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PBS presents Ken Burns’s ‘Jackie Robinson’ ... from sports page 1

In 1949, Robinson began to
speak out, challenging opposing
players, arguing with umpires
and speaking his mind to the
press, and he played some of the
best baseball of his career, win-
ning the National League MVP
award. Despite his accomplish-
ments on the field, his outspo-
kenness drew criticism across
the league, from the press and
even from black fans and play-
ers who worried he would set
back the progress that African
Americans had achieved in
baseball. When he retired in
1956, many were happy to see
him go. 
After baseball, Robinson contin-
ued to use his immense fame to
elevate the civil rights move-
ment, voicing his views through
a widely read newspaper col-
umn, raising money for the
NAACP and Martin Luther
King’s Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, and
campaigning vigorously for can-
didates he believed would work
to improve the lives of African

Americans. Meanwhile, in
Stamford, Connecticut, the
Robinson family faced the chal-
lenge of integrating schools,
social clubs and Little League
teams in their mostly white sub-
urb, where residents and real
estate agents had once tried to
keep them from buying proper-
ty.

JACKIE ROBINSON is also a
warm portrait of a loving and
devoted husband and father,
featuring extensive interviews
with Robinson’s widow,
Rachel, and their surviving chil-
dren, Sharon and David, who
witnessed firsthand how resist-
ant society could be to equality
for African Americans, even

their enormously popular father.  
“We were incredibly lucky to

have Rachel Robinson sit for
three extraordinary on-camera
interviews and open her person-
al archive of photographs,” said
co-director Sarah Burns. “Her
grace and eloquence elevate the
family drama of their lives to a

central focus in our film, and her
recollections open up a window
into Jackie’s private life that is
rarely seen. Thanks to her con-
tributions, and interviews with
Sharon and David, the film is
not only about baseball and civil
rights, but is also a powerful
portrait of an African-American
family navigating the tumul-
tuous 20th century.” 
As the 1960s progressed, many

African Americans grew frus-
trated with the slow pace of
change in black neighborhoods,
and new leaders began charting
a more militant course for the
civil rights movement. Robinson
denounced their calls for
progress by “any means neces-
sary” and criticized them for
rejecting integration. Some
young African Americans
accused Robinson of being out
of touch — chiding him for his

ties to Branch Rickey, New York
Governor Nelson Rockefeller
and other prominent whites —
and sought new, more defiant
cultural heroes such as
Muhammad Ali and Jim Brown.
But even as his celebrity waned
and diabetes ravaged his body,
Robinson continued to push for
fair treatment and equal oppor-
tunities for all African
Americans. After throwing out
the first pitch before game two
of the 1972 World Series, he told
the crowd, and millions watch-
ing at home, that it was long past
time for Major League Baseball
to hire its first black manager.
He died nine days later at just 53
years of age. 

“Jackie Robinson,” Martin
Luther King, Jr. once said, was
“a sit-inner before sit-ins, a free-
dom rider before freedom rides.”
In addition to Rachel, Sharon
and David Robinson, JACKIE
ROBINSON features interviews
with President Barack Obama
and First Lady Michelle Obama;
former Dodgers teammates Don
Newcombe, Carl Erskine and
Ralph Branca; writers Howard
Bryant and Gerald Early; Harry
Belafonte; Tom Brokaw; and
Carly Simon. Jamie Foxx is the
voice of Jackie Robinson, read-
ing excerpts from his newspaper
columns, personal letters and
autobiographies. 
Funding is provided by Bank of
America; Public Broadcasting

Service; Corporation for Public
Broadcasting; The Arthur Vining
Davis Foundations; Dalio
Foundation; Mr. Jack C. Taylor;
and members of The Better
Angels Society, including
Jessica & John Fullerton and
John & Catherine Debs.
JACKIE ROBINSON is a pro-
duction of Florentine Films and
WETA, Washington, DC, in
association with Major League
Baseball. It is directed and pro-
duced by Ken Burns, Sarah
Burns and David McMahon;
written by David McMahon and
Sarah Burns; edited by Lewis
Erskine, A.C.E., George
O’Donnell and Ted Raviv; cine-
matography by Buddy Squires,
A.S.C.; original music by
Wynton Marsalis and Doug
Wamble; narrated by Keith
David. Series advisors include
Kevin Baker, Adrian Burgos,
William E. Leuchtenburg; John
Thorn, Khadijah White and
Craig Steven Wilder.

