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Introduction 

Richard Ford 

Loving baseball is (or once was) easy. The game offers regular
sized humans performing oversized, occasionally glorious feats 
with grace and precision, all of it viewable in normally nice 
weather, pretty surroundings, and in real time. Nobody monoto
nously beats everybody (bad teams regularly win); competition is 
heated but rarely hostile. Mostly people don't get hurt, and per
forming excellently means you do something notable every third 
try. Meanwhile, the game's nature doesn't change much over a life
time but maintains its casual, elemental sturdiness reminiscent of 
pastoral, patriotic origins. Repetition becomes consoling. Older 
players play and are venerated. Eccentricity is allowed. Uniforms 
are colorful. No one plays to a tie. And when a game's over you 
can, if you choose, happily forget all about it without paying it an 
insult. It's why they call it a pastime. 

On the other hand, writing about baseball, at least in ways that 
enhance the actual experience of the game (as though you are 
watching it from some good seat, and also playing it) while provid
ing a reading experience interesting enough to make a stranger put 
aside something more important, say Middlemarch, for the hope of 
finding comparable pleasure and refreshed awareness-well, that's 
challenging. 

Baseball, of course, invites writing to its door by providing 
plenty of "openings" through which writing can enter, then create 
and satisfy a reader's need. Baseball is usually a slow and sometimes 
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tedious game that can profit from shrewd, inventive commentary 
attesting to how it's also a good and occasionally beautiful game. 
At the same time, many baseball events happen fast and rely on 
subtly nuanced strategies and interreliances that can always stand 
to be illuminated. The game also embraces an almost limitless arti
choke of layered rituals and protocols (many obscure even to the 
most practiced watchers), and the revelation of these can add to 
whatever else we may know of the game-thereby helping to cre
ate baseball's pleasurable density-an ingredient to making it lov
able. Plus, baseball seems easy to play but isn't; its history is always 
problematically impinging on its present; many people take it too 
seriously and need to be told to lighten up. And finally it's often 
just good to be able to relive games we might already have seen or 
heard. Writing's good for all of these. And when writing itself is 
good-accurate, words chosen well, when it's thorough, propor
tioned, good-spirited-then the game is returned to us better than 
first we knew it, making us ready and eager to watch or even play 
1t agam. 

Roger Angell has been writing about baseball for more than 
forty years-mostly for The New Yorker magazine-and for my 
money he's the best there is at it. There's no writer I know whose 
writing on sport, and particularly baseball, is as anticipated, as 
often reread and passed from hand to hand by knowledgeable 
baseball enthusiasts as Angell's is, or whose work is more rou
tinely and delightedly read by those who really aren't enthusiasts. 
Among the thirty selections in this volume are several individual 
essays and profiles (the Bob Gibson profile, "Distance, " for in
stance) which can be counted in that extremely small group of 
sports articles that people talk over and quote for decades, and 
which have managed to make a lasting contribution to the larger 
body of American writing. 

Writing for The New Yorker has, of course, afforded Angell 
leniencies unavailable to his colleagues on the Daily Planet. He's had 
the luxury (and the talent) to write what he likes without hurrying, 
and to reconsider his words in relative peace-the gratitude good 
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writing deserves. When William Shawn gave Angell his first New 
Yorker sports assignment in 1960, the editor expressed-perhaps 
in a memo-his view that sports shouldn't be written about either 
cynically or romantically (as though these two were essentially dif
ferent). And Angell has gone along through the years to interpret 
Shawn's charge the way a gifted short-story writer might put his 
personal stamp upon an elder practitioner's words of moral guid
ance: say, to "forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated con
sciousness of my race." In Angell's case, of course, the race in 
question has mostly been a pennant race. 

Angell has written felicitously (always), and he has written 
acutely (always). He hasn't always written short, but he's written 
with a sense of providing a reader what the reader will need prop
erly to appreciate the game. To read Roger Angell is never to feel 
condescended or shown off to, or to feel that reading is a privileged 
overhearing of some superior sports savant. One never senses that 
Angell imagines himself essential to the game, but rather the oppo
site-that his is "amateur expertise," an "insatiable vicariousness," 
and that baseball (uncynically) is good enough to be interested in. 

Angell's words seem to come and be chosen for their places one 
at a time, not like bricks to a bricklayer or diamonds to a jeweler 
but like words to a writer who's found a means and subject to en
gage his full freedom and best self-what every writer longs far
and that allow him to write about sports from within a groove 
where he's limber, graceful, witty, intelligent, restrained, smoothly 
allusive, proportionate, and thoroughly satisfied to be doing just 
this work. Here is Angell on the subject of Fenway Park, from the 
year 2001: 

"Writers waiting to gain postgame admission to the Red Sox 
manager's office at Fenway Park line up outside the clubhouse, sep
arated by a metal rail from the jammed-together, slowly departing 
right-field-side patrons, who are headed home in the opposite direc
tion. If the Sox have won, the crowd is noisy and uninteresting, but 
when they have lost again, as they do by habit in late summer, this 
year and every year, the tableau becomes weighty and shadowed, 
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with more irony and history and atmosphere to take in than any 
mere game can account for. It's dark down here under the stands, 
for one thing, and the shuffling, oppressed humanity, the dingy 
lighting, the food smells, the bunched strands of wires and cables 
running haphazard overhead, and the damp, oddly tilting stone 
floor cast a spell of F Deck aboard the Titanic. "  Anyone, it should 
be said, who can make me feel a frisson when reading about the 
loss-obsessed Red Sox and their goofy (Oh, I'm sorry . . .  their lov
able, interestingly eccentric, history-ennobled) little urban ball yard 
has done a good trick indeed. 

But, aside from his affinities for fine, evocative writing, and a 
long career at a fancy magazine, it is by getting those previously enu
merated baseball essentials (strategies, nuances, protocols) down 
onto the page, and cementing the hard foundation without which 
sportswriting can't earn your time away from the game itself, that 
Angell has made his bones. Roger Angell's most rightful writerly 
seat is in the press box and the clubhouse and behind the batting cage 
with his friends, the shirtsleeve beat writers and the twice-a-week 
pundits who carry us fans the long way around from pitchers-and
catchers, till the day after the fat lady sings in the fall. " I  could listen 
to this stuff all day," Angell has said, about the story-swapping and 
tall-taling that accompany the sportswriter's life-so much of which 
is spent simply waiting, but which (if you're good at your job) is 
never time wasted. Owner of a sports memory reaching back to Ott 
and Ruth, confident minder of the game's boundaryless stats, pos
sessor of grave insights into the game's fluid mechanics, master of the 
wry trope, the mot juste, the running story, and confident practi
tioner of baseball's poetics, whereby managers stand at the helm of 
teams, winning streaks come in skeins, home runs are launched, wins 
garnered, Angell first and always gives good baseball to the boys in 
the cheap seats. And he does the hard slog: he gets bulldogs (like Pete 
Rose) to say interesting things, saving them thereby from being just 
bulldogs. And he gets good guys like David Cone to now and then 
sound like philosophers. "Cone's first start after Tampa . . .  ," Angell 
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wrote in his chronicle of the slightly bemused Yankee hurler coming 
to the end of his time in the bigs, "came in two parts. Working with 
a pared-down, tauter motion, he threw early strikes to the tough 
Seattle batters but kept running up his pitch counts thereafter, strain
ing for the K. At one stretch he went to the full count against eight 
straight batters. Much was at stake, and there was something like a 
groan or a sigh in the press rows when Alex Rodriguez pounced on 
a fastball that had drifted over the plate and drove it into the right
field stands for the second and third runs of the inning. Down by 
3-2, Cone now persevered, perhaps recalling the look on Joe Torre's 
face when he'd taken him up the tunnel between innings for a talk 
about body language. But Torre kept him in the game for a full six
no more runs, six strikeouts, and a startling hundred and thirty-seven 
pitches. When Cone fanned Mike Cameron in the fifth, the announce
ment came that it had been his twenty-five-hundredth career strike
out-a level he shared only with Clemens and Randy Johnson, 
among all active pitchers-and the fans delivered a sustained full 
minute of applause: an ovation of all things. They'd been waiting 
weeks for the chance. The Yanks lost the game in the end, going 
down in the ninth, 6-5 . . . .  " A few lines later Angell observes that 
Cone "didn't believe that illusions about his strikeouts or sliders 
would haunt him, once he decided to retire. It was the other way 
around. 'I've always been a super-realist,' he said. 'I go over things in 
my mind-1 can't let them alone. It's how bad I've been that gets 
me. I could use a little fantasy right now. Guys who can kid them
selves are much better off. ' " 

Back in the late sixties, a teacher of mine-now a famous nov
elist-used to say that baseball was just a stylized enactment of the 
basic Freudian paradigm: the catcher was the mother, the pitcher 
the father, the batter the hapless son, seeking with his waggling ap
pendage to intercept the father's pitch and give it a pasting before 
the ball got in between the catcher's legs, after which . . .  well, after 
which I seem to remember the formulation kind of broke down 
and everyone lost interest. 



xii • Game Time 

But ever since then, I've stayed watchful of the deft balance 
sportswriting must achieve between its preoccupation with "the 
game" and the game's context, the outside world, where moms and 
dads and sons really do struggle, and where things matter a lot and 
are rarely soluble, and where baseball-its rules, history, con
duct-isn't a very useful microcosm, and life's lessons can't be 
taught very well by overpaid twenty-two-year-old phenoms. 
Sport may occasionally be a little like life and occur within it. But 
it's a game. That's its fun part, its privileged irrelevancy and occa
sionally its beauty. 

Roger Angell, entirely consonant with his affection for the 
game, writes about baseball from a viewing stand that's conspicu
ously in life and society, and he understands, as the few great 
sportwriters do, that to achieve his craft's highest expression, a 
writer must bring along his loftiest values, moral and lexical, yet 
somehow do it without tying his slender subject to weights and 
galactic significances it can't persuasively bear. To make sport be 
more than itself threatens to make it boring, and almost always 
turns the writing absurd and bad. "Baseball memories are seduc
tive," Angell has written, "tempting us always toward sweetness 
and undercomplexity." And he might as well have said it about 
baseball itself with regard to its relevance to life at large. And so, 
when Angell's gaze travels outside the lines, it is not to make the 
smaller realm instruct the wider one, or mirror it, but rather from 
within baseball's interior to credit life, for which the game stands 
not as allegory but as a pretty reprieve. That's the game's bargain 
with us, its proffer and appeal. And we trust Roger Angell because 
he knows that, and because he sees what we see. 

"I went back to Shea the day after the eleven-inning loss to the 
Expos," he wrote last year, "but this time sat jam-packed in the 
stands in short left, where patches of pale sunshine and mild boo
ing (while Mets starter Steve Trachsel gave back an early 3-1 lead) 
and the shrilling of kiddie fans kept us cheerful. Fans in every style 
and vintage of Mets gear paraded up and down the ai�les, and re
turning, view-blocking food-bearers, in ancient ritual, paused to 
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ogle the field in response to the smallest hint of action. A busy dad 
in front of me missed Alomar's first-inning homer while on forage, 
and then blew Robbie's next clinger, in the third, when he'd gone 
down again for ice cream. Some mini-minors near me had to stand 
on their seats, teetering and peering-and sometimes grabbing my 
shirt or ear to keep balance-to catch fractional glimpses of the 
batter, way off to our right. Now and then one of the standees 
would step on the wrong part of his seat and disappear from view, 
like a wader taken down by a shark, but then resurface smiling, 
with peanut dust and bits of popcorn in his hair. The noise was 
amazing, and not much like the apprehensive or vengeful sounds of 
Yankee Stadium, where every game must be won." 

Of course, when it does actually mimic life, as almost all insti
tutions now and then will (think stock market, think government), 
then baseball suddenly doesn't seem as seductive or as sweet. And 
Angell is typically ready, if not very eager, to look beyond the web 
of baseball, see over the fence, and tell us what's there-since 
what's there inevitably affects the game. 

"Sports were different in my youth," he wrote in 1992. "A se
ries of events to look forward to and then to turn over in memory, 
rather than a huge, omnipresent industry with its own economics 
and politics and crushing public relations" [again, think stock mar
ket, think government]. Now, though, he goes on, "we are wary of 
sentiment and obsessively knowing, and we feel obliged to put a 
spin of psychology or economic determinism or bored contempt 
on all clear-color memories [and] it is because most of American 
life, including baseball, no longer feels feasible." 

This is surely enough to say, though perhaps there's a better 
note to end on. 

Sometime along in the middle of October, 1981-a dreary sea
son for me in almost all respects-my wife was sitting in our house 
in Princeton, staring moodily out the living-room window at the 
maple's seeming to change leaf by leaf, and with it the year, its dour 
end game begun. The Series had just finished. The Dodgers had 
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defeated the Yankees in six games. No one's back was any longer 
against the wall. The fat lady'd sung. There was a tomorrow, and 
this was it. No one who fancies baseball ever feels very good about 
things on this day, no matter who's become champ. 

"Ho-hum," my wife said, resigned, her nose to the cool glass, 
her eyes gray and unblinking. 

"Right. Ho-hum," I said, offering her some company. 
"\Veil," she said. "That's all over now." She nodded. But sud

denly her face brightened. "In a week, though, we'll have Roger 
Angell to read, and I'll probably feel better again. It's the only good 
thing about the end of the season-Roger Angell comes along and 
makes it go alive again. I wish it could be today." 

"Me, too," I said. 
And baseball, by these simple acts, was tucked away for an

other quilted winter, to be attended to properly, lovingly in the in
terval. So that come March we'd all find it again, renewed and 
much as it was-the way we like it. 

My wife smiled at me, happy for this prospect. Together we 
commenced our wait. 

Richard Ford 
2002 



Preface 

One morning in the mid-nineteen-eighties I was sitting with 
manager Sparky Anderson in his office at Marchant Stadium, the 
Tigers' spring-training park, in Lakeland, Florida. We were alone 
except for a life-size photograph of Ty Cobb sullenly staring from 
one wall. The Georgia Peach was wearing a thick cardigan sweater, 
with that imposing Gothic "D" over the heart, and I may have 
lowered my voice when I nodded toward the old Tiger, still the 
holder of the highest lifetime batting average in the books, and said, 
"What about this guy, Sparky? Where would he fit into your plans 
if he could be back here right now?" Anderson took his pipe out of 
his mouth and leaned forward from his chair. "I know he's not 
starting for me," he whispered. "I just hope he makes the Opening 
Day roster." 

Baseball, despite our wishes, changes all the time, and this col
lection, which encompasses more than forty years of reporting on 
the game, may suggest some reasons for its shifting place in our es
timation. Maybe not. While I was covering this long run of memo
rable or trifling moments and innings, it never occurred to me that 
I was putting down history or looking for something to say about 
the American psyche. It was only about the games and the players, 
and how I felt, watching. This book is a personal selection from al
most a million words about baseball, and, taken as a sampler, may 
only illustrate one writer's progress from young fan (youngish: I 
was forty-one when I went down to St. Petersburg in March, 1962, 
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for The New Yorker and nervously tied on my first credential) to 
decidedly senior reporter. Some of these chapters have appeared in 
previous collections, but a larger share of the contents has not been 
seen in book form. The shorter "Takes" sections carry an old 
pressbox tag, from the days when beat writers banged out their 
game stories on portable typewriters and handed their running 
copy, page by page, to Western Union messengers, who relayed it 
to desk and rewrite men at their home papers. Clif Keane, a fixture 
with the Boston Globe, used to watch me filling up a notebook 
with pages of stuff that might later be turned into a line or two in a 
piece weeks or months away, and would rag me for my pains. 
"How many takes tonight, Rahj ?"  he would call over cheerfully. 
"Ten? Twenty?" 

Baseball pressboxes are quieter now, thanks to laptops, but 
much more crowded. Each writer follows the action below and 
then checks it out in replay on one of the television monitors, where 
the game story is going out to America without any effort from 
him. Perpetually scooped, he has become a skilled feature writer or 
celebrity critic, and part of the entertainment media blitz. Because 
of television's technical wizardry and its range of commentators, 
most of whom are former big-league players, we fans have become 
more expert about how the game is played, and more argumenta
tive as we sense ourselves slipping into an electronic tavern, open at 
all hours, where every sport is equal and every athlete the subject 
of a ceaseless and irritable attention. Major-league ballgames are 
played to a rock-concert blast of sound and light; statistics hover 
near each pitch and at-bat and play, prepared to certify another 
first-ever, to feed our appetite for greatness. ESPN keeps us up 
to the moment, even as the rarity of the moment slips away, and 
instant replay supplants memory. When I asked Carlton Fisk once 
whether he still had any private recollection of his celebrated 
twelfth-inning home run off the foul pole at Fenway Park in Game 
Six of the 1975 World Series, and his frantically gesturing dance up 
the first-base line as he waved the ball fair, he said, " It's very inter-
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esting you asked that, because, you know, I've only seen that shot 
four or five times in my life. Every time it comes on my television 
set, I turn it off or leave the room, because I'm trying to keep a 
crystal memory of what that was like. " 

We've all made these adjustments-we have no other choice
and we labor each day to recognize a few names in the lineups of 
thirty teams, where once there were sixteen, and not to care too 
much that these enormous players are making more money in a 
season or a month or an at-bat than we will in our entire working 
lives. I don't think we're much surprised when Ty Cobb slips out 
of the all-time batting order, or the day arrives when we must weigh 
Randy Johnson and Barry Bonds and Alex Rodriguez against the 
best two or three who ever played their positions. It's thrilling, in 
fact. What we ask in return, though-we almost insist on it-is 
that the stars be good guys, too. In an ironic, fractious age, we crave 
a less distracted view of baseball, and cling to the notion that the 
game can still be as sweet as we imagined it when we were kids, and 
the players still country lads or gallant Gehrigs or jovially naughty, 
like the Babe. Major League Baseball holds out this hope in its 
misty P.R. on the pastime, and last fall kept screening that excerpt 
from "Field of Dreams" in which James Earl Jones says, "This 
field, this game, reminds us of all that once was good and that could 
be again. " Get a grip. 

