say in the lineup on Rosh Hashanah, 
and lo and behold I hit two home runs — the second in the ninth inning — 
and we beat Boston 2 – 1.” 
 
In The Detroit Free Press, the city’s main secular newspaper,   The day 
before Rosh Hashanah, at the top of the sports section, was a headline 
written from right to left in strange, large letters. It read, "L’shana Tova 
Tikatevu."  "In Hebrew letters, front page, it was as if war had been 
declared. The type was that big,"  An English headline, right next to the 
Hebrew, read: "And so to you, Mr. Greenberg, the Tiger fans say, 'L’shana 
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Tova Tikatevu!' which means 'Happy New Year.'" 

 
 
According to Jonathan Sarna, professor of American Jewish History at 
Brandeis University, this may be the only instance of a major American 
newspaper with a Hebrew headline. And think about the what it took to 
make this a reality. This was before digital printing, so the Free Press 
would have had to get special metal plates just to print these three words. 
 
A week later, Greenberg became a hero to Jews in Detroit and  across the 
country, when on Yom Kippur, he decided not to suit up and play for the 
Tigers.  The Tigers played, and lost, but Greenberg was at synagogue.  He 
writes:   We walked in about 10:30 in the morning and the place was 
jammed.  The rabbi was davening.  Right in the middle of everything, 
everything seemed to stop.  The rabbi looked up; he didn’t know what was 
going on.  And suddenly everybody was applauding.  I was embarrassed; I 
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https://www.brandeis.edu/departments/nejs/faculty/sarna.html


didn’t know what to do.  It was a tremendous ovation for a kid who was only 
twenty-three years old, and in a synagogue no less! 
 
The Nationally Famous Poet Edgar Guest wrote:  
 
Came Yom Kippur—holy feast day world wide over to the Jew— 
And Hank Greenberg to his teaching and the old tradition true 
Spent the day among his people and he didn’t come to play. 
Said Murphy to Mulrooney, “We shall lose the game today! 
We shall miss him on the infield and shall miss him at the bat, 
But he’s true to his religion—and I honor him for that!” 
 
Which brings us to the 7th inning of the Pittsburgh/Brooklyn game on May 
17th, 1947.  Greenberg playing first for Pittsburgh against the Dodgers - 
years before they broke the heart of my grandfather and left Brooklyn - but 
that’s another story.  
 
At bat was a promising young rookie named Jackie Robinson.  You all 
know Jackie Robinson, who just a month earlier had broken Baseball's 
color barrier, becoming the first black man to play professional baseball. 
Days earlier, according to the Journal of Sport History, Robinson and his 
family had received threats on his life and that his infant son Jackie Jr. 
would be kidnapped. Members of opposing teams sat in their dugouts 
pointing baseball bats at him — simulating machine gun noises. The hotel 
in which the Dodgers stayed refused to admit Robinson. Not surprisingly, 
Robinson’s batting average had slumped and he was contemplating 
quitting. 
 
Robinson laid down a perfect bunt and streaked down the line to first. The 
pitcher's throw pulled first baseman Greenberg off the bag. Reaching for 
the throw, he collided with Robinson, who was able to get up and reach 
second.  The African American, Hall of Fame sports writer Wendell Smith 
suggested that, had the collision involved a player other than Greenberg, it 
might have sparked a riot. 
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When it was Pittsburgh’s turn to bat in the eight, Greenberg walked, and 
ended up next to Robinson.  He asked Robinson, who was playing first 
base, if he had been hurt in the collision. Assured by Robinson that he 
hadn't been, Greenberg said to him, ``Don't pay attention to these guys 
who are trying to make it hard for you. Stick in there. . . . I hope you and I 
can get together for a talk. There are a few things I've learned down 
through the years that might help you and make it easier.''  
 
Following the game, Jackie told The New York Times, “Class tells. It sticks 
out all over Mr. Greenberg.” Robinson was deeply moved by the supportive 
words of Greenberg, who was praised in the African-American press. The 
two men would remain friends into the years ahead:  And  upon Robinson’s 
retirement from baseball in 1957,  Hank Greenberg, wrote him a letter  to 
praise "his long and illustrious career" and the "exemplary manner in which 
you have conducted yourself--both on and off the field," he called Robinson 
"a credit to baseball and inspiration" to youngsters "who will attempt to 
emulate your example." 
 
I love the story!   The meeting of Robinson and Greenberg at First Base 
that day in 1947 as almost a summit of outsiders - committed to being part 
of the great American experiment.  Who would have thought that a Jew and 
a Black man would occupy that ground together.  Two men, one who 
subjected to rabid  anti-Semitism and the other a victim of vile racism, 
excelling at America’s pasttime - willing to lift one another up in the face of 
trials and adversity.  
 
There have been more recent times that Hebrew print has been on the 
cover of major American newspapers.  Exactly two years ago the cover of 
the Pittsburgh Post Gazette printed the first four words of the Mourner’s 
Kaddish after a White Supremacist opened fire and killed 11 Jews at the 
Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh.   We remember this anniversary with 
heavy hearts.  We know that these people were attacked only because 
they were Jews.   We remember the victims of that Synagogue shooting 
this Shabbat.   We know that despite the wonder of this nation - where 
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Jews live mostly live without fear and trepidation, anti-Semitism still exists. 
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Yet, we also remember the aftermath of that terrible Shabbat shooting. 
When our neighbors - Christian and Muslims, Latinos, Blacks and Asians, 
young and old joined us in mourning that unimaginable incident.  Beth Am 
was full that day.  We came together to demonstrate to the world the 
America we aspire to live in!    One where men and women of all races can 
reach out to one another and uplift each other.    At this time in our 
calendar, where America decides what the next four years have in store - 
we hold on to the idea that we can stand together on the same baseball 
diamond - creating and building a world worthy of our highest ideals.  A 
country that Greenberg and Robinson and our children and our 
grandchildren would be proud of.  
 
One last newspaper clipping this Shabbat -- this one from 1957 - no 
Hebrew text this time.  It’s from a small local paper in Westchester, New 
York called the Bronxville Review. And It’s very personal for me.  The one 
woman in the photograph is my grandmother Sylvia Prosnit, the man she’s 

9 



standing next to Jackie Robinson. 

 
  
 
 
http://baseballsiscokidstyle.blogspot.com/2015/04/hank-greenberg-and-jackie-robinson.html 
 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1994/09/18/the-game-came-second/cf2f805b
-3fca-40e5-9f03-55f5568192fd/ 
 
https://www.wbur.org/onlyagame/2017/09/22/hank-greenberg-rosh-hashana-tigers 
 
https://www.jta.org/2020/07/14/opinion/what-hank-greenbergs-friendship-with-jackie-robinson-ca
n-teach-us-today 
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