About PBS
PBS, with 350 member stations,
offers all Americans the oppor-
tunity to explore new ideas and
new worlds through television
and online content. Each month,
PBS reaches nearly 103 million
people through television and
more than 33 million people
online, inviting them to experi-
ence the worlds of science, his-
tory, nature and public affairs; to

Profiles of Ken Burns and Rachel Robinson of ‘Jackie Robinson’

Editor’s Note: Below are
short bios of Ken Burns and
Rachel Robinson, widow of
the famed Jackie Robinson. ‘
Ken Burns’s “Jackie
Robinson,” a two-part special
airs on April 11 and April 12
on WKNO-TV. Check other
listings and times for cable
and satellite channel designa-
tions. 

Ken Burns

Ken Burns has been making
documentary films for almost 40
years. Since the Academy
Award-nominated Brooklyn
Bridge in 1981, Burns has gone
on to direct and produce some of
the most acclaimed historical
documentaries ever made,
including The Civil War;
Baseball; Jazz; Statue of
Liberty; Huey Long; Lewis and
Clark: The Journey of the Corps
of Discovery; Frank Lloyd
Wright; Mark Twain;
Unforgivable Blackness:  The
Rise and Fall of Jack Johnson;
The War; The National Parks:
America’s Best Idea; The
Roosevelts:  An Intimate
History; and, most recently,
Cancer:  The Emperor of All
Maladies.
A December 2002 poll conduct-
ed by Real Screen Magazine
listed The Civil War as second
only to Robert Flaherty’s
Nanook of the North as the

“most influential documentary
of all time,” and named Ken
Burns and Robert Flaherty as the
“most influential documentary
makers” of all time. In March
2009, David Zurawik of The
Baltimore Sun said, “… Burns is
not only the greatest documen-
tarian of the day, but also the
most influential filmmaker peri-
od. That includes feature film-
makers like George Lucas and
Steven Spielberg.  I say that
because Burns not only turned
millions of persons onto history
with his films, he showed us a
new way of looking at our col-
lective past and ourselves.” The
late historian Stephen Ambrose
said of his films, “More
Americans get their history from
Ken Burns than any other
source.”

Future projects include films
about Jackie Robinson, the
Vietnam War, the history of
country music, Ernest
Hemingway and the history of
stand-up comedy.

Burns’s films have been hon-
ored with dozens of major
awards, including 14 Emmy
Awards, two Grammy Awards
and two Oscar nominations; and
in September 2008, at the News
& Documentary Emmy Awards,
Burns was honored by the
Academy of Television Arts &
Sciences with a Lifetime

Achievement Award
Rachel Robinson

Business leader, activist, profes-
sor, nurse, wife, mother and
grandmother, Rachel Robinson
is a woman of enormous accom-
plishments of her own and those
achieved jointly with her hus-
band, Jackie Robinson, who
broke the color barrier in Major
League Baseball in 1947 when
he played with the Brooklyn
Dodgers.

Rachel Robinson was born
Rachel Annetta Isum on July 19,
1922, to parents Zellee and
Charles Raymond Isum. After
graduating from the Manual Arts
High School in 1940, Robinson
entered the nursing program at
UCLA. During this time, she
met an up-and-coming baseball
player named Jackie Robinson.
He proposed almost immediate-
ly, but their plans were put on
hold when Jackie was drafted
into the Army and Robinson
decided to finish her college
education.
Robinson earned her bachelor’s
degree from the University of
California and later earned a
master’s degree in psychiatric
nursing from New York
University. She worked as a
researcher and clinician at the
Albert Einstein College of
Medicine’s Department of
Social and Community

Psychiatry, a position she held
for five years. Robinson then
became Director of Nursing for
the Connecticut Mental Health
Center and an Assistant
Professor of Nursing at Yale
University.