Some fans are inconsolable about this imagined loss. Last sum
mer they were so distressed to find baseball once again in the middle 
of a labor standoff and incipient strike that they threatened-here 
and there in noisy numbers-a lifetime boycott of the sport. 
They'd gone bonkers. A year or so after the previous strike, which 
wiped out the latter part of the 1994 season and the World Series, I 
was a participant in an onstage baseball reading and discussion in 
San Francisco. When we were done, a man in the audience put his 
hand up during the Q. and A. and said he'd had it with baseball for
ever. The owners were pigheaded and self-destructive and the play
ers all spoiled, overpaid babies. He'd never go back again. 
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For once, the right answer came to me-there on the spot, in
stead of later. I said I'd heard that the San Francisco Symphony was 
also out on strike just then. How was that going? 

"Yes, they are," he responded. " It doesn't look good. They've 
been out for a couple of months now." 

"And you ?" I said. "You've given up on Mozart and Chopin 
and Schubert forever?" 

My wiseguy answer drew a mixed response-there were some 
laughs and a few boos, and then applause-but suddenly I felt 
great about baseball again and terrifically lucky to be a part of it. 
For me, the music was still playing. 

I am grateful to my friend and fellow baseball correspondent 
Steve Kettmann, who first conceived the plan for this collection, 
and proved an enthusiastic and imaginative collaborator in its 
preparation. My thanks go as well to four successive editors of 
The New Yorker, who extended encouraging and almost limitless 
grants of space and time: William Shawn, Robert Gottlieb, Tina 
Brown, and David Remnick. 

-R.A. 
December, 2002 
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The Old Folks Behind Home 

1962 

This winter, a local mortician named Willie Robarts sent Sara
sota residents and visitors a mailing of cards printed with his name 
and with the schedule of baseball games to be played here by the 
Chicago White Sox, who conduct their spring training in Payne 
Park, right in the middle of town. This must be interpreted as a 
pure public service, rather than as an attempt to accelerate business 
by the exposure of senior citizens (or "senior Americans," as they 
are sometimes called here) to unbearable excitement; only last 
night I was informed that a Sarasota heart specialist has ordered 
one of his patients to attend every Sox game as a therapeutic mea
sure. Big-league ball on the west coast of Florida is a spring sport 
played by the young for the divertissement of the elderly-a sun
warmed, sleepy exhibition celebrating the juvenescence of the year 
and the senescence of the fans. Although Florida newspapers print 
the standings of the clubs in the Grapefruit League every day, none 
of the teams tries especially hard to win; managers are looking 
hopefully at their rookies and anxiously at their veteran stars, and 
by the seventh or eighth inning, no matter what the score, most of 
the regulars are back in the hotel or driving out to join their fami
lies on the beach, their places taken by youngsters up from the mi
nors. The spectators accept this without complaint. Their loyalty to 
the home club is gentle and unquestioning, and their afternoon 
pleasure appears scarcely affected by victory or defeat. If this at
tachment were deeper or more emotional, there would have been 
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widespread distress here three years ago when the Boston Red Sox, 
who had trained in Sarasota for many years, transferred their 
spring camp to Scottsdale, Arizona, and the White Sox moved 
down from Tampa, but the adjustment to the new stocking color, 
by all accounts, was without trauma. The Beach Club Bar, out on 
Siesta Key, still displays photographs of Bobby Doerr and Dom 
DiMaggio and other members of the fine Red Sox teams of the for
ties, and at the ballpark I spotted a boy of ten or twelve wearing a 
faded junior-size Red Sox uniform (almost surely a hand-me-down 
from an older brother), but these are the only evidences of disaffec
tion and memory, and the old gentlemen filing into the park before 
the game now wear baseball caps with the White Sox insigne above 
the bill. 

Caps are the preferred millinery for both male and female fans 
in Payne Park-baseball caps, long-billed fishing caps, perforated 
summer-weights, yachting caps with crossed anchors, old-fashioned 
John D. Rockefeller linen jobs. Beneath them are country faces
of retired farmers and small-town storekeepers, perhaps, and digni
fied ladies now doing their cooking in trailers-wearing rimless 
spectacles and snap-on dark glasses. This afternoon, Payne Park's 
sixteen-row grandstand behind home plate had filled up well before 
game time (the Dodgers, always a good draw, were here today), 
and fans on their way in paused to visit with those already in their 
seats. The ushers greeted the regulars by name, and I saw one of 
them offering his arm to a very old lady in a blue hairnet and chat
ting with her as he escorted her slowly to her seat. Just after the na
tional anthem, the loudspeaker announced that a lost wallet had 
been turned in, and invited the owner to come and claim it-an 
announcement that I very much doubt has ever been heard in a 
big-city ballpark. 

There were elders on the field, too. Early Wynn, who has spent 
half of his forty-two years in the major leagues and has won two 
hundred and ninety-two games, started for the Sox. He pitched care
fully, slowly wheeling his heavy body on the windup and glowering 
down on the batters between pitches, his big Indian-like face almost 
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hidden under his cap. He has a successful construction business in 
Venice, Florida, south of here, but he wants that three-hundredth 
game this year; as for the Sox, if they are to be contenders they must 
have ten or fifteen wins from him. Duke Snider led off the Dodger 
second. He is as handsome and cheerful-looking as ever-he has the 
classic ballplayer's face-but he is a bit portly now, and beneath his 
helmet the sideburns were white. As he stepped up, a man some
where behind me shouted, "C'mon, Duke! C'mon, Grandpa-belt 
one !"  and a lady just in front of me murmured to her companion, 
"Now, really, I think that's very offensive. " (Clapping and small, en
couraging cries are heard in Florida parks, but boos and personal ep
ithets are bad form.) Duke's feelings didn't seem hurt; he swung 
viciously and grounded out to second, running it out fast all the way. 

Wynn pitched three innings, shutting out the Dodgers and giv
ing up only two hits, and was succeeded by Herb Score. The crowd 
was pulling for Score with every pitch; they knew his story, which 
is the saddest in modern baseball. Although he has entirely recov
ered from the terrible injury he suffered when he was struck in the 
face by a line drive hit by Gil MacDougald in 1957, Score's confi
dence, his control, and, finally, his form have vanished, and he has 
never again approached the brilliance of 1956, when he won twenty 
games for the Indians, struck out two hundred and sixty-three bat
ters, and finished with an earned-run average of 2.53. Now he is up 
from the minor leagues, battling for a job. Today, at least, he was 
getting batters out, but watching him work was a nervous, un
happy business. Most of his pitches were high, and it was difficult 
to see why the Dodgers weren't hitting him harder. He kept run
ning into bouts of wildness, and his delivery was a painful parody 
of what it used to be, for his arm would come to a full, hitching halt 
at the end of his windup, and he appeared to be pushing the ball. 
He escaped his four innings with only a lone, unearned run scored 
against him. Meantime, the White Sox were bleeding for runs, too, 
as they will be all season. They have traded away their power, Mi
noso and Sievers, for pitching and defense, hoping for a repetition 
of their 1959 surprise, and the run they scored in the seventh came 
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on two singles and a stolen base-the kind of rally their support
ers will have to expect this year. 

The tension of a tied, low-scoring game appeared to distract 
rather than engross the crowd. The sun slid behind the grandstand 
roof, and there was a great stirring and rustling around me as 
sweaters were produced and windbreakers zipped up; seats began 
to be vacated by deserters, and the fans in the upper rows, who had 
been in the shade all afternoon, came down looking for a warmer 
perch. Brief bursts of clapping died away, and the only sound was 
the shrill two-note whistle of infielders encouraging their pitcher. 
The old people all around me hunched forward, their necks bent, 
peering out at the field from under their cap bills, and I had the cu
rious impression that I was in a giant aviary. Out in right-field foul 
ground, members of the Sox' big pitching squad began wind sprints. 
They stood together in clusters, their uniforms a vivid white in the 
blaze of late sun, and four or five at a time would break away from 
the group and make a sudden sandpiper dash along the foot of the 
distant sea-green wall, all the way into deep center field, where they 
stopped just as quickly and stood and stared at the game. At last, in 
the bottom of the twelfth, the White Sox loaded the bases on some 
sloppy Dodger fielding, and Nellie Fox, his wad of tobacco bulging, 
delivered the single that broke the bird spell and sent everyone 
home to supper. " There, now," said the woman in front of me, 
standing up and brushing her skirt. "Wasn't that nice?" 

Sarasota, March 21 

Watching the White Sox work out this morning at Payne Park 
reassured me that baseball is, after all, still a young man's sport and 
a cheerful one. Coach Don Gutteridge broke up the early pepper 
games with a cry of "Ever'body 'round! "  and after the squad had 
circled the field once, the ritual-the same one that is practiced on 
every high-school, college, and professional ballfield in the coun
try-began. Batters in the cage bunted one, hit five or six, and 
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made room for the next man. Pitchers hit fungoes to the outfield
ers, coaches on the first and third baselines knocked out grounders 
to the infield, pepper games went on behind the cage, and the 
bright air was full of baseballs, shouts, whistles, and easy laughter. 
There was a raucous hoot from the players around second when a 
grounder hopped over Esposito's glove and hit him in the belly. 
Two young boys with fielders' gloves had joined the squad in the 
outfield, and I saw Floyd Robinson gravely shake hands with them 
both. Anyone can come to watch practice here, and fans from 
nearby hotels and cottages wandered in after their breakfasts, in 
twos and threes, and slowly clambered up into the empty bleach
ers, where they assumed the easy, ceremonial attitude-feet up on 
the row in front, elbows on knees, chin in hands. There were per
haps two dozen of us in the stands, and what kept us there, what 
nailed us to our seats for a sweet, boring hour or more, was not just 
the whop! of bats, the climbing white arcs of outfield flies, and the 
swift flight of the ball whipped around the infield, but something 
more painful and just as obvious-the knowledge that we had 
never made it. We would never know the rich joke that doubled 
over three young pitchers in front of the dugout; we would never 
be part of that golden company on the field, which each of us, cer
tainly for one moment of his life, had wanted more than anything 
else in the world to join. 

The Cardinals, who have been having a fine spring, were the 
visitors this afternoon, and their high spirits infected everyone. 
Minnie Minoso, grinning extravagantly, exchanged insults with his 
former White Sox teammates, and Larry Jackson, the big Cardinal 
right-hander, laughed out loud on the mound when he got Joe 
Cunningham, who was his teammate last year, to miss badly on a 
big curve in the first inning. Stan Musial had the day off, and AI 
Lopez, the Sox' manager, had filled his lineup with rookies. My eye 
was caught by the Chicago shortstop, a kid named AI Weis, who is 
not on the team's regular roster but who was having a nifty day in 
the field. He started double plays in the first and second innings, 
and in the third he made a good throw from deep short to get 
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Jackson, and then robbed Gotay with a diving spear of a low liner. 
At the plate, though, he was nervous and uncertain, anxious to suc
ceed in this one short-and, to him, terribly important-after
noon. He struck out in the first inning and again in the second, 
stranding two base-runners. 

At about this time, I began to pick up a dialogue from the seats 
directly behind me-a flat, murmurous, continuous exchange in 
Middle Western accents between two elderly men. 

"Look at the skin on my hands, how dry it is," said one. 
"You do anything for it?"  asked the other. 
"Yes, I got some stuff the doctor gave me-just a little tube of 

something. It don't help much." 
I stole a look at them. They were both in their seventies, at 

least. Both were sitting back comfortably, their arms folded across 
their stomachs. 

"Watch that ball," said the first. " Is that fair?" 
"No, it's foul. You know, I haven't seen a homer this year. " 
"Me neither. " 
"Maybe Musial will hit one here tomorrow." 
The White Sox, down one run after the first inning, could do 

nothing with Jackson. Weis struck out again in the fifth, made a 
wild throw to first in the sixth, and then immediately redeemed 
himself with another fast double play. The voices went on. 

"This wind melts your ice cream fast, don't it?" 
"Yes, it does . It feels nice, though. Warm wind." 
In the top of the eighth, with the bases loaded, Weis grabbed 

another line drive and doubled up the runner at second base. There 
were chirps from the stands. 

" It don't seem any time at all since spring training last year." 
"That's because we're older now. You take my grandson, he's 

always looking forward to something. Christmas and his birthday 
and things like that. That makes the time go slow for him. You and 
me, we just watch each day by itself. " 

"Yes. You know, I didn't hardly think about life at all until I 
was sixty-five or seventy." 
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"I know. " 
Weis led off the bottom of the eighth, and popped up to left. 

He started still another double play in the ninth, but his afternoon 
was ruined. The Cardinals won the game, 2-0. 

That evening, I looked up AI Weis's record. He is twenty-two 
years old and was an All-Scholastic player at Farmingdale High, on 
Long Island. In his three years in organized baseball, he has played 
with Holdrege, in the Nebraska State League; with Lincoln, in the 
Three-I League; and with Charleston, in the Sally League. His batting 
averages in those years-.275, .231 ,  .261-tell the story: good field, 
no hit. Time has run out for him this spring, and it must seem to him 
that it went too quickly. Next week, he will report to the White Sox 
farm camp in Hollywood, Florida, for another year in the minors. 

St. Petersburg, March 22 

This is Gerontium, the elders' capital-city of shuffleboard 
courts, city of sidewalk benches, city of curious signs reading 
"Youtharama," "Smorgarama," and "Biblegraph." Today it was 
also the baseball capital of the world, for the game at AI Lang Field 
was the first encounter between the Yankees and the New York 
Mets, the new National League team that sprang-not simply full
grown but middle-aged-out of the forehead of George Weiss last 
winter. Some of the spectators' curiosity and expectancy about this 
game resembled the unbecoming relish with which party guests 
watch a newly divorced couple encountering each other in public 
for the first time, for they could watch General Manager Weiss, in 
his box behind the home dugout, and Casey Stengel, in the dugout, 
staring over at the team that had evicted them so scandalously two 
years ago. But there was another, more valid tension to be tasted; 
one sensed that this game was a crisis for the Mets-their first 
chance to discover, against the all-conquerors, whether they were 
truly a ball team. A rout, a Iaugher, a comedy of ineptitude might 
destroy them before the season ever began. 
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St. Petersburg fans are elderly, all right, but they are noisier, 
keener, and more appreciative than their counterparts to the south. 
For one thing, they know more baseball. AI Lang Field has for 
years been the late-winter home of two good teams, the Yankees 
and Cardinals; when the Yankees moved to new quarters at Fort 
Lauderdale this year, the Mets moved in to take their place. I had 
guessed that this switch of home teams might cause some confu
sion of loyalties, but I was wrong. There was a respectable burst of 
applause when Mickey Mantle stepped up to the plate in the second 
inning, but this was almost immediately smothered by a full roar of 
pleasure when Charlie Neal collared Mantle's streaking grounder in 
short right and threw him out. Groans and headshakings followed 
when the Yanks collected three singles and a run off Roger Craig's 
pitching, but the Mets failed to collapse. Frank Thomas hit a 
double in the Mets' half of the inning-the first hit given up by Bill 
Stafford, the Yankees' starting pitcher, all spring-and there was 
another startled shout a few minutes later when Hodges and Cha
con pulled off a 3-6-3 double play on Maris's bouncer. The Mets 
not only belonged, they were winning converts every minute. 

The Mets are an attractive team, full of echoes and overtones, 
and one must believe that George Weiss has designed their clean, 
honest, but considerably frayed appearance with great care. Gus 
Bell, Frank Thomas, Eddie Bouchee, and Richie Ashburn are for
mer headliners whose mistakes will be forgiven and whose accom
plishments will win sentimental affection. Coach Cookie Lavagetto 
and pitchers Roger Craig and Clem Labine will bring the older 
Dodger fans up to the Polo Grounds this summer. Neal and Don 
Zimmer looked unchanged-Neal intense, withdrawn, talented, 
too tightly wound for an ideal infielder, and Zimmer eager and 
competitive, angrily trying to make pugnacity compensate for what 
he lacks in size, skill, and luck. Gil Hodges still cannot hit pitches 
over the outside corners, but his stance and his mannerisms at the 
plate are a cup of limeflower tea to those with memories: the bat is 
held in the left hand while he fiddles with his eyelashes with his 
right hand, then settles his helmet, then tucks up his right pants leg, 
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then sweeps the hand the full length of the bat, like a duelist wiping 
blood off a sword, and then at last he faces the pitcher. Finally, there 
is Casey himself, a walking pantheon of evocations. His pinstripes 
are light blue now, and so is the turtleneck sweatshirt protruding 
above his shirt, but the short pants, the hobble, the muttering lips, 
and the comic, jerky gestures are unaltered, and today he proved 
himself still capable of the winning move. 