Throughout the 1960s, the
Robinsons became increasingly
active in the civil rights move-
ment. In 1963, Robinson hosted
a jazz concert at their home in
Connecticut to raise bail money
for the student protestors jailed

Special airs April 11 and April 12. See additional feature on sports page 1

in Birmingham. The event was
attended by Martin Luther King,
Jr. and continued annually as the
Afternoon of Jazz until 2002.
The 1970s were trying times for
the Robinson family. In 1971,
Jackie, Jr. died in a car accident.
In 1972, Jackie Robinson, at the
age of 53, died of a heart attack.
Then, Rachel Robinson’s moth-
er died in April 1973. In the face
of profound loss, Robinson
turned her energies toward

memorializing the lives and
achievements of those whose
lives had meant so much to her.
In 1972, she incorporated the
Jackie Robinson Development
Corporation, a real estate devel-
opment company specializing in
low- to moderate-income hous-
ing; the company built and man-
aged 1,300 units of housing. She
served as president for 10 years.
In 1973, she founded the Jackie
Robinson Foundation, a not-for-
profit organization providing
educational and leadership
opportunities for minority stu-
dents. The foundation has
entered its 40th year of opera-
tion, has graduated more than
1,400 alumni; has maintained
close to a 100 percent gradua-
tion rate; and has provided more
than $60 million in financial
assistance and extensive support
services.  The foundation’s most
recent project is the creation of
the Jackie Robinson Museum in
New York City.
In addition to her tireless work

with the Jackie Robinson
Foundation, Robinson continues
to participate in national efforts
to recognize her husband. In
1996, she authored Jackie
Robinson: An Intimate Portrait,
published by Abrams Publishing
Company. In 1997 and 2007,
Robinson participated in a series
of events to commemorate the
50th and 60th anniversaries of
Jackie Robinson’s integration of

Throughout the 1960s, the
Robinsons became increas-
ingly active in the civil rights
movement. In 1963,
Robinson hosted a jazz con-
cert at their home in
Connecticut to raise bail
money for the student protes-
tors jailed in Birmingham.
The event was attended by
Martin Luther King, Jr. and
continued annually as the
Afternoon of Jazz until 2002.

major league baseball. In 2005,
Robinson accepted the
Congressional Medal of Honor
from President Bush on behalf
of Jackie Robinson.

Over the years, Robinson
earned numerous awards her-
self. In addition to earning 12
honorary doctorates, Robinson
was awarded the Candace Award
for Distinguished Service from
the National Coalition of 100
Black Women, the Equitable
Life Black Achiever’s Award
and the Associated Black
Charities Black History Makers
Award, Unilever Global Citizens
Award in 2013, Women of
Power Award in 2012, Branch
Rickey Award, Ohio Wesleyan
University in 2011, Black Rose,
League of Black Women in
2010, The UCLA Medal,
Women in Action Award in
2009, New York University
College of Nursing Celebration
Award and Commissioners
Historic Achievement Award in
2007, New York Post Lifetime
Achievers Liberty Medal,
Visionary Leadership Award in
2006, Giant Step Award in 2004,
Baseball Assistance Team
Award in 1997, Los Angeles
Dodgers Award in 1970-1998
and the Associated Black
Charities Award in 1989.
Rachel Robinson has two chil-

dren, David and Sharon
Robinson, and 15 grandchildren. 

“Jackie Robinson,”
Martin Luther King, Jr.
once said, was “a sit-inner
before sit-ins, a freedom
rider before freedom
rides.”

hear diverse viewpoints; and to
take front row seats to world-
class drama and performances.
PBS’ broad array of programs
has been consistently honored
by the industry’s most coveted
award competitions. Teachers of
children from pre-K through
12th grade turn to PBS for digi-
tal content and services that help
bring classroom lessons to life.
PBS’ premier children’s TV pro-
gramming and its website,
pbskids.org, are parents’ and
teachers’ most trusted partners
in inspiring and nurturing
curiosity and love of learning in
children. More information
about PBS is available at
www.pbs.org, one of the leading
dot-org websites on the Internet,
or by following PBS on Twitter,
Facebook or through our apps
for mobile devices. 

We were incredibly lucky to
have Rachel Robinson sit for
three extraordinary on-cam-
era interviews and open her
personal archive of photo-
graphs,” said co-director
Sarah Burns

About WETA
WETA Washington, DC, is the
third-largest producing station
for public television. Other
WETA productions and co-pro-
ductions include PBS NEW-
SHOUR, WASHINGTON
WEEK WITH GWEN IFILL,
THE KENNEDY CENTER
MARK TWAIN PRIZE, IN
PERFORMANCE AT THE
WHITE HOUSE, THE
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS
GERSHWIN PRIZE FOR POP-
ULAR SONG and documen-
taries by filmmaker Ken Burns,
including THE CIVIL WAR,
BASEBALL, THE WAR, THE
NATIONAL PARKS: AMERI-
CA’S BEST IDEA, THE CEN-
TRAL PARK FIVE and THE
ROOSEVELTS: AN INTI-
MATE HISTORY.