The Mets went ahead, 3-2, in the sixth inning, on two Yankee 
errors, two walks, and Zimmer's single. After that, the St. Peters
burg fans began a nervous, fingers-crossed cry of "Keep it up, 
Mets ! "  and welcomed each put-out with shouts of incredulity and 
relief. In the ninth, though, the Mets' second pitcher, a thin young 
left-bander named AI Jackson, up this year from Columbus, gave 
up four singles and the tying run after Neal messed up a double 
play. With the winning runs on base, Stengel showed how much he 
wanted this game for his team, for he came out to the mound and 
relieved Jackson. (Pitchers are almost never yanked in mid-inning 
in spring training.) The relief man, Howie Nunn, retired Blanchard 
on a pop behind second for the last out. More wonders followed. 
Joe Christopher, another unknown, led off the Mets' ninth with a 
triple, and after Zimmer had fouled out, Stengel looked into his 
closet of spare parts, which is far less well stocked than his old 
Yankee cornucopia, and found Ashburn there. Richie hit the first 
pitch into right field for the ball game, and George Weiss nodded 
his head, stood up in his box, and smiled for the first time today. 

I doubt whether any of the happy six thousand-odd filing out 
of AI Lang Field after the game were deluding themselves with 
dreams of a first-division finish for the Mets this year. The team is 
both too old and too young for sensible hopes. Its pitchers will ab
sorb some fearful punishment this summer, and Elio Chacon and 
Neal have yet to prove that they can manage the double play with 
any consistency. Still, the Mets will be playing in the same league 
with the Houston Colt .45s, another newborn team of castoffs, and 
with the Phillies, who managed to finish forty-six games out of first 
place last year and will have eight more games this year in which to 
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disimprove that record. The fight for the National League cellar 
this summer may be as lively as the fight for the pennant. What 
cheered me as I tramped through the peanut shells and discarded 
programs and out into the hot late sunlight was not just the score 
and not just Casey's triumph but a freshly renewed appreciation of 
the complexity and balance of baseball. Offhand, I can think of no 
other sport in which the world's champions, one of the great teams 
of its era, would not instantly demolish inferior opposition and re
duce a game such as the one we had just seen to cruel ludicrous
ness. Baseball is harder than that; it requires a full season, hundreds 
and hundreds of separate games, before quality can emerge, and in 
that summer span every home-town fan, every doomed admirer of 
underdogs, will have his afternoons of revenge and joy. 

Tampa, March 24th 

The population of Tampa is two hundred and seventy-five 
thousand. I looked it up this morning, but I could have saved my
self the trouble. Anyone attending a game in the big, modern 
reinforced-concrete-shell grandstand of Al Lopez Field (named for 
the White Sox manager, who is a Tampa native) could figure out that 
this is the big town in these parts; he could tell it, by the sound of 
the crowd alone-a steady, complex, cosmopolitan clamor made 
up of exhortation, laughter, outright booing, the cries of vendors, 
and the hum of garrulous city talkers. Today the old people in the 
stands were outnumbered. There were young women in low-cut 
sundresses, children of all ages (two boys near me were wearing 
Little League uniforms with "Western Fertilizer" emblazoned on 
the back), and blacks and Cubans in the grandstand. The sun was 
hot and summery, and I felt at home: this was July in Yankee Sta
dium. Nevertheless, I had trouble concentrating on the first few in
nings of the game, which was between the Cincinnati Reds, who 
train here, and the visiting Dodgers. My mind kept returning to an 
incident-a sudden visual snapshot of a scene-in the game I saw 
yesterday in Bradenton, where Milwaukee had beaten the Yankees. 
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Bradenton yesterday was nothing like Tampa today. The 
weather was cold early spring, with low clouds and a nipping wind 
blowing in from left field. The stadium might have been a country 
fairgrounds, and the elders who had come early and filled up the 
park to see the mighty Yankees had the gravity, the shy politeness, 
and the silence of a rural crowd at a tent show. A rain the night be
fore had turned the infield into a mudpie, and while we waited pa
tiently for it to dry, three bearded men wearing plumed Spanish 
helmets, silvery chest plates, short striped pants, and high boots 
trooped out in front of the dugout, carrying swords, to have their 
picture taken with Mickey Mantle. They were local citizens partici
pating in Bradenton's annual de Soto celebration. Mickey grinned 
and brandished one of the swords for the photographer, and the 
conquistadors looked awed. At last, the game began, in tomblike si
lence. No one complained when Mantle, Howard, Boyer, and Berra 
failed to appear in the opening lineup. Hardly anyone cheered when 
the Braves got to Jim Coates for a run in the third. A man standing 
in front of the scoreboard in deep center field hung up a numbered 
placard for each ball, strike, and out. When the sun began to break 
through, another employee came out of the Braves' clubhouse be
side left field and hung a dozen sweatshirts-white, with black 
sleeves-out to dry on a clothesline strung between two palm trees. 
The game turned out to be a good one; there was some small shout
ing when the Braves came from behind to tie the score in the bottom 
of the ninth on a home run by Tommie Aaron, Hank Aaron's kid 
brother, and some guffaws when the Yanks lost it on an error in the 
tenth. In spite of the score, and perhaps only because of the peace
fulness and stolidity of the fans, I came away with the impression 
that the Braves have become a middle-aged team, now somehow 
past the point of eagerness and energy that has made them champi
ons or fearsome contenders for the last nine years. 

The incident that startled me at Bradenton was one of those 
juxtapositions that are possible only in spring training. In the sev
enth inning, with the sun now fully out and the grass turning soft 
and emerald as it dried, Whitey Ford came in to pitch for the Yan
kees. At the same moment, in the Braves' bullpen in deep left field, 
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Warren Spahn began throwing-not warming up but simply loos
ening his arm. Suddenly I saw that from my seat behind first base 
the two pitchers-the two best left-handers in baseball, the two 
best left- or right-handers in baseball-were in a direct line with 
each other, Ford exactly superimposed on Spahn. It was a trick 
photograph, a trompe-l'oeil: a hundred-and-fifty-eight-game win
ner and a three-hundred-and-nine-game winner throwing baseballs 
in the same fragment of space. Ford, with his short, businesslike 
windup, was all shoulders and quickness, while, behind him, Spahn 
would slowly kick his right leg up high and to the left, peering 
over his shoulder as he leaned back, and then deliver the ball 
with an easy, explosive sweep. It excited me to a ridiculous extent. 
I couldn't get over it. I looked about me for someone to point it 
out to, but I couldn't find a recognizable fan-face near me. 

The Tampa crowd this afternoon would have spotted it. They 
knew their baseball, and they were tough and hard to please. Joey 
Jay, the Reds' top starter, was having all kinds of trouble on the 
mound. His control was off, he had to throw too many pitches, and 
he kept shaking his head disgustedly. After the first two innings, 
the Dodgers were waiting for him to get behind and come in with 
a fat pitch. They batted around against him in the third inning, 
scoring five runs; two of them came on a home run by Daryl 
Spencer, and then in the fifth Spencer knocked another pitch over 
the fence. Manager Hutchinson left Jay in, letting him take his pun
ishment while he got the work he needed. The fans, though the 
Reds are their team, seemed to enjoy it all. They booed Jay lightly; 
they didn't mind seeing him suffer a little-not with that $27,500 
salary he won after a holdout this spring. They applauded Koufax, 
the Dodger pitcher, who was working easily and impressively, mix
ing fast balls and curves and an occasional changeup, pitching in 
and out to the batters, and hitting the corners. Koufax looked al
most ready for Opening Day. 

There were fewer rookies and scrubs in the lineups today; the 
season begins in just over two weeks. These two teams will almost 
certainly fight it out with the Giants for the pennant, and I was 
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tempted to make comparisons and private predictions. But then I 

reminded myself that baseball would be competitive and overseri

ous soon enough. The city crowd around me here, the big park, 
and the approaching time for headlines, standings, and partisanship 

have almost made me knowing and Northern again. Already I had 
begun to forget the flavor of Florida baseball-the older, easier 
pleasures of baseball in the spring in the country. 



Sunny Side of the Street 

1975 

It was raining in New York-a miserable afternoon in mid
March. Perfect. Grabbed my coat and got my hat, left my worries 
on the doorstep. Flew to Miami, drove to Fort Lauderdale, saw the 
banks of lights gleaming in the gloaming, found the ballpark, 
parked, climbed to the press box, said hello, picked up stats and a 
scorecard, took the last empty seat, filled out my card (Mets vs. 
Yankees), rose for the anthem, regarded the emerald field below 
(the spotless base paths, the encircling palms, the waiting multi
tudes, the heroes capless and at attention), and took a peek at my 
watch: four hours and forty minutes to springtime, door to door. 

The journey and the arrival and then a few innings of mild, 
meaningless baseball would have been more than enough for my 
first day of spring training, but this particular evening promised a 
treat. It was the middle meeting of a three-game set between the 
Yankees and the visiting Mets, and the starting pitchers were Cat
fish Hunter and Tom Seaver. The ballpark was sold out, and there 
were rows of standees three or four deep along the fences in left 
and right field. Yankee manager Bill Virdon and Met manager Yogi 
Berra contributed to this sudden party by starting their first
stringers-two lineups that looked to be very close to the teams 
that would take the field four weeks later, on Opening Day. Both 
New York front offices had been avid participants in an off-season 
of exceptionally complex trading activity, and as I studied the old 
names and the new names I had written on my scorecard, I sensed 
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myself already awash in the kind of deep-water baseball specula
tion that usually becomes possible only in August or September. 
Among the new Mets were Del Unser (a useful if unbrilliant center 
fielder who had come over from the Phillies as part of a trade that 
had taken away Tug McGraw) and Joe Torre, who was with the 
Cardinals last year-a lifetime .300 hitter and a former Most Valu
able Player, now thirty-four years old and well past his peak but 
perhaps still better than any previous Met third baseman. Starting 
in left field was Dave Kingman, a tall free-swinger and erstwhile 
(very recently erstwhile) Giant, who had just been picked up for 
$125,000 in a straight cash deal. Last of all, most of all, there was 
Tom Seaver, the Mets' champion, who would be trying out the sci
atic hip that afflicted him all last summer-a disability now tenta
tively but anxiously regarded as cured by rest and osteopathy. 

The Yankee alterations were even more noticeable. Gone was 
the familiar and overburdened Bobby Murcer, who had been dealt 
to the Giants for another outfielder-another kind of outfielder
Bobby Bonds, a swift, powerful, mercurial, and not altogether reli
able courser, who had never quite attained the superstar status ex
pected of him. Thurman Munson, the Yankee catcher, would be 
making his first appearance of the year and would be testing the 
damaged forearm that limited his effectiveness last year. And, best 
of all, there was Catfish Hunter, the ex-Oakland ace, a twenty
game winner over four consecutive seasons, last year's American 
League Cy Young Award winner (he was 25-12, with an earned
run average of 2.49), undefeated in seven World Series games, et 
cetera, et cetera, who was cut free from the A's last December by an 
arbitrator's decision, as a result of Oakland owner Charles 0. Fin
ley's failure to make payments on a deferred portion of his salary. 
Thus suddenly empowered to sell his fealty and right arm to the 
highest or most attractive bidder, Hunter settled upon the Yankees, 
after receiving unimaginable cajoleries ("You want Helen of Troy, 
Cat? Listen, we'll fix Helen up with a beautiful annuity and throw 
in a li'l old Dodge Charger for her, and . . .  ") from almost every 
other club, for a sum in the neighborhood of three and a half million 
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dollars in salaries and deferrals and shelters and other considera
tions, to be paid over the next five years, and more. Inevitably, 
some sportswriters have begun to refer to him as Goldfish Hunter. 

Beyond these individual athletic and fiscal histories was the in
teresting business of the two clubs themselves and their impending 
summer-long fight for the affections of the same enormous and de
manding baseball audience-the battle of Shea Stadium, the war 
for New York. There has been nothing quite like this since the de
parture of the Giants and the Dodgers, for the swift decline of the 
once mighty Yankees in the past decade and the even more precip
itous ascent of the darling Mets had seemed utterly independent of 
each other. Now a big-city baseball reversal may be in progress, 
with the young and star-enriched Yankees, who were a close sec
ond in their division last year, apparently the possessors of the best 
pitching and the best outfield in their half-league, on the rise; and 
with the aging Mets, pennant winners in 1973 but a fifth-place club 
last year, apparently in pitching difficulties and thus possibly in 
very bad trouble indeed. This spring meeting was part of a good 
subway summer to come. 

The game began, and baseball replaced speculation. Hunter in 
pinstripes was about the same as Hunter in green and gold-the 
flowing hair, the flowing motion, the big, oversized cap resettled 
between each pitch. Seaver, too, restored memory-the cold, intel
ligent gaze; the unwasteful windup; the sudden forward, down
dropping stride off the rubber. He struck out two of the first three 
Yankee batters, without really trying his fastball. Now, with one 
out in the top of the second, Dave Kingman stood in for the Mets, 
occasioning a small hum of interest because of his height, which is 
six feet six inches, and his batting style, which is right-handed, 
tilted, and uppercutting. The hum was replaced by an explosion of 
sustained shouting as Kingman came around on a high Hunter 
change-up, caught all of the ball-every inch and ounce of it
with his bat, and drove it out of the park and out of the lights in a 
gigantic parabola, whose second, descendant half was not yet per
ceptible when the ball flew into the darkness, departing the prem-
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ises about five feet inside the left-field foul line and about three 
palm trees high. I have never seen a longer home run anywhere. 

There were further entertainments and events-two hits by 
Munson; the Mets winning the game, 3-0, on sterling shutout 
pitching by Seaver and his young successors, Craig Swan and Rick 
Baldwin; and another homer by Kingman, also off Hunter-this 
one a high, windblown fly just over the fence, giving him a total of 
four round-trippers in his first five games as a Met. He also fanned 
weakly on his last two times up. In the fourth inning, Joe Torre 
took a backward step near third base as Bobby Bonds came down 
the base path from second (there was no play on him), and some
how severely sprained his right ankle. It was an inexplicable, al
most invisible little accident that nonetheless ruined Torre's spring, 
and the kind of pure bad luck that can sometimes darken a club's 
enure season. 

Nothing, however, could touch or diminish Kingman's first 
shot. Catfish Hunter, after his stint, sat in the training room with his 
shoulder encased in an ice bag and his elbow in a bucket of ice 
water, and reminisced cheerfully about other epochal downtown
ers he had given up. There had been a preseason one by Willie 
McCovey and perhaps, years ago, a Mickey Mantle five-hundred
footer. Mantle, now a Yankee springtime coach, could not remem
ber it. " I  know I never saw one longer than this," he said. Bill 
Virdon guessed that the ball had flown an additional two hundred 
and fifty feet beyond the fence, into an adjacent diamond, which 
might qualify it as a simultaneous homer and double: a six-base 
blow. The Yankees were still talking about the home run the next 
day, when Hunter told Ron Blomberg he hoped he hadn't hurt his 
neck out there in left field watching the ball depart. Others took it 
up, rookies and writers and regulars, redescribing and amplifying 
it, already making it a legend, and it occurred to me that the real ef
fect of the blast, except for the memory and joy of it, might be to 
speed Catfish Hunter's acceptance by his new teammates. There is 
nothing like a little public humiliation to make a three-and-a-half
million-dollar executive lovable. 
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That night, the press clustered thickly around Kingman in the 
visiting clubhouse. He is a shy, complicated young man, twenty-six 
years old, and he seemed embarrassed by his feat, although he was 
noted for similar early-season tape-measure blows while with the 
Giants, as well as for his strikeouts. " I'm just trying to win a job 
here," he said. " I'm putting home runs and strikeouts out of my 
mind. They're not in my vocabulary." Well, yes. Every spring is a 
new beginning, especially for a ballplayer with a new team, but in 
his three and a half major-league seasons to date, Dave Kingman 
has hit seventy-seven home runs while striking out four hundred 
and twenty-two times-once for every three trips to the plate
and his batting average is .224. 

Rusty Staub, dressing in front of his locker, looked over at the 
tall newcomer and the eight or ten writers around him, and laughed. 
"The trouble with you, Dave," he called over, "is you're just having 
a slow start. You'll get going once the season rolls along." 

Postcards 

Saw Eddie Kranepool hit three singles today, against the Yanks. 
Eddie Kranepool always hits. Last year, he hit an even .300. Eddie 
will always be a Met. Mrs. Payson loves him, and, besides, why 
would you ever get rid of him? Eddie has it made. He has twelve 
years in as a major leaguer, twelve years on the pension. Eddie 
Kranepool is thirty years old. Good old Eddie. 

Ron Blomberg came up the steps from the clubhouse and into 
the dugout, and saw a Times reporter reading the Mets' press pam-

hi "H " h 'd " I h f 
. 

"" "S " h p et. ey, e sa1 , can see t at or a mmute r ure, t e 
writer said, tossing it to him. "Don't drop it. " Blomberg nearly did 
drop it. "Jesus ! "  he muttered. Terrible hands. Bill Virdon said, "You 
got him thinking." Everyone nearly died laughing . . . .  Maybe you 
had to be there. 
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Watched Los Angeles taking batting practice before the next 
game at Fort Lauderdale. A young Dodger was looking at three 
girls sunning themselves behind home. Coach Monty Basgall said, 
"Get out of the stands; you're married now." 

The ballplayer said something short. 
"You still married?"  Basgall asked. 
" I  think so. Why?" 
" I  don't know," Basgall said. "I figure you for the kind's going 

to get married three, four times."  
Bobby Bonds, sitting on a trunk in the clubhouse before the 

Dodger game, talking about his old Giant teammate Dave King
man: "If you see him hit two singles, it's amazing. If he's making 
contact, the ball's going to go. You know he's a great bunter? People 
don't know everything about him . . .  I'm the d.h. today. Never did 
that before. What does the d.h. do when he isn't up swinging? . . .  
It's funny-1 looked over at the Dodgers there today and I didn't 
get that old feeling. We used to be so up for those games. They really 
counted." 

Straight Arrows 

A slim, tan, dark-eyed young man with a very thin mustache 
turned up in the Yankee clubhouse. He was not in uniform, but 
most of the Yankee regulars came over to shake his hand. "Hey," 
they said. "Way to go. I just heard. Go get 'em there, now." He was 
Ray Negron, a nineteen-year-old Queens resident, who was a Yan
kee batboy last year. This winter, he was taken on by the Pirates in 
the second round of the free-agent draft, and now he was on his 
way to report to Pirate City, in Bradenton, for the opening day of 
minor-league training camp. He hopes to play second base with the 
Pirates' Class A club, in Charleston, South Carolina. 

"Leaving home yesterday was the hardest thing I ever did in 
my life," he said. "Everybody came to the airport to see me off. My 
father, my mother, my two sisters, my grandfather, my girlfriend, 
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and me-everybody was there, everybody was crying. I'm not 
afraid of what will happen. I know I can pick it in the infield, so the 
only question is whether I can hit the pitching. I'm very thrilled. 
This is what I 've wanted all my life. Being around the big leaguers 
last year on the Yankees got my attitude together. Watching guys 
like Alex Johnson and Lou Piniella made me learn to be positive. 
Before last year, I was a sure out. Couldn't hit, couldn't win. Since 
then, I 've hit over .500 in every league I 've been in. I know how 
hard a major leaguer has to work, so I'm ready. I told my girl Bar
bara I wouldn't see her until September, no matter what happens. I 

said, 'You go out, have a good time. You're free. But if you want to 
wait, I'll be waiting, too. I 'll wait for you in September.' " He 
looked down at the floor, suddenly shy. 

Steve Garvey, the young Dodger first baseman, shook hands 
with two New York writers near the batting cage. Last year, he bat
ted .312, hit twenty-one homers, and knocked in a hundred and 
eleven runs, and was voted Most Valuable Player in the National 
League. Garvey's hair is short and neat, and he is always clean
shaven. He is friendly and extremely polite. "It was a busy winter 
for me," he said. "I spoke at thirty-five or forty lunches and din
ners, and made sixty or seventy appearances in all. I also did P.R. 
work for Pepsi-Cola. I missed being with my family, but on the 
whole it was a very satisfying experience. It  was a real opportunity 
for me to be a good-will ambassador for baseball and for the club. 
There were a lot of father-and-son dinners and Y.M.C.A. affairs, so 
there was the opportunity to influence young people, to show 
them there are people in the world they can look up to and pattern 
their lives after. The kids do listen to you-I was amazed. I think 
they're ready to get away from the antiheroes of the nineteen
sixties and move on to the heroes of the seventies. Anyway, I don't 
care if they listen or not, because I believe this and I practice it in 
my life. Excuse me for a second, please. It's my turn to bat. " 

He stepped into the cage. The writers watched him in absolute 
silence. 



Sunny Side of the Street • 23 

Randy Tate, a tall young right-handed pitcher, was throwing 
hard on the mound at Huggins-Stengel Field, the Mets' training 
headquarters in St. Petersburg. He was being watched by Rube 
Walker, the Mets' pitching coach, and by a videotape camera. There 
was a long orange-colored electric cord snaking across the field 
from the sidelines to the machine, which bore the name Video 
Logic. It was a cool, bright morning, and the grass was still dark 
with dew and early shadow. Rube Walker shook his head and 
called Tate in from the mound. His place was taken by Jon Matlack. 
"Seven minutes, Jon babe," Walker said. 

Tate pulled on a silky blue warm-up jacket and joined Rube 
\Valker beside the machine. The camera operator began the play
back, and we all watched Tate pitching in slow motion on the little 
screen. "You still think you're pushin' off the rubber?" Rube said. 
"You call that pushin' off? Look at that. This machine does the 
trick, Randy. I could talk to you about it all day, but this damned 
machine don't lie. Run it back again. "  

Huggins-Stengel i s  a modest double diamond in  the middle of 
one of the St. Petersburg public parks. The field is surrounded by 
trees. There is a lake out beyond right field, and a tiny strip of 
bleacher seats next to the low clubhouse building. An old-fashioned 
water tower behind home plate. On this morning, there were about 
thirty spectators sitting in the stands; some of them were watching 
the infield workout, and some were reading newspapers. There 
were six or eight schoolboy ballplayers there, wearing sneakers and 
pale-blue pin-striped uniforms with "Cardinals" across the shirt
fronts in blue script. Birds were twittering. It was so quiet that 
when one of the coaches tapped a grounder out to a shortstop you 
could hear the sound the ball made as it hit the infield grass. 

Del Unser was inside the batting nets, out in left-field foul ter
ritory. He stood about ten feet in front of the plate, making things 
harder for himself, and swung left-handed against the characterless 
offerings of the pitching machine. Phil Cavarretta, the Mets' bat
ting coach, stood behind him, with his arms folded. Cavarretta has 
a deeply tanned face and white hair. The machine stopped, and 
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Unser and Cavarretta began collecting the dozens of balls scattered 
about the rope enclosure; they looked like park attendants picking 
up after a holiday. They reloaded the machine and then dusted it 
with a rosin bag. "I turned this wrist just a little and opened up on 
it," Unser said, picking up his bat again. Cavarretta nodded. " If I 
keep my hands back, I can bail on a pitch and still hit the ball," 
Unser said. 

"You're damn right you can," Cavarretta said. 
Randy Tate began throwing again, and I walked back and stood 

beside Rube Walker, behind the backstop. Rube watched a few 
more pitches. "He ain't doin' a damn thing different," he mur
mured to himself. "How am I going to get through to him?" 

In time, batting practice began, with coach Joe Pignatano 
throwing from behind a low screen on the mound. Jay Kleven, a 
young nonroster catcher, hit two pop flies to center, and coach 
Eddie Yost said, "Try to loosen up that top hand, Jay. Just throw 
the bat at the ball. " 

Kleven hit a liner over second base. 
"That's it," Yost said. "Good ! "  
The next pitch broke down sharply over the plate, and every

one cried, "Spitter! Hey, a spitter! "  
"Aw, it just got a little wet on the grass," Piggy said, laughing. 

I drove downtown to AI Lang Field, the ancient, iron-beamed 
park where the Mets and the St. Louis Cardinals play their home 
games in the spring. The White Sox, who had come up from Sara
sota to play the Mets that day, were taking batting practice, ob
served from behind the batting cage by their manager, Chuck 
Tanner, and by Harry Walker, a special-assignment scout for the 
Cardinals. The Cards were off in Lakeland for a game against the 
Tigers, but Walker was here. He was wearing a faded Cardinal road 
uniform, and he was talking earnestly to Tanner. From time to 
time, he pointed to a batter in the cage and then touched Tanner's 
arm or pointed to his knees. He held up an imaginary bat and 
cocked his hands and hips and swung the bat forward in different 
planes, talking all the while. Tanner watched his batters, but he 
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nodded as Walker went on talking. A number of players and writ
ers looked at this tableau in delight. 

Harry Walker is a tall, deep-bellied man who has at various times 
managed the Cardinals, the Pirates, and, most recently, the Houston 
Astros. As a player, three decades ago, he was known as Harry the 
Hat; he won the National League batting title in 1947, with an aver
age of .363. He is Dixie Walker's brother. Harry Walker is reputed to 
be one of the finest theoreticians of hitting in baseball, and several 
players who have come under his tutelage have given him credit for 
an increase of twenty or thirty points in their batting averages
astounding figures, for batting is considered the most difficult of all 
athletic techniques to learn or to teach. Some other players, how
ever, have admitted that they found it impossible to take advantage 
of Walker's wisdom, simply because they could not force them
selves to stay within earshot of him-to go on listening to the hun
dreds of thousands of words that pour from Harry Walker every 
day. Harry Walker talks like a river. He is easily capable of as many 
words per hour as Hubert Humphrey or Buckminster Fuller
which is to say that he is in the Talkers' Hall of Fame. A few sum
mers back, one of the Houston infielders is reported to have said to 
a teammate, ''I'm worried about Harry. He's a natural .400 talker, 
and these last few days he ain't talked more than about .280." 

Three years ago, before an Astros-Dodgers game in Los Ange
les, I casually asked Harry Walker why his young pitchers and 
catchers seemed to be giving up so many stolen bases to enemy 
runners. Harry Walker has no casual answers, and his reply, which 
took the better part of twenty minutes, encompassed the American 
public-school system, permissiveness in the American home, Dr. 
Spock, our policies in Vietnam, great pick-off deliveries of various 
right-thinking pitchers of the past, the high rate of divorce in 
America, umpiring then and now, the inflated American economy, 
the exorbitant current bonuses paid to young baseball prospects, 
taxation, growing up in the Great Depression, how to protect 
home plate with your bat during the run-and-hit, and various other 
topics. At one point I recall his crying, "Whah, hell-fahr, when Ah 
was goin' after mah battin' title in '47 and Ah got the sign to lay 
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down the bunt 'cause we was down a run late in the game and 
needed to move that runner up, Ah didn't come stormin' and hol
lerin' back to the dugout to tell the old man how much Ah wanted 
mah at-bats in order to qualify for that title and whah Ah' d ruther 
have hit away, and Ah didn't slam mah battin' helmet down on the 
ground like those kids do here today. No, sir! Whah, God damn it, 
we din' even have any battin' helmets back then! "  

Here, in time, the Mets and the umpires and the fans appeared, 
and the batting cage and Harry Walker were taken off the field, and 
the game began, and the visitors demolished the Mets, in a somno
lent, sun-filled time-killer, by 4-1. Jerry Koosman pitched three 
good innings, and Randy Tate pitched, too, and gave up five runs 
and six hits; I am not a camera, but it seemed to me that Tate was 
still not driving off the rubber. Between these two hurlers, there 
was an appearance by a good-looking Mets sprout named Jeff 
Grose, who is only two years out of high school. Grose, a south
paw, showed us a live fastball and a smooth, high-kicking motion, 
and he hid the ball behind his hip while on the mound, like Sandy 
Koufax. He seemed poised, but he was working a little too quickly, 
and he gave up three hits and a run in his first inning of work. In 
the next inning, his fastball began missing the corners. He kept 
falling behind the hitters, and then forcing things and overthrowing 
to make up for it. He gave it a battle, though. With two out and a 
run in, he went to three and two, saw the next pitch barely tipped 
foul, then threw the fourth ball way inside, to load the bases, then 
swiftly walked in another run and gave up a single, and was lucky 
when Rusty Staub threw out a base runner at the plate. It was 
painful to add up his totals: four runs, six hits, and four walks in 
two innings. Spring training is good young pitchers falling behind 
on the count and then disappearing until next year. 

Postcards 

Saw the Phillies beat the Cards at Al Lang Field by 1-0, in a 
game illuminated by wind, sun, and young baseball stars. The new-
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comers include twenty-three-year-old Alan Bannister, a swift 
Phillie outfielder, and twenty-one-year-old Keith Hernandez, the 
new Cardinal first baseman, who batted .351 last year in the Amer
ican Association. Before the game, I saw the Cards' Reggie Smith 
and the Phillies' Dave Cash in earnest conversation near the batting 
cage. As I walked by, Reggie was saying, "And the rest I got in tax
exempts." 

AI Lang Field is to be demolished next fall, and a more modern 
ballpark will be built on the same site. It seems a pity, since the 
stands, which look like a leftover segment of Ebbets Field, perfectly 
match the style and antiquity of the fans. And what will happen to 
the ushers? When an AI Lang usher escorts an elderly female fan to 
her seat, it is impossible to tell who is holding up whom. 

"Pick it" is this year's "in" baseball phrase. It means playing 
the infield well. Ken Reitz, the Cardinal third baseman, can really 
pick it. 

Veteran 

The speaker is Ray Sadecki, thirty-four, who is beginning his 
fifteenth year as a major-league pitcher. His lifetime totals are a 
hundred and twenty-nine victories and a hundred and twenty
seven losses, and an earned-run average of 3.77. His best year was 
1964, when he won twenty games for the Cardinals and also won a 
World Series start. The next year, he slipped to six and fifteen. He 
has also pitched for the Giants and, in the last five years, for the 
Mets. He was sent back to the Cards last winter, as part of the Joe 
Torre trade. He sat in the dugout at AI Lang Field one afternoon, 
wearing a bright-red warm-up jacket, and talked about baseball. 
He has a quizzical, amused expression and an easy manner. He is 
left-handed. 

"It seems to take me every single day of the spring season to 
get ready now," he said. "I make all the same moves, but I come up 
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a little short. Then, of course, when the season starts a man like me 
who isn't a front-line pitcher anymore has to do all his training all 
over again, throwing on the sidelines. You get caught in those rain
outs and before you know it you've only pitched two or three in
nings in three weeks. The most starts I had with the Mets was 
twenty, and the least was two. You get to know all the conditions, 
all the possibilities. You know about that year when I lost fifteen 
games, right after my best year? Well, a man has to be pitching 
pretty well to get the chance to lose fifteen. 

"Every time I'm traded, I figure the other club wants me. I 
went once for a pretty fair player named Orlando Cepeda. This 
trade from the Mets-you know they had to make it. Getting a 
chance at Torre doesn't mean they dumped me. The thing about 
trades is it's an opportunity for most players. An awful lot of 
trades end up helping the people involved. Look at Nolan Ryan. 
Look at Dave Cash. Torre came over to this club from Atlanta and 
won an M.V.P. Too many people get it wrong and think, Boy, what 
a rotten thing to do. Fans don't understand trades. 

"The only tough part about being traded-the worst part-is 
when it happens during the season. Seventy-two hours to report. 
Your family is all upset, your wife has to do all the moving. You 
walk into your new dugout and they're playing the anthem. Hell, 
when I went over to the Giants I walked out onto the mound, and 
Tom Haller and I had to get together on our signs. A pitcher and a 
catcher need a lot of time to get used to each other. 

" I'm a completely different kind of pitcher than I was when I 
was with this club the last time. But I don't figure I'm down here 
to let them see what I can do. They're looking at the young pitch
ers. I got together with Red [Schoendienst, the Cardinal manager] 
and Barney [Schultz, the pitching coach], and said I'll get ready in 
my own time. I pitched two and two-thirds yesterday. They weren't 
the best ever, but they were just right for me. I'm just where I want 
to be. That's what spring training is for. Anyway, we all know 
about a pitcher who gets hammered all spring and then walks out 
there on Opening Day and nobody can touch him. Another one 
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has it the other way around-once the bell rings, he can't get any
body out. It's awful hard to make a decision about people in the 
spring. I've been out there at times in March and couldn't do any
thing. I embarrassed myself. But you can't start throwing harder 
and mess yourself up. That's what a kid will do. 

"It's the young players I'm sorry for. It's awful hard for a 
rookie to make a ball club in the spring. If you're a pitcher, you've 
pretty well got to throw all scoreless innings. If you're a batter, 
you've got to hit about .400. Even so, they'll all say, 'Hell, it's only 
spring training.' Spring is hard on people. " 

The Cactus League consists of four small ballparks attached to 
a ribbon of motels, moccasin shops, trailer sales lots, and Big-Boy 
burger stands in and around Phoenix, Arizona-plus outlying 
baseball stockades in Tucson, Yuma, and Palm Springs, California. 
(The air service to Palm Springs, where the Angels train, is sketchy, 
and when one of the Phoenix-area clubs-the Cubs, say-plays 
there, the visitors can count on a good twelve hours, round-trip, in 
which to study the desert from the windows of their bus.) The mo
tels are functional to the spring baseball scene. Generally, they fea
ture an enclosed central swimming pool and lawn and patio, plus 
restaurant and bar and dance floor and shuffle courts and lobby 
and coin-operated electronic Ping-Pong games, all of them variously 
patronized by players, managers, league executives, front-office 
people, writers, scouts, and fans, and attendant wives, children, ba
bies, parents, in-laws, girlfriends, hookers, and Baseball Annies. 
{Lounging at poolside one morning, I noticed a nearby gathering 
of cheerfully forward, heavily tanned ladies, of indeterminate age 
and affiliation. I asked a fellow-writer about them. "Groupies, " he 
said. "They've been coming here for years and years. They used to 
hang out with the players, then with the coaches. Now I think 
they're umpire groupies.") 

The Giants' park, Phoenix Municipal Stadium, is an agreeable, 
half-sunken field, with a concrete grandstand offering a prospect 
of distant mountains, a nearby highway, and, in between, several 
weirdly twisted, buttelike rock formations suggesting dinosaurs or 
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Boschian damned souls or Horace Stoneham's baseball hopes. Tne 
Giants, by general consensus, in recent years have led their league 
in finding and developing the greatest talent and then employing it 
to the smallest possible ends. This year, they have come up with 
another one of their nearly irresistible Spring Specials-a new (al
most) manager, a lineup stripped of last year's disappointing stars, 
and a stimulating catalogue of young arms and great wheels. Gone 
is the charming, moody skipper, Charlie Fox, who plainly lost 
control of things last summer and was replaced in mid-campaign 
by the calm and approachable Wes Westrum. Gone are the high
strung, well-paid Bobby Bonds and Dave Kingman. A veteran 
hot-dog second baseman, Tito Fuentes, was sent to the Padres in 
return for a new hot dog, Derrel Thomas. The pitching staff is 
young and strong but without a true stopper-with the possible 
exception of a second-year fireballer named John D'Acquisto. The 
holdover regulars afield, including Chris Speier and Garry Maddox 
and Gary Matthews, have dash but not much power, and there is a 
terrific catching prospect named Marc Hill. 

I watched this bright-eyed entering class in action against the 
World Champion Ns, whom they defeated by 7-2, thus pleasing 
an underflow crowd of 2,802 and persuading me that another sum
mer of high, dashed hopes was in the making at Candlestick Park. 
Steve Ontiveros, a former outfielder, does not exactly pick it at 
third base for the Giants; in the fourth inning, he played a one
hopper by Joe Rudi off his shoulder, and he later threw the ball 
away while attempting an easy double play. (The Giants have had 
forty-six third basemen since they came to the Coast, in 1958.) The 
A's, for their part, seemed to be suffering from similar tinkering. 
Joe Rudi, the best defensive left fielder in the American League, 
has been moved to first base in order to make room for Claudell 
Washington, who is a good hitter but cannot field much. He 
played a fly ball by Matthews into a double and later threw behind 
a runner. The best poke of the day was a triple in the fifth by 
Bobby Murcer-a Murcer Special into the deepest right-field cor
ner. A week or two earlier, Bobby had delivered himself of a bad-
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tempered public blast against the Yankees for shipping him off to 
San Francisco in the Bonds trade, but now, after the game, he ap
peared to be in splendid humor, as befits a man currently batting 
.500. I asked him if the trade might not in fact be one of those that 
ended up helping both principals. "Don't know," he said. "Ask me 
in September." 

The most heavily reported news at the Indians' camp in Tucson 
this spring was fundamentally unreportable-the fact that Frank 
Robinson, the new Cleveland manager, is black. Like several dozen 
visiting scribes before me this year, I sought him out in his office at 
Hi Corbett Field (where he was lunching on two Cokes and some 
saltines crumbled into a cup of soup), shook hands, asked him 
some questions, and concluded that he was going about his duties 
in a responsible if inescapably predictable fashion. He admitted to 
some innovations-no team curfew, the appointment of two team 
captains (one white, one black; or, rather, as Robinson put it, one 
an outfielder and one an infielder)-and said he had turned over a 
great deal of detail work to his coaches, so that he might have more 
time to watch and get to know his players. " I  want things done 
right," he said. "That is, I want them done my way." 

He hadn't had time to do much batting himself, and thus pre
pare himself for his additional duties as a designated hitter. Robin
son spoke with alternate gravity and humor, exuding the �arne 
sense of weight and presence I have always observed in him. We 
chatted a little, and then I said goodbye and wished him luck, and 
made room for three more out-of-town reporters, who had come 
for the same unspoken and unspeakable purpose: How does a 
black manager manage? What is black managing? How does it, uh, 
feel to be the first black manager? 

It was nice and hot in Tucson, and I sat in the stands that after
noon and caught some rays. There was a grove of trees out beyond 
center field, and the distant outfield fences were covered with old
style billboards-Jim Click Ford, Coors Beer, Ralph Hays Roof
ing, Patio Pools. (Arizona outfields are spacious, to make room for 



32 • Game Time 

the great distances that fly balls carry through the dry desert air; a 
few years ago, in Mesa, Curt Blefary ducked away from an inside 
pitch, and the ball struck his bat and flew over the right-field fence 
for a homer.) Two veteran flingers, the Indians' Fritz Peterson and 
the Angels' Chuck Dobson, had at each other, with the visitors en
joying all the best of things. The Angels have only speed and pitch
ing, and their left fielder, Mickey Rivers, a skinny blur on the base 
paths, stretched two routine singles into doubles. In the California 
fourth, Cleveland center fielder George Hendrick fielded a single 
and threw the ball over the cutoff man's head. The Indians, who 
have insufficient pitching, may have a long summer of it. 

There was a good mix taking the sun in the stands that day: 
high-school girls with long, clean hair; a lot of young men-prob
ably students at the University of Arizona-with beards and 
tanned bare chests and cutoff jeans and silver bracelets; and, of 
course, old folks. At one point, somebody behind me said, " I  un
derstand they gave Homer a pacemaker, but it was sort of out of 
pace with his heart." A pause, and then "Oh, well, Homer has 
more money than Carter has little pills."  

Just before I left, in the seventh, I recorded a personal baseball 
first: Most Fans Seen Wheeling a Bicycle Up Aisle of Grandstand-1. 

Postcards 

Spotted Alvin Dark's car parked outside Rendezvous Park, in 
Mesa-a big, mocha-colored Imperial LeBaron, with Florida 
plates and two rear bumper stickers. "A's World Champions" was 
on the left side and "Jesus Is Coming Soon! Every Knee Shall 
Bow" on the right. Dark, the Oakland manager, is a direct man. 
Last winter, he mailed several revivalist tracts to Ron Bergman, 
who covers the team for the Oakland Tribune. Bergman is Jewish. 

Rollie Fingers, watching the Padres take infield practice: 
"There's that Hernandez, at short. I 'll never forget that year he had 
five hundred and something at-bats and drove in twelve runs." 
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Ray Fosse: "What? That's impossible." 

Fingers: "Look it up." 

I looked it up. The year was 1971. Enzo Hernandez drove in 
twelve runs in five hundred and forty-nine trips to the plate. 

Before an Indians-Brewers game at Sun City, Gaylord Perry, 

the Cleveland pitcher who is starting his fourteenth year in the ma

jors, spotted Del Crandall, who put in sixteen years as a player and 

is starting his fourth year as the Brewers' manager. 

"Hey there, Big Del," Perry said. "I see we made it to another 

year." 

"Yeah," Crandall said. "Let's hope it don't run out on us." 



Easy Lessons 

1984 

There's nothing like an all-expenses-paid late-winter vacation 
under the palms and within sight and sound of batted baseballs to 
give a sensitive man a deeper appreciation of the nature of guilt. 
Each year in March, I journey to Arizona and then to Florida, or 
vice versa, to watch a sampling of the current and future major
league ballplayers do their morning stretching exercises on dew
dappled outfield lawns (lately these workouts are being done to 
bouncy aerobic-rock sounds and are led by a young woman in 
shorts and leg-warmers who is clearly in better shape than anyone 
else on the field) and then test and disport themselves in batting 
cages and on practice mounds-engaging in B.P. and Infield and 
Shagging and Flip-and eventually play a few innings of morning 
B-Squad ball or an afternoon exhibition game, and each year this 
excursion brings me such freshets of pleasure that I must find new 
excuses within myself to justify the dulcet bystanding. Duty, for 
instance. I am there at the camps as a reporter, to be sure, having 
been dispatched sunward to search out the news and the special 
sense of the coming season, and there is no sterner or more assid
uous newshawk to be found on the demanding Scottsdale-to
Sarasota beat than yours truly. Even the most casual morning 
invitation to take a dip in my motel pool or to make a fourth at 
middle-aged doubles finds me puritanically glum. "Not a chance! "  
I cry. "I 'm working today." And work I do, carefully noting i n  my 
notebook the uniform number and the unremarkable batting man-



Easy Lessons • 35 

nerisrns of some hulking young stranger now taking his hacks in 
the cage, and checking his thin line of stats (.266 and eight horne 
runs in Danville in 1981 )  in my team press guide, and then eliciting 
clubhouse quotes from a grizzled bullpen millionaire about the 
current state of his damaged wing ("Hurts like a bastard . . .  "), and, 
later in the day, raising my mid-game gaze from the diamond to 
observe the gauzy look of departing rain clouds lifting from the 
jagged rim of some distant desert peak, and then entering that in 
my notebook (with the pen slipping a little in my fingers, because 
of the dab of Sea & Ski I have just rubbed on my nose, now that the 
sun is out again and cooking us gently in the steep little grandstand 
behind third base). I watch and listen and write, filling up almost as 
much space in my copybooks as I do in October at the World Se
ries, and entering on my scorecard the names of third-string non
roster substitutes who filter into the game so late in the day that 
even the geezer fans and their geezerettes have begun to gather up 
their backrests and seat cushions and head off horne for beer and 
naps. Guilt, as I have said, is the spur, for it is my secret Calvinist 
fear that baseball will run dry on me some day and I will find noth
ing fresh at the morning camps, despite my notes and nurnberings, 
or go newsless on some sun-filled afternoon, and so at last lose this 
sweet franchise. Baseball saves me every time-not the news of it, 
perhaps, so much as its elegant and arduous complexity, its layered 
substrata of nuance and lesson and accumulated experience, which 
are the true substance of these sleepy, overfamiliar practice rituals, 
and which, if we know how and where to look for them, can later 
be seen to tip the scales of the closest, most wanted games of the 
summer. Almost everything in baseball looks easy and evident, but 
really learning the game, it turns out, can take a lifetime, even if 
you keep notes. 

Let's face it: spring training is a misnomer. Thanks to aero
bics, racquetball, high-tech physical-fitness centers, California-chic 
wives, and a sensible wish to extend their very high salaries through 
as many years as possible, most major-league ballplayers stay in 
terrific shape all year round now. Back in the straw-suitcase days, 
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it took a month to six weeks to work off winter beer bellies and 
firm up poolroom-pale bodies, but contemporary players have 
told me that a single week of batting practice and rundown drills 
would make them absolutely ready for Opening Day. What with 
performance records, autumn visits to the Instructional Leagues, 
and almost daily reports from the winter-ball leagues in Latin 
America, most managers have a pretty good notion of the capabil
ities of the rising minor leaguers in their organizations, and are not 
likely to be badly startled (or much convinced) by a .485 spring av
erage put together by some anonymous rookie outfielder during 
the exhibitions. The pitchers, to be sure, do require all of March 
and a little bit more in order to get their arms in shape, and the 
process-early stretching and tossing, the first three-inning stints, 
then harder stuff and longer outings-cannot be hurried or short
ened, since there must be days of recuperation after each game or 
batting-practice workout. Spring training is really for the pitchers, 
then-and for the writers, who need this slow, sleepy time in which 
to sweeten their characters and enlarge their perceptions of what 
truly matters in our old game. I offer as example an apothegm ut
tered by a friend from the Chronicle. It was in a week of dazzling 
weather in Arizona, and we were sitting side by side in the narrow 
pressbox of Scottsdale Stadium, watching the Giants vs. (I think) 
the Brewers. Late in the sixth inning, he looked irritably at his 
watch and said, "Damn. Yesterday's game was already over by this 
time. '' 

"Right," said I, arising and gathering up my notebook, media 
guides, pencils, and scorecard. (My deadline was weeks away.) 
"And thanks, Dave. See you at the pool ." 

In Winter Haven, on the very first day of this spring jaunt, I 
found Ted Williams out in right-field foul ground teaching batting 
to Von Hayes-a curious business, since the Splendid Splinter, of 
course, is a spring batting instructor for the Red Sox, and Hayes is 
the incumbent center fielder of the Phillies. Hayes was accompa
nied by Deron Johnson, the Philadelphia batting coach, and the 
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visit, I decided, was in the nature of medical referral-a courtesy 
second opinion extended by a great specialist to a colleague from a 
different hospital (or league). Von Hayes is a stringbean-six feet 
five, with elongated arms and legs-and his work at the plate this 
year will be the focus of anxious attention from the defending Na
tional League Champion Phillies, who are in the process of turning 
themselves from an old club into a young one in the shortest pos
sible time. Since last fall, they have parted with (among others) Pete 
Rose, Joe Morgan, Tony Perez, and veteran reliever Ron Reed, and 
later this spring they traded away Gary Matthews, their established 
left fielder (Matthews, in fact, was intently listening in on Ted 
Williams' talk to his teammate Hayes), to the Cubs. Two years ago, 
in his first full year in the majors, Von Hayes hit fourteen homers 
and batted in eighty-two runs for the Cleveland Indians-suffi
cient promise to encourage the Phillies to give up five of their own 
players (including the wonderful old Manny Trillo and the won
derful young Julio Franco) for him. Last year, Hayes, troubled 
with injuries (and perhaps unsettled by the nickname Five-for
One, bestowed on him by Pete Rose), batted a middling-poor .265, 
with six homers-reason enough for a call to Dr. Ted. 

"Lemme see that," Ted Williams was saying, and he took 
Hayes' bat and then hefted it lightly, like a man testing a new ten
nis racquet. "Well, all right, if you're really strong enough," he said, 
giving it back. "But you don't need a great big bat, you know. Stan 
Musial always used a little bitty drugstore model. So what do you 
want? You know what Rogers Hornsby told me forty-five years 
ago? It was the best batting advice I ever got. 'Get a good ball to 
hit!' What does that mean? It means a ball that does not fool you, 
a ball that is not in a tough spot for you. So then when you are in 
a tough spot, concede a little to that pitcher when he's got two 
strikes on you. Think of trying to hit it back up the middle. Try not 
to pull it every time. Harry Heilmann told me that he never became 
a great hitter until he learned to hit inside out. I used to have a lot 
of trouble in here"-he showed us an awkward inside dip at the 
ball with his own bat-"until I moved back in the box and got a 
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little more time for myself. Try to get the bat reasonably inside as 
you swing, because it's a hell of a lot harder to go from the outside 
in than it is to go the other way around." 

Hayes, who looked pale with concentration, essayed a couple 
of left-handed swings, and Williams said, "Keep a little movement 
going. Keep your ass loose. Try to keep in a quick position to 
swing. When your hands get out like that, you're just making a 
bigger arc." 

Hayes swung again-harder this time-and Williams said, 
"That looks down to me. You're swingin' down on the ball." 

Hayes looked startled. "I thought it was straight up," he said. 
He swung again, and then again. 

"Well, it's still down," Ted said quietly. "And see where you're 
looking when you swing. You're looking at the ground about out 
here." He touched the turf off to Hayes' left with the tip of his bat. 
"Look out at that pitcher-don't take your eyes off him. That 
and-" Williams cocked his hips and his right knee and swung at a 
couple of imaginary pitches, with his long, heavy body uncocking 
suddenly and thrillingly and then rotating with the smooth release 
of his hips. His hands, I saw now, were inside, close to his body, 
while Hayes' hands had started much higher and could not come 
back for a low inside pitch with anything like Ted's ease and ele
gance. Nothing to it. Hayes, who has a long face, looked sepulchral 
now, and no wonder, for no major leaguer wants to retinker his 
swing-not in the springtime, not ever-and Williams, sensing 
something, changed his tone. "Just keep going," he said gently to 
the young man. "Everybody gets better if they keep at it. " 

Hayes kept at it, standing in and looking out at an imaginary 
pitcher, and then cocking and striding, while Williams stood and 
watched with Deron Johnson, now and then murmuring some
thing to the other coach and touching his own hip or lifting his 
chin or cocking his fists by way of illustration-a sixty-five-year
old encyclopedia of hitting, in mint condition: the book. 

When I left, he was deep in converse with Gary Matthews, who 
had asked about the best response to a pitcher's backup slider after 
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two fastballs up and in. "Why, take that pitch, then! "  Ted cried. 
"Just let it go by. Don't be so critical of yourself. Don't try to be a 
.600 hitter all the time. Don't you know how hard this all is ?" 

I accompanied the Red Sox down to Sarasota to watch Tom 
Seaver work against them the following afternoon-his first 
American League innings ever. Seaver, as most of the Northern 
Hemisphere must know by now, was snatched away from the Mets 
over the winter when that club carelessly failed to place him on its 
protected twenty-six-man roster prior to a "compensation draft"
a process that permits a team (in this case, the White Sox) that has 
lost a so-called Type A player to free agency to select as recom
pense a player from a pool of players with other teams that have 
signed up for the plan. This misshapen schema is a monster child 
spawned by the owners as part of the settlement of the player strike 
of 1981 , and there is considerable evidence that its headstrong fa
thers may now wish to disinherit it. Shortly after the Mets' humil
iation, the Yankees experienced a similar shock (the circumstances 
were a little different) when they lost a freshly signed top pitching 
prospect, Tim Belcher, to the Oakland A's in another compensation 
kidnapping. The Mets, in any case, suffered a horrendous double 
embarrassment: first, for the forfeit of their old hero figure-an 
Odin brought back to the fold last year, amid many trumpetings, 
to finish his days in Shea-Valhalla as the steadfast elder leader of a 
corps of shining young Baldurflingers-and, second, for the clear 
evidence that it somehow did not occur to them that the pennant
hungry and publicity-hungry White Sox might find some use for 
a highly motivated and splendidly conditioned veteran star pitcher 
(Seaver is thirty-nine) with a lifetime earned-run average of 2.73. 
The Mets people, to their credit, have rent asunder their blazers 
and strewn dust upon their razor-cut pates in public penance for 
their gaffe, and no further criticism of them will be put forward 
here. 

The first glimpse of Tom in Chisox motley-neon pants
stripes, the famous No. 41 adorning his left groin-was a shock, 
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though, and so was the sight of him in pre-game conversation with 
his new batterymate, Carlton Fisk. I took a mental snapshot of the 
two famous Handsome Harrys and affixed to it the caption "Q: 
What's wrong with this picture?"  (A: Both men are out of uni
form.) Then the game started, and Seaver's pitching put an end to 
all such distractions. It was a prime early-spring outing-three 
swift, harm-free innings that included a couple of bases on balls 
and four strikeouts. There was a good pop to his fastballs, and he 
wheeled in some thoughtfully located sliders and curveballs as 

well, and once it was clear that he was going to be all right out there 
I sat back and took pleasure in all the old looks and ways of him
the thick, strong legs and droopy shoulders, the grave gaze catcher
ward for the sign, the audible "Hunh!" that sometimes accompa
nied the in-driving thrust of his big body in mid-delivery (Ted 
Williams had said that he doesn't hear enough grunts from the 
mound nowadays), and then the mitt flipped up vertically to take 
the catcher's return peg. 

In the clubhouse after his stint, Seaver declared himself satisfied 
with his work-perhaps more than satisfied. There had been some 
small technical problems-his release point was a little flat at 
times-but that wasn't surprising, because he'd been nervous about 
this outing. "I wanted to prove to the guys that I can help this ball 
club," he said. "They don't care who you are. They want to know if 
you can still pitch-especially at the age of thirty-nine. 1bis is a team 
that wants to win. They've had a taste of it, and they want more. 
\Vhat our game is all about is proving things to your own team." 

He went O\'er the three innings almost pitch by pitch, making 
sure that the writers had their stories, and they thanked him and 
went off. A couple of us stayed on while Tom unwrapped the big 
icepack from his shoulder and started to take off his uniform. I 
think we wanted reminiscence or philosophy from him now
something about motivation or the shocks of unexpected trades or 
the wearing down of an athlete's will with the years-but what we 
got was much better: mechanics. He talked about tempos of early 
throwing in the first few days of spring-a murmured "one, t'W'O, 
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three-four . . .  one, two, three-four" beat with the windup as his 
body relearned rhythm and timing. He went on to the proper 
breaking point of the hands-where the pitching hand comes out 
of the glove-which for him is just above and opposite his face. 
Half undressed, he was on his feet again and pitching for us in slow 
motion, in front of his locker. 

"What you don't want is a lateral movement that will bring 
your elbow down and make your arm drop out, because what hap
pens then is that your hand either goes underneath the ball or out 
to the side of the ball," he said. "To throw an effective pitch of any 
kind, your fingers have to stay on top of the ball. So you go back 
and make sure that this stays closed and this stays closed"-he 
touched his left shoulder and his left hip-" and this hand comes up 
here. " The pitching hand was back and above his head. "It's so easy 
to get to here, in the middle of the windup, and then slide off hori
zontally with your left side. What you're trying to do instead
what's right-is to drive this lead shoulder down during the deliv
ery of the ball. That way, the pitching shoulder comes up-it has 
to go up. You've increased the arc, and your fingers are on top of 
the ball, where they belong." 

I said I'd heard pitching coaches urging their pupils to drive the 
lead shoulder toward the catcher during the delivery. 

"Sure, but that's earlier, "  Tom said. He was all concentration, 
caught up in his craft. "That's staying closed on your forward mo
tion, before you drive down. No-with almost every pitcher, the 
fundamentals are the same. Look at Steve Carlton, look at Nolan 
Ryan, look at me, and you'll see this closed, this closed, this closed. 
You'll see this shoulder drive down and this one come up, and 
you'll see the hand on top of the ball. You'll see some flexibility in 
the landing leg. There are some individual variables, but almost 
every pitcher with any longevity has all that-and we're talking 
now about pitchers with more than four thousand innings behind 
them and with virtually no arm troubles along the way. " 

Someone mentioned Jerry Koosman, who had gone along from 
the White Sox to the Phillies over the winter, and Seaver reminded 
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us that he and Koosman and Tug McGraw and Nolan Ryan had 
been together on the 1969 World Champion Mets and that they 
were all still pitching in the majors, fifteen years later. "Nolan 
Ryan's still pitching and then some,"  he said. "We all had good fun
damentals, and our pitching coach, Rube Walker, stressed the right 
things-don't overthrow, stretch out your work with a five-day 
rotation, and keep those sound mechanics. "  

There are other ways to pitch and pitch well, to  be  sure, Seaver 
said, and he mentioned Don Sutton as an example. "Sutton's ex
ceptionally stiff-legged," he said, "but he compensates because he 
follows through. He doesn't do this . "  He snapped his right arm 
upward in a whiplike motion after releasing an imaginary ball. 
"The danger with a stiff front leg is recoiling." 

He picked up the remaining pieces of his discarded uniform 
and underwear and tossed them into a canvas hamper. "What is the 
theory of pitching?" he went on. He sounded like a young college 
history lecturer reaching his peroration. "All you're doing is trying 
to throw a ball from here to here." He pointed off toward some 
plate behind us. "There's no energy in the ball. It's inert, and you're 
supplying every ounce of energy you can to it. But the energy 
can't all go there. You can't do that-that's physics. Where does 
the rest of it go? It has to be absorbed back into your body. So you 
have to decide if you want it absorbed back into the smaller 
muscles of the arm or into the bigger muscles of the lower half of 
your body. The answer is simple. With a stiff front leg, everything 
comes back in this way, back up into the arm, unless you follow 
through and let that hand go on down after the pitch. " 

"But isn't that leg kick-" I began. 
"The great misnomer in pitching is the 'leg kick,' " he inter

rupted. "That's totally wrong. Any real leg kick is incorrect. Any
time you kick out your leg you're throwing your shoulders back, 
and then you're way behind with everything. You've got to stay up 
on top of this left leg, with your weight right over it. So what is it, 
really? It isn't a leg kick, it's a knee lift! Sure, you should bend your 
back when you're going forward, but-" He stopped and half-
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shrugged, suddenly smiling at himself for so much intensity. "I  
give up," he said. "It's too much for any man to do. It's too much 
even to remember." He laughed-his famous giggle-and went 
off for his shower. 

I got lucky in Arizona three days later, because here was Don 
Sutton working five sharp innings for the Brewers against the Gi
ants in Scottsdale, and I could think about mechanics some more. 
Sutton gave up two singles and a solo home run (to Jeffrey Leonard), 
and got a passel of ground-ball outs with his down-breaking curve, 
which he throws, oddly, with his forefinger crooked up on the ball 
and the fingernail cutting into a seam. For a while there, I thought 
he was snapping his arm on the recoil-he comes straight over the 
top, right-handed, bobbing over the front leg and finishing with so 
little twist or drop to his body that it almost appears to be attached 
to a vertical wire somewhere-but when I concentrated I thought I 
could see his pitching arm moving so fast after the release that his 
hand, a blur, actually did come down past his left knee before it 
slowed, stopped, and rose again. I wasn't sure, though, and I checked 
this with him when we met in the dingy wooden visiting-team club
house after his outfield sprints. Sutton has fashionably cut gray curly 
hair and a lean, humorous face; he looks and sounds like his pitch
ing style-slick, spare, smart. Within a couple of weeks, he would 
turn forty and begin his nineteenth season as a big-league starter. 

"Yes, my arm comes way down," he said at once. " I  transform 
the strain. My mechanics are fundamentally sound, because I do 
what comes naturally to me. We're all unique. To take a guy like me 
and turn him into a drop-and-drive pitcher like Tom Seaver would 
have made for about a one-year career, and to make Tom into an 
over-the-top curveball pitcher would have done the same to him. 
Seaver has powerful legs and butt muscles and a strong upper 
body. All my effort in pitching comes from my upper legs and 
lower back, and I've worked over the years to keep them strong." 

Sutton's shirt was off by now, and I could see the lean, tightly 
drawn shoulder muscles moving beneath his skin. His body looked 
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tailored. He told me that Red Adams, his pitching coach with the 
Dodgers years ago, had worked with him to establish and refine his 
pitching form-"He found my slot" was the way he put it-and 
had given him four checkpoints to watch for during his delivery. 
Raising his arms, he faced me and went through a slow-motion de
livery. "One: Start square," he said. "Two: Quarter-turn. Three: 
Pause at the top and tap. Four: Go on through and don't stop. " He 
did it all again, even slower this time. "Starting square, looking di
rectly at the plate, and making no more than a quarter turn is im
portant, because if I do this"-he bent his body a little farther 
away from me on the pivot, going from nine o'clock to about ten
thirty-"if I get that far, I can't make up for all that body action by 
the time I turn the ball loose. The quarter turn keeps me together. 
The tap at the top"-he wiggled the toes of his right foot, the 
mound foot, while his hands were still together above his head
"allows the upper part of my body to catch up with the bottom 
half and then throw and follow through. It's a one-beat pause. If I 
don 't tap, then I'll just rush ahead, so I'm twisted way over here, 
while my arm is still behind. When I do tap, it's-" And he fin
ished his motion beautifully, with the arm going down and through 
and then rising again. He had looked almost nothing like Seaver 
during all this-he was more of a machine, less menacing-but 
then, near the end of it, I saw the lead shoulder drive down and the 
back shoulder fly up, bringing the pitching arm up high and 
through, exactly like Seaver's. They were the same, after all. 

That was enough mechanics for the moment, and I asked Sut
ton how he felt about baseball now, in this last, or latter, part of his 
career. 

"I don't care any more or any less about the game than when I 
started," he said. " I  still think it's a fabulous profession to be in. 
Sometimes we get a little unrealistic about the role we play in 
things. Being a professional athlete doesn't solve world hunger or 
stop crime. It's not going to cure cancer or build houses for people. 
It's not as important as we think it is. What I do for a living isn't 
that big a deal to me, then, but the fact that I can do it is a real big 
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deal, because it was the goal I set for myself. I love the competition. 
It's as simple as that. " 

I found Reggie Jackson playing in a B-game between the An
gels and the A's the next morning. He'd been waiting out a pulled 
leg muscle, and these were his first at-bats of the spring. He rapped 
a little single to right, struck out, and stroked a double against Ray 
Burris, which the center fielder, out by the 410-foot mark on the 
wall, gloved but could not hold: a real Reggieblow. He was d.h.-ing 
for the Angels-it's his regular position now-and between his 
turns on deck and at bat he came out and stood in the sun with 
some of the writers along the low right-field fence and took care 
of the day's ink. Reggie loves to talk-we all love what we're good 
at-but now, for the first time, he was talking about the end of his 
playing days, or the chance of that. He had an abysmal season in 
1983-a .194 average, with fourteen home runs, the last of which 
came in July. In the campaign just previous, he had tied for the 
league lead with thirty-nine downtowners. He has four hundred 
and seventy-eight lifetime home runs, and Angel-watchers last 
summer had the impression that he was so eager to reach the five
hundred plateau (he would be the thirteenth player there, ever) that 
his big stroke came apart under the strain. He will be thirty-eight 
later this spring, and there can't be many seasons ahead. He looked 
the same as ever-large and friendly and anxious to please, and in 
great shape-and it was hard to ask him how he felt about closing 
down his career. 

" I  often think about coming to the end," he said. " It's fairly 
real-it's a possibility-and I can't say it doesn't bother me. It 
isn't a big event or anything, but what I'd like now is to leave on 
my terms. If I had another year like last year-and that wasn't a 
bad year, it was horrible-then I'd have to go. I'd feel defeated. It 
isn't just slowing down, not being able to do what you've done
that's understood and accepted. You can deal with that. But we're 
talking about maybe not being able to play baseball at all-the end. 
In some ways, I won't mind. The position I've been in is that of an 
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offensive leader who is counted on to produce. If I play in a hun
dred and fifty games, I'm expected to put a number on the board in 
a hundred of those games. That's the kind of pressure you don't 
mind doing without, especially if you've accomplished some goals 
along the way. So if I can do what I think I can do this year-hit 
maybe twenty-five home runs and eighty-five R.B.I.s, just get back 
in Reggie's groove-then I don't think I'd miss the game after that. 
But if I didn't-if I was asked to leave-it would be a whole lot 
different. I'd miss baseball if it came to that. It's how you go." 

I asked if he felt that people expected him to fail now, where 
once they had expected him to succeed. 

"I'm always under pressure," he said. "I always feel that. Even 
in this game-a little B-game. I got that base hit and everybody re
acted to that. I could feel it. Then I struck out-it was the first 
changeup I'd seen all year-and I could feel the pressure of Uh-oh, 
you didn 't succeed. What are people thinking? The pressure goes on 
and off for me now even from one at-bat to the next." 

Someone asked if most older players didn't have to bear this 
sort of burden, and Reggie agreed. 

"If you're over thirty-five and you've done some things in this 
game, you develop-if I'm using the word right-you develop a 
certain braggadocio, a bravado about yourself, but you know 
you're being watched in a special way, because this is a young 
man's game. If you do have some bad games, people notice it and 
write about it and talk about it, and you begin to think, Hey, why 
are you knocking me now? Even when I'd had a good season, like 
two years ago, I'd be asked how I measured it, how I felt about it, 
and that brought defensive responses. You can understand that. So 
listen. If I get one more good year, give me a pat on the back. Give 
me a feather and I'll wear it in my cap." 

One of the umpires in that morning game was Pam Postema
a quick, slim, cheerful arbiter from the Pacific Coast League, who 
is the only woman ump in the business. I'd seen her work some 
games last year. The word on her is that she is an outstanding ball
and-strike ump and that she doesn't take any guff out there. At one 
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point in the spring, there was a rhubarb on the field, and coach 
Herm Starrette, of the Giants, told her to go back to her needle and 
thread, and she threw him out of the game. Here in Phoenix, she 
was talking to some friends after the game-she said she'd been hit 
on the toe with a foul the day before and was dying to get off her 
feet-when a fan leaned out of the stands and handed her a ball to 
sign. "Just give me your autograph, will ya, honey?" the man said. 

Postema took the ball and the pen and said, "You want me to 
sign it 'Honey' or do you want my name?" 

Lucky kids get to be batboys in the spring games-mostly the 
sons of coaches or club executives or older players, who come and 
visit their fathers during the spring break at school. For a while in 
March, the Oakland batpersons were Kacey and Carey Schueler, the 
daughters of Ron Schueler, who is the pitching coach for the A's. 
Another A's sprout on hand was Jim Essian III, the son of the vet
eran backup catcher, who was the smallest batboy on view any
where. He is four years old, and he wore a green sunsuit on the job, 
with manager Steve Boros' No. 14 inked on it, fore and aft. He had 
all the moves out there. Dave Kingman, who has caught on with the 
club as a designated hitter this year, bombed a moon shot up onto 
the left-field embankment against the Cubs' Scott Sanderson, and 
when Kong came around third James III was waiting about ten feet 
up the line from home, with Kingman's bat under his arm, and he 
gave him a high five-high for him, low for Dave-as he came by. 

As it turned out, I did have a scheme of study this spring, and 
that was to listen to older ballplayers talk about their trade. I didn't 
plan it that way, but once it began to happen I was ready to go 
back for more. Rookie fireball flingers and unknown nineteen
year-old sluggers who can hit the ball five hundred feet into the 
mangrove swamp are the prime drawing cards of spring baseball
the equivalent of royal palms to Florida or giant cactus to Ari
zona-but over the years I have discovered that while it is exciting 
to watch the kids and think about their futures, it does not nearly 
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match the pleasure of listening to the older players tell you what 
they have learned over many thousands of major-league innings. 
Tom Seaver, Don Sutton, and Reggie Jackson don't have much in 
common at first glance except their age and their long success, but 
what I picked up from them all was an absorbed pride in work that 
accompanies, and sometimes even exceeds, the self-pride and love 
of challenge that lie somewhere near the center of every profes
sional athlete. We envy and admire ballplayers because they get to 
do brilliant things under contrived but excruciatingly difficult cir
cumstances; if they like themselves in the end, we can forgive them, 
I think, for it is much clearer to them than to anyone else how truly 
hard it was, every day, to play this game well, or at all. 

Rusty Staub, the old man of the young Mets, had an amazing 
season in 1983. Employed almost exclusively as a pinch-hitter, he 
batted .296 over a hundred and four games, and rapped twenty
four pinch hits-one short of the all-time record. His eight con
secutive pinch hits, in June, tied another record, and so did his 
twenty-five pinch runs-batted-in for the season. All this came to 
pass in his twenty-first season; he started as an outfielder with 
Houston in 1963, when he played a full season, with more than five 
hundred at-bats, at the age of nineteen. Along the way, he became 
the first people's favorite-/e Grand Orange-with the newborn 
Montreal Expos; then held down right field for the Mets in the 
early seventies (I can still see him catching a drive by the Reds' Dan 
Driessen and crashing heavily into the wall out there-and holding 
the ball), batting .423 in their second World Series, in 1973; then 
played for the Tigers, the Expos again, and the Rangers; and came 
back to the Mets in 1981.  (Staub has put on a few pounds over 
the years, which isn't surprising since he is a restaurateur and a 
renowned chef on the side; during his second stint with the Expos, 
some of the writers began calling him Julia Child-though never, I 
think, to his face.) I talked with Staub one bright, breezy morning 
while we sat on a little green bench outside the clubhouse at 
Huggins-Stengel Field, where the Mets train. He is a large, thickly 
built man, with pink eyelashes and oddly pale skin and a self-
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contained, polite way of speaking. He was a few days short of his 
fortieth birthday. 

"Most of the men who have played into their forties have been 
pitchers," he said. "The players who have made it that long are a 
group that's had talent and a tremendous dedication to staying in 
shape. People like Yastrzemski, Pete Rose, Joe Morgan, and myself 
took pride in how they played every day. They didn't give in. They 
never said the hell with today, we'll get 'em tomorrow. Every game 
mattered. As my career went along, I saw a lot of players with 
great ability who didn't stay in the game as long as they could have, 
because they seemed to lose their desire. Even way back when I 
was with Houston, people were saying I only had a couple of years 
left, but I knew better. I'm pleased and proud I've been able to stay 
in this game and still play with the young guys ."  

Staub said that he had found it  much easier to accept his role as 
a pinch-hitter once Keith Hernandez came over to the Mets from 
the Cardinals last June. Before that, Dave Kingman had been play
ing first, although Staub was convinced that he himself could have 
helped the club more at that position. Hernandez deserved the job, in 
Staub's estimation, and that made a difference in his own mental ad
justment to his limited duties. "You've really got to have a positive at
titude about yourself to be a pinch-hitter," he said. "As frustrating as 
hitting is, there's just no comparison between it and pinch-hitting. 
You're going to come up to bat in a great many situations where the 
game is on the line, and no matter what sort of streak you're on 
you're going to make some outs, and they'll be outs that hurt. You're 
going to let down your teammates. It's wonderful when you do get 
up there and put your team back in the game, or get the hit that ties 
it up, or the hit that wins it, but when you make the out, that's tough. 
You have to be mentally strong about it, because you can't redeem 
yourself until the next opportunity, and that may not be until a week 
from now. You have to have a great belief in your own abilities and 
worth to go through that and not get down.'' 

He talked a little about the more technical side of the work
staying loose in the clubhouse during the game with exercises and a 
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skip-rope, so as to be in gear when called upon, and keeping his 
short stroke (a thing of beauty; how well I can see it !) at the plate. 
"If there's anything I've worked at, it's to be intelligent about the 
pitchers," he said. "I try to give the outstanding pitchers full credit 
and not do too much with the ball. Take what's there. If there's a 
really good left-hander with a breaking ball" -Staub is a left
handed batter-"you can't be up there wheeling for the fences. 
Most of the time when I'm up, I'm only after a base hit. Going after 
an extra-base hit is a little different, and sometimes you can have 
that in mind and succeed. Not a lot, though." He shook his head. 

"I don't get to play in the field much now," he went on, "but I 
used to work on that part of the game as much as I did on my hit
ting. It's strange, but quite a few people who are known as hitters 
do the same thing. That's why I spent so many hours thinking 
about the other aspects of the game. One of the greatest compli
ments I ever got was when Ron LeFlore called me one of his top ten 
base stealers in the game, not because of my record" -Staub has 
forty-seven lifetime stolen bases-"but because I'd studied it so 
much. I knew the pitchers and their moves, and I think I was able to 
help him become such an outstanding man on the base paths." 

I told Rusty that I'd always had the impression, watching him, 
that no part of the game had come naturally to him. Every aspect 
of it-running, hitting, picking up the ball and throwing it
looked to me as if it had been studied and practiced endlessly and 
somehow mastered. 

"\Vhat you saw is right," he said. "I discovered at a very early 
age that nothing was going to come easy for me, that I'd have to 
work to have any success. I compliment my dad and my mom and 
my kid coaches and high-school coaches, who all made me want to 
do things the right way-and to know myself. That's the biggest 
challenge for any player: to know in what situation you might have 
a tendencv to back off a little and not do verY well-from an in-
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jury, say, or for any reason-and then to learn to overcome that. 
Learning to face the people you have to face and how to do things 
then. It's-well, I don't think I want to get into that. It's rough." 
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What he did want to get into, it turned out, was the part of the 
game from which he is now exiled-playing outfield, that is. " I  
probably got as much pleasure from playing defense as anyone 
who ever played this game," he said. He was smiling a little now. " I  
took great pride in  being able to  throw the ball hard and with real 
accuracy. For ten or twelve years there, I probably threw the ball 
from the outfield as well as anybody in my league, and I definitely 
threw as accurately as anyone. I know I made myself into an out
standing outfielder, and when I slowed down a little I found that 
I loved playing first base well. When I made an outstanding de
fensive play, that was as good as a base hit any day. As good or 
better." 

Afterword: Rusty retired after the 1985 season and so missed 
out on the Mets' glorious pennant season and World Champi
onship the following year; he has joined the Mets' broadcasting 
crew. He rapped out nineteen more pinch hits over his last two sea
sons-each under extreme duress, for the Mets had risen into seri
ous contention in their division by then. To me, his finest moments 
came in late September of 1984. I was at Shea Stadium when he 
smote an eighth-inning two-run pinch-hit single that beat the 
Phillies and clinched second place for the Mets. He came out of the 
dugout for a standing 0 (a practice he deplores), waved his cap, 
and disappeared-done for the year, I assumed. Almost done. The 
next night (I was away, worse luck), with the Mets again in the 
soup, manager Davey Johnson again rang for the specialist, and 
Staub whacked a game-winning two-run homer in the bottom of 
the ninth. It was Rusty's only home run of the year (and his two
hundred-and-ninety-first lifetime), and the first for him since he 
turned forty, back in April. He struck his very first home run back 
on June 3, 1963-Don Drysdale was pitching-when he was a 
nineteen-year-old first baseman with the Houston Colt .45s. Rusty 
Staub thus qualifies as the second player ever to hit major-league 
homers as a teen-ager and in his forties; his companion in this fear 
is Ty Cobb. Stat of the year. 
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1990 

It's funny about spring training: everyone looks forward to it, 
but before it ends, everyone is dying to have it over with and get on 
to the regular games and the real action. Then you look back at the 
spring and remember how special it was. There must be more to it 
than sunshine and a sense of fresh beginnings. Spring training is 
also baseball's social season-the only extended stretch of the year 
when old-timers in the game can meet old friends and have a drink, 
have a meal, play a round of golf: catch up. Old baseball guys are 
sociable in the same way that actors are, and perhaps career military 
types as well; like them, they have come to know large numbers of 
fellow-professionals under vivid and demanding conditions, which 
are almost always followed by long stretches of separation or exile. 
All their lives, ballplayers keep running into old friends or old en
emies; they hug and bury paws and emit low, growly noises. They 
are forever reuning. 

No one has more friends than my friend Bill Rigney, a former 
manager and onetime Giants infielder, who is now senior adviser to 
the Oakland high command. He and I go back about ten years, I 
think, which still makes me a rookie friend. I told Rig once that I 
could remember how he'd looked playing infield for the Giants at 
the Polo Grounds-skinny and quick and strong, with glasses, and 
an eager little lean out there. But I couldn't quite recall how he'd 
looked up at bat. I said that wasn't in my mind's eye but I was try
ing to bring it back, and he said, "Don't try too hard." Rigney is 
quotable long and quotable short, and as a writer I appreciate this. 
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Rig was talking one night about a time back in the nineteen
sixties when he was managing the California Angels and had to de
pend on some pitchers perhaps past their prime. "I had Jack 
Sanford, the old Giants right-hander," he said, "and then, along 
about 1967, I got Lew Burdette, who'd been so great for the Braves 
all those years. Everybody said Lew used to throw a spitter, and 
they were right. He'd load up by putting his hand up to his mouth 
on the mound, which was legal and O.K. in those days, so long as 
you then went to the rosin bag. Lew would wet up just the bottom 
of his front two fingers-'It only takes a bitty dab, Skipper,' he'd 
say-and then he'd pick up the bag with the tips of his fingers and 
never touch the wet part at all. Just rub the ball up and it was ready 
to fly. 

"When I got Burdette, he was just about at the end of the line. 
He and Sanford were roommates, and there was a day when Lew 
was pitching for us against the Twins out in the old Metropolitan 
Stadium, in Bloomington. He threw Killebrew a fastball and Har
mon hit it up into the back of the upper deck-you remember 
those open stands out there. The ball hit a seat in just about the last 
row, way up. No one in local history had ever hit one that far. I 
didn't even look up when it was hit-you could tell by the sound. 
It was such a big home run that when we came back the next day 
they'd already painted that seat gold, to commemorate the spot. 
Well, you can imagine that Jack Sanford had had a few things to say 
to his friend about the home run that night-'Roomie, you must 
have some stuff to get a ball to go that far. '  And the rest of it. The 
next day, Jack was pitching, and I 'll be a son of a gun if he didn't 
throw one that Harmon hit just as far and just as deep. The ball hit 
the adjoining seat to the one they'd painted, so now they had to go 
out and paint that one, too. They probably used the same can of 
paint. " 

Rigney said that Burdette came to the end of the line later that 
summer, and it fell to him to break the bad news. "I  told him I was 
sorry, but this happened to us all, sooner or later, and we were let
ting him go. I said I hoped he'd land with some other club and 
prove what a dummy I was. I felt bad about it, I don't mind telling 
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you. Well, Lew didn't say a word. Just looked at me and shook his 
head and got up and walked out of my office. I was surprised, be
cause we'd been sort of close. When we signed him, he'd even 
pasted a photograph of me inside the door of his locker, which was 
something I'd never seen before. After he left, I hung around a few 
minutes and then I walked out into the clubhouse, but the boy said 
Lew had packed up and gone-just walked off without saying a 
word to anybody. I went over and took a look in his locker, and 
that was when I saw he'd driven this big nail through the picture of 
me. Right through the heart. He just didn't want it to happen
didn't want to say goodbye. I ran into him somewhere a few 
months later, and I asked where he'd ever found a hammer to drive 
that spike in my heart. He said, 'Skip, I used a bat. ' " 

If you and Rigney are leaving a spring-training restaurant to
gether, you might as well go on ahead and get the car out of the lot, 
because he will have been stopped at three or four or five tables on 
his way out. Same thing at the ballpark. Sitting with Rig at a morn
ing B-game, say, you know you'll soon be introduced to some 
ballplayer you haven't thought about for thirty years: George Zu
verink, Mickey McDermott, Walker Cooper. This spring, it came 
to me that these were rarely the same old guys; the supply seemed 
bottomless, and so did Rig's pleasure over each meeting. 

"George Zuverink?" he said when I asked . "Well, George 
pitched against me a lot, but always in spring training, because he 
was over in the other league, with the Indians. I don't think I ever 
got a hit against him-that's what he says, anyway. No wonder 
I'm his friend! "  (Zuverink, it should be added, is the very last name 
in the Baseball Encyclopedia-the other bookend to Hank Aaron.) 
Mickey McDermott, by contrast, was a batting-practice coach for 
Rigney when he was managing the Angels. "A super guy," Rigney 
said. "He's had some problems over the years, but everything's 
O.K. for him now, I imagine. His wife won five million dollars in 
the state lottery here last month." 

I asked about his closest baseball friends, and Rigney said that 
most of his intimates seemed farther away these days. "They're scat-
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tered all over," he said. "I  still see a fellow who played for the Giants 
a little ahead of me-Johnny Vergez. He lives up in Oroville, Cali
fornia, and he and I go fishing every year. He was the manager of 
the Oakland club when I came up in the Coast League. I played for 
him a couple of years. I have friends J played against, too, like 
Bucky Walters. You remember, he was with that good Cincinnati 
club, with Ernie Lombardi and the rest. Somebody reminded me the 
other day that in 1939 Bucky and Paul Derringer pitched fifty-nine 
complete games between them. Can you imagine that! "  

I can listen to stuff like this all day, but when there was a pause 
(there are a million pauses at spring games) I asked Rigney if he 
thought that contemporary players had the same sort of friend
ships today, and if they would remember their own playing days 
with the clarity and pleasure that he did. 

"I 've wondered about that myself," he said. "Everything is dif
ferent for them, in a way, with all this money, and you can't help 
wondering if it means as much to them. Maybe it does. I think 
baseball friendships were close in my time because you started with 
the knowledge that you'd all made it in the game-you'd done 
something you'd dreamed about when you were a kid. Is that the 
same now?" 

Before long, he was talking about the spring of  1951, when the 
Giants and the Yankees exchanged spring-training sites, and he and 
some teammates found tiny cottages to rent on Lido Beach, in St. 
Petersburg. "Forty-three bucks a week, right on the beach," he 
said. "Soon there was a whole bunch of us: Herman Franks, Chub 
Feeney-he was our young G.M.-and Ernie Harwell and his 
wife. Paula [Rigney] was there, with our three kids, and Chub and 
Margaret Ann had two or three little ones along. Lefty Gomez 
and June were there-he was finished with the Yankees by then, 
and was working for the Wilson sporting-goods company. Alvin 
Dark was new to our team, but after a while he heard about us and 
he moved in. It was funny about the Yankees' being away and us 
Giants' being there, because that fall we played each other in the 
World Series. Oh, we were so young that spring! Maybe that's why 
you remember. I 'll tell you one thing about those cottages: If you 
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went to call on somebody, you had to bring two things. A glass 
and a chair. " 

He didn't quite want to leave the subject, and a few moments 
later he said, "Sometimes I see somebody I haven't laid eyes on in 
years, and it just gets me. I can see the way they looked on the field 
or up at the plate, I mean. Bert Blyleven-I watch him pitch and I 
can still see the way he looked when he was in his rookie year and 
did so well for me on the Twins. He had that great breaking stuff 
even then. He still calls me 'Mr. Rigney.' Orlando Cepeda-I saw 
him just the other day in Scottsdale, and it . . .  " He seized himself 
around the throat. "It's the same with guys like Enos Slaughter or 
Andy Seminick-I remember them because I had such big fights 
with them, some real rhubarbs. Seminick slid into me that once, 
and his spikes caught part of my jersey and tore it in half-took 
the uniform right off me. " He considered recounting this epic 
battle scene once again but then thought better of it. "I guess we 
remember because those things felt important to us," he went on. 
"Like the time I was in an argument with some umpire when I was 
managing. I was out there yelling and jumping up and down and 
waving my arms, and he said, 'Hey-take it easy. It's only a game, 
you know.' And I said, 'Only a game? It's my life ! ' " 
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Big-league baseball, to hear Merv Rettenmund talk, used to be 
a lot less interesting. "I broke in with the old Orioles at the end of 
the sixties," he said one morning in Arizona. "And by the time I'd 
made it up to that level I'd been in the Baltimore system for four 
years, and I really knew the game. We were a boring club to watch, 
because on the routine plays-the cutoffs, the relays, the run
downs-everyone did it right. No exceptions. Nowadays, the rou
tine infield pop-up is no longer routine on some occasions-it's an 
adventure. With free agency and with players moving around so 
much now, you have two or three regulars on your club each year 
who are new faces, and you have to start again from scratch. In 
some places, the only way management can keep costs down is to 
bring up kids, and sometimes you do that too fast. You work on 
fundamentals every day in the spring, even at this level, because the 
big leagues have become a developmental league. The old days are 
gone. On that Baltimore organization, there might be one roster 
change each season. The club was winning a hundred games, year 
after year, and spring training was more a question of going out 
there and getting prepared for the World Series . "  

Rettenmund will turn fifty this year, but he doesn't look all 
that different from our first impressions of him when he arrived in 
the American League, in 1968, as a midsized, thick-bodied out
fielder and deadly line-drive hitter with Earl Weaver's Orioles; 
we'd been hearing scary reports about him for years, it seemed, 
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from the Orioles' Triple-A Rochester Red Wings. He played thir
teen years in the majors, with six Championship Series and four 
World Series along the way. He is still in uniform, as hitting coach 
with the San Diego Padres, and the change in him you notice most 
might be the high-style sunglasses he wears now. He has been 
teaching hitting almost as long as he practiced it-with the Angels, 
the Rangers, and the Athletics, before moving over to the Padres 
three years ago. Listening to him in Arizona this spring and last, I 
had the notion that he remembered the old days in baseball but 
without longing. His conversation switched from then to now and 
back again, and he was at pains that I would not leap to any easy 
conclusions along the way. "Today's established players work 
much harder than guys did in the old days, and they listen more," 
he said at one point. "Work habits are wonderful now. You can't 
find a guy who works harder than a Tony Gwynn, a Rickey Hen
derson. Players like Fred McGriff, Jose Canseco, Paul Molitor
they're never not working, they stay later than anybody. There's a 
big misconception about this, I think." 

But when our conversation got around to lesser players-say, 
batters who were expected to have mastered specific skills in order 
to make up for less evident talent-Rettenmund admitted that 
there were some contemporary deficiencies. "Down in the bottom 
of the order, the job description is handling the bat," he said. "And 
once again there are some jobs that are going to be lost in the major 
leagues because there'll be some guy who can hit but he can't play 
the game." 

Baserunning has declined as well, he thought, in spite of the 
quickness of modern players and the vastly increased number of 
bases stolen. "Earl Weaver was a hard man, and he always let you 
know how he wanted things done," he went on. "He said to do the 
job right or he'd get somebody else-and you could do that in 
those days. One of the things he insisted on was that you not get 
doubled off base on a caught line drive. That's a tough situation, 
but Earl would simply not accept excuses. Every time you got on 
first base with one out or · no outs, you had that in mind and 
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thought about it. It was even harder on our fast guys, like AI Bum
bry and Paul Blair-real aggressive base runners-but they knew 
what to do. If you watch baseball today, you'll see base runners get 
doubled off first over and over again. It's like they think nothing 
can be done about it." He paused for a moment-a good coach al
ways waits to see if a prospect knows a little something-and 
when I shook my head he explained. "You have to read it off the 
bat. You watch the pitch. If it's going to be high in the strike zone, 
you're in business-when that ball comes off the bat six to eight 
feet high, you can be running. If there's a low pitch, down in the 
strike zone, more than likely it's going to be a low line drive or a 
ground ball, so you know to hold on, ease up to protect yourself. 
If you're concentrating on that strike zone, you can usually read it 
right. But it takes years and years to learn that skill, and it still isn't 
easy. We coaches can talk about it and talk about it, but some play
ers will never know what they're doing when they get on base." 

Another major-league season, fresh text to the old book that 
Rettenmund was talking, is here, already fulfilling its traditional 
functions as a season harbinger and as promise that the endless 
winter-sport schedules will come to a close someday-well, some 
month-soon. Once again, baseball instantly showed us its appetite 
for surprise, when the Indians' slugger Carlos Baerga, in a game 
against the Yankees, knocked two home runs in the same inning 
from opposite sides of the plate; no one in the majors had ever done 
that before. But the fresh season has been most welcome of all as a 
perfect and ironic distraction from the gnarled difficulties and ac
cumulating doubts afflicting baseball itself. Some of the sport's in
tractable problems have hung around for so long that their history 
and esoteric workings are now as familiar to us fans as the prin
ciples of the hit-and-run play, albeit without the fun. A spring 
checklist of baseball's chronic or worsening ailments would find 
the same old management-labor pangs, the revenue-sharing block
age, the television-money collywobbles, the free-agent and salary
escalation syndrome, the ever-rising salary-arbitration readings, the 
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low-grade discriminatory-hiring infections (with the ugly flareup 
of the Marge Schott affair), and so forth. None of these need be fur
ther addressed now, but the bad news does not stop there. A seri
ous decline in fan interest, particularly among the younger sectors 
of the audience, is at last being openly discussed, along with base
ball's shortage of star performers at the topmost, Nike-commercial 
levels of the sport and the equally distressing diminishment of tal
ent at the rookie stage. In addition, we have lately been seeing what 
one might call the Balkanization of baseball, as evidenced by the ar
rival of the expansion-team Florida Marlins and Colorado Rockies 
in the National League this year; the midwinter scramblings and 
finaglings over the removal and last-minute restoration of the an
cient Giants franchise, from San Francisco to St. Petersburg and 
back again; and the recently announced and apparently unalterable 
plan to reconfigure the leagues into three divisions instead of two, 
with an accompanying new, third tier of post-season championship 
games which will require the admission of an inferior, "wild card" 
fourth team to each playoff. Lastly, but not separately from any of 
the above, one must note the unspoken refusal of the owners to se
lect a new commissioner to succeed the departed Fay Vincent, 
whom they fired eight months ago, for more or less the same rea
sons that now keep them from replacing him: because they wish to 
remain distant from the media and the fans, accountable to no one 
but themselves. 

With or without a commissioner, these deadweight issues and 
slipshod resolutions feel far removed from the game itself, which is 
where we fans might better direct our gaze, if we don't want to 
find ourselves simply giving up on baseball. With this in mind, I 
decided last year and this to sign myself up for some remedial base
ball coaching and listening. I was impelled in this direction by a 
feeling that had been growing on me over the past several summers 
that there were plenty of other things amiss in baseball-things I 
could see plainly, out there on the field. The game was changing in 
small ways, and mostly for the worse. It wasn't the tactics or the 
hitting or the pitching-not in particular, I mean. I couldn't quite 
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prove it  with statistics, or necessarily find it in a single game, or two 
or three games, but it was clear to me that major-league baseball 
was no longer being played at its old rigorous and imperial best
at a level that seemed to eliminate carelessness and faulty execution 
and faulty thinking. It was losing the everyday dramatic tautness 
that had once prevailed: the expectation that almost perfect baseball 
would be played, inning after inning, and that winning a game 
would therefore require something exceptional to happen out 
there-a succession of stifling infield plays; a huge strikeout or an 
induced pop-up in the right place; a throw to an unexpected base 
which allowed a run to score but assassinated a big inning; a 
stroked single to the opposite field, off a tough pitch from a tough, 
knowing hurler. These were the moments you could look back on 
later that evening, or the next day, thinking, That was the ball
game. Everyday good baseball was important because the central 
emotion of the game was satisfaction. The thrills would come along 
in due course, almost on their own; what mattered was playing the 
game right-playing the way Merv Rettenmund talked about. 

Too often now, the games I go to are not played well. I am not 
alone in this feeling, of course: among my friends and fellow-fans, 
griping about slovenly or mindless big-league ball has grown to 
such insistent levels in recent years that it's like a locust chorus in 
full summer, which one notices only when it stops. What we have 
seen much of is a lead-off man who doesn't want to win a base on 
balls; a batter in the three or four slot who is too impatient to try 
to work the count his way, and a fifth or sixth man in the order 
who will strike out, looking, twice in succession on exactly the 
same three-and-two slider, thrown by the same pitcher to the same 
corner of the plate, and will then walk back to the dugout without 
the smallest visible sign of concern. I am tired of seeing a well-paid 
six-year man once again swing from his heels (the one I have in 
mind bats right-handed), with a teammate on second late in a tied 
game, and hit a fly ball to left field instead of to right, with zero en
suing effect on the game. I'm almost startled when I notice a batter 
who can actually foul off a pitch that is too much for him-foul it 
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off on purpose, I mean. I am weary of the extempore bunt attempt 
that means nothing, and simply passes the burden of the inning to 
the next man coming up to bat; and I'm even more burned up about 
the talented batter (this one-hint, hint-switches, and recently 
changed teams for the third time in three years) twice butchering an 
essential bunt during an at-bat and then cheering up, almost grin
ning, because now he is free to swing away, as was not needed. 

Many fans I hear from blame these shortcomings on the in
flated player salaries (the average major-league stipend is a million 
one hundred thousand dollars these days) and on an arbitration 
system that can double a player's salary after a glaringly mediocre 
season. They don't have to play well anymore, the complaint goes, 
and so they don't even try. I understand these feelings, because I 

have shared them at times, but I'm far from certain that money has 
a great deal to do with most of what goes on out on the field. And 
if fans are aware of a decline in skills and desire in today's game, 
then the clubs themselves, one must conclude, know it much better 
and must worry about it ceaselessly, because the financial stakes for 
them are so high. For evidence of this, one need go no farther than 
the increased attention given to coaching in the modern game. 
Coaches are better paid than they were even five years ago, with 
some of them at the major-league level now pulling down six
figure salaries. A couple of managers, Tom Lasorda and Tony La 
Russa, have reached the million-dollar range. Old-time coaches 
had the job stability and distinguished anonymity of tenured fac
ulty members; Frankie Crosetti spent twenty-two years in the 
third-base box for the Yankees, patting pin-striped rumps as they 
rounded his corner after another Bron.xian thunderclap. Modern
day coaches become celebrated and sought-after when their team 
has had some success; four coaches or mentor-players who served 
on La Russa's Oakland staff-Jim Lefebvre, Rene Lachemann, 
Don Baylor, and Dusty Baker-are current managers, and another 
coach, Ron Schueler, is in charge of major-league operations for 
the White Sox. 

There are more coaches than there used to be, at every level of 
the game, and they are younger and more articulate than their pred-
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ecessors; some of them have graduate degrees, and many more have 
had motivational training. Without exception, they regard the work 
as a profession, rather than simply a means of hanging on in base
ball, as was once the case. Friendship still comes into play when a 
manager selects his coaching staff-skipper-loyalty is a prime con
sideration, everyone agrees-but capability outweighs palship. 
The deep-chested local monuments who stood at the corners of the 
diamond year after year (and sat beside the manager in the hotel 
bar every night) have gone the way of the straw suitcase. 

Contemporary coaches use contemporary tools-for instance, 
video libraries of every at-bat by every player on the team, cross
referenced by pitcher and situation. Rene Lachemann, who is man
aging the newborn Florida Marlins, compiled a celebrated personal 
Smithsonian of tapes as a coach with the Athletics and the Red Sox 
over the past decade and while managing the Brewers and the 
Mariners before that. Larry Hisle, the batting coach for the World 
Champion Toronto Blue Jays, is a computer hacker who can pre
sent each batter in his lineup with a pre-game printout showing his 
prior tendencies and situation performances against today's start
ing sinker-slider right-hander with the visiting team. 

Stats and tactics are always alluring, but knowing what coaches 
are trying to teach these days may be a more useful way of keeping 
up with what's going on. \Vith that in mind, I made an effort last 
year not to be wholly distracted by the standings and the daily rush 
of game news, by super-statistics and celebrity performers; instead, 
I hung around coaches and managers (who are head coaches, after 
all) and some older active players-a couple of dozen of them, in 
the end-most of last spring and this spring, and in parts of last 
season as well, asking questions and trying to find out what they 
thought of the state of the game. All of them, of course, had been 
young players once themselves, and their concerns about the high 
level and perhaps the ultimate survival of high-quality baseball, I 
kept finding, ran as deep as my own. Deeper. 

" In the old days, managers never got to the park early," Johnny 
Pesky said. "You had a pitching coach and a batting coach in the 
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minors, and that was it. They were more workers than teachers. 
They put you out there and left you alone. We had those leagues to 
work in-the D-leagues, the Cs, the Bs, the As, the double As, and 
the triple As-and you went one league at a time." 

Pesky, I should add, is more totem than coach these days: he is 
seventy-three, with a lifework tan, a needle nose, and gleaming, 
pinpoint eyes, but, trim in his snowy Red Sox uniform, he still 
looks ready to play. He is at the Sox camp in Florida every day in 
the spring, and although there is always a bat in his hands, you 
sense that he is there as exemplar-a shiny vintage-car exhibit to 
give the rookies and the regulars a look at baseball history, since it 
is a subject about which many of them appear wholly ignorant. 

"In those days, you always looked for other players to model 
yourself after," Pesky said one morning. "Johnny Frederick-he's 
the one who hit six pinch-hit home runs one year-came out of 
the majors and back to the Pacific Coast League and was a great 
hitter there. I saw him when I was a kid, and tried to change myself 
to be a little like him. Later on, when I'd begun to play, Heinie 
Manush, the Hall of Farner, spotted me in a pepper game one day 
and called me over. He told me I was just a little guy, so I 'd have to 
stand up a bit closer in the box and choke up a little more. He said, 
'Look, those guys are going to knock the bat out of your hands, so 
let's just give this a try.' He convinced me, and I had a great year. 
Rocky Mount, North Carolina, in the old Piedmont League-it 
must have been 1940." 

Pesky didn't make it to Fenway Park until his eighth year in or
ganized ball, but it could be argued that he was ready. His rookie
year two hundred and five hits led the American League in 1942, 
but he always discounts the feat by pointing out that he was hitting 
just ahead of Ted Williams in the Red Sox lineup. "We had advan
tages then," he said to me. "Now we have all this coaching instead, 
and it's needed, because these kids come up so fast-a year, two 
years in the system, for some of them-that they haven't had the 
experience. Me, I 'd still like to see an infielder or an outfielder play 
about three hundred games and then maybe take a step up."  
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John Wathan is thirty years younger than Pesky but came 
along in baseball in almost exactly the same manner, putting in six 
years in the minors (San Jose, Waterloo, Omaha, Jacksonville) be
fore he matriculated, in 1976, as a catcher and sometime first base
man with the Royals; he played ten years in Kansas City, melding 
almost imperceptibly into a coach at the end, as smart catchers 
often seem to do, and then managed the club for five years. He is 
bench coach with the Angels now, after filling in as skipper again 
last year, when their manager, Buck Rodgers, was severely injured 
in a team bus crash. 

"You have no idea how much instruction goes on at the major
league level now," Wathan told me in Tempe this year. "Kids are 
short on bunting, on hitting the cutoff man, reading a pitcher's 
moves when they're on base, moving a guy from second to third 
with no outs, when to hit away, when not to hit away-all that 
stuff. " 

Wathan said that when he made it onto the Royals' roster it was 
before the era of team motivational meetings. "Now all of us are 
working on kids' heads as well as their mechanics. You need to 
keep them positive all the time-I'm a firm believer in that. Play
ers used to be self-motivated, but now- You'd almost believe it 
would be the other way around, but I 've heard players who are 
making millions complain that they're not appreciated." 

He recalled that managers had more authority in the old days. 
"Everyone knew that if you screwed up, or didn't play hard when 
they put you out there, you'd be back on the bench or out of 
there," he said. "He had that hammer." 

Roger Craig is back on his horse ranch in Southern California 
these days, having stepped down as the Giants manager when the 
club was sold this winter. Last spring, in his dugout in Scottsdale, 
he told me that when he pitched in the Dodger system as a young 
man he'd had some managers who never spoke a word to him from 
the first day of the season to the last. Not a word of conversation, 
that is. "What they did was chew your ass all the time," he said. 
"You do that now, and the player will call his agent. It just makes 
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everything worse. Now you've got to talk to all your players every 
single day. They've got to be stroked more. Maybe they're less ma
ture, but mostly they're just different. " 

Craig, like Johnny Pesky, came up in the game during base
ball's peak years-there were fifty-nine minor leagues in the late 
nineteen-forties, and perhaps ten thousand professional players in 
all-but I couldn't pick up any sounds of resentment or resigna
tion when he talked about the new order of things in the clubhouse. 
"Players used to get paid for what they did. Now they get paid by 
a system," he said. "They may have that multiyear contract. They 
may be younger, and some of them may have less talent, but you 
still have to try to reach them. It's a real challenge to do that every 
day. Some of them may have stayed up late with a baby, or some
thing, and then they feel, Why should I play today? I'm tired, and, 
besides, I'm getting paid anyway. If I see a coach who can get inside 
that young man's head for a hundred and sixty-two games and find 
a way to let him use his ability, then that's the coach I want. That's 
what coaches are for. " 

Bob Brenly, a carryover coach with the Giants this year under 
their new manager, Dusty Baker, was a Giants catcher for the better 
part of a decade-a hardworking pro and a terrific favorite with San 
Francisco fans and San Francisco pitchers. He is seamed and strong
looking, with a dark mustache and a cheerful manner. "When I 
came into baseball, things were done sort of on gut instinct," he said 
when we sat down together. "Coaches said, 'This is the way we've 
always done it,' and you were supposed to learn from that. I re
member Hank Sauer, who would always yell 'Can you hit, kid?' 
and you had to answer 'You bet your ass ! '  He insisted on it." 

Brenly said he thought that younger coaches, the ones most re
cently off the field, might be the best communicators with today's 
young players. Players like him, I suggested, and he said, "It was 
probably true back then, too, only no one tried it. We have more 
problems now, because the players get up here and they seem un
willing to change. They don't want to bat some other way, or try 
anything different on the field. They feel, This is what got me here, 
so why should I try anything different?" 
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The best help for this, in Brenly's mind, is to urge the newcom
ers to watch older players on the club who are working on their 
games. Will Clark, for instance. A year ago in Scottsdale, Clark (if 
the Dalai Lama is reading this, Will Clark is the Giants' All-Star 
first baseman and nonpareil left-handed swinger) had been lining a 
lot of pitches foul into right field, and late one afternoon Brenly 
and I, from behind the batting cage, watched him repeatedly hitting 
outside pitches toward left field and then a bit toward center: 
working his way back around, in the parlance. This year, standing 
behind the same cage one morning, I noticed that Clark was doing 
exactly the opposite. The B.P. pitcher was throwing inside, on 
Will's instruction, and he was doggedly trying to inside-out the 
ball: keep his bat level and hit the pitch off his fists into left field. 
He kept talking to himself and gesturing to the pitcher to keep the 
ball in tight. He wasn't doing well at first, and finally he lost pa
tience. "Don 't come off the ball like that, Will Nuschler Clark ! "  he 
growled, stepping back. "Stay in there !"  He made some rumbling 
noises and set his jaw-his mouth looks like an upside-down jack
o' -lantern's when he's up at bat-and yelled to the pitcher, "I'm 
going to inside you if it takes all fucking day! " The next pitch was 
on his hands again, but he inside-outed it like a mirror-image 
Roberto Clemente, and the ball flew hard down the left-field line 
and bounced on the white foul line. Clark said, "There. Whatcha 
think now?" He was staring at me but clearly still talking to Will 
Nuschler Clark. I looked around to see if anyone else had seen all 
this, perhaps even some young Giants, but no one seemed to be 

. . 
paymg attention. 

Bunting is a whole lot easier than inside-outing the ball, but 
several coaches told me that contemporary players don't seem to 
have much interest in the art. Some of them blamed the aluminum 
bat-now universally employed in college ball-because the ball 
pings off its surface too quickly to make for a readily controlled 
bum. Others mentioned artificial turf, which is likewise uncon
ducive to the maneuver. Rod Carew, however, discards such ex
cuses. "They're just plain not interested," he told me. "I look at 
these players who can run, and they never work on the bunt. I see 
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kids with speed who are hitting about .220, and I tell them that 
they could be hitting .280 if they'd just add that bunt. They don't 
want to discipline themselves and stay with something. It's 
discouraging." 

Carew, the stick-thin long-term batting coach with the Angels, 
has style: dark curly locks and seemingly permanently affixed 
shades, which he wears low on his nose, like a character actor. No 
one could ever do so many stylish things with a bat (one of his old 
managers, Bill Rigney, remembers a year when Carew had twenty 
bunt base hits over the season), and I said that it amazed me that 
young players didn't sense that there was something convincing 
about what he was telling them. 

" I  think they're not all that sure of themselves," Carew said 
quietly. "You try to throw out suggestions, but . . . In the end, you 
have to find out what a player has and work with that. " 

Ten days later, on a rainy morning at the Mets' camp, in Port St. 
Lucie, Florida, I watched another lanky grand master working on 
bunts inside one of the batting cages. It was the new Mets short
stop, Tony Fernandez-a ten-year veteran who came over from 
the Padres in a winter trade to serve as a fresh sill for the team's 
crumbly left side. Fernandez is a switch-hitter, but after he gath
ered up the loose balls in the cage and reloaded the machine I no
ticed that he was staying lefty, batting from one side only, and still 
squaring around and tapping the ball again and again, laying each 
bunt down like a necktie on a bed. Then I remembered that Fer
nandez's usual stroke from that side of the plate loops the ball to
ward left field-a pretty thing to see but not much use whenever 
there might be a Mets base runner on first base whom he wanted to 
move along in a close game. The bunt, of course, would do just 
that-will do it, this year. Once again, though, there didn't seem to 
be any young players around taking in the lesson. 

Gloomy thoughts about the next generation have always been 
endemic in baseball, as elsewhere, and it should be pointed out that 
a freshet of exciting, talented, hardworking, and presumably atten-
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tive young b1llplayers has come into the majors in the past three 
or four years and is already making a considerable mark. Mike 
Mussina, Steve Avery, Travis Fryman, Carlos Baerga, Gary Shef
field, Chuck Knoblauch, Ken Griffey, Jr., John Olerud, Delino 
DeShields, and the current American League home-run champion, 
Juan Gonzalez, are all twenty-four years old or under, and have 
brilliant careers in full momentum. Several almost guaranteed fu
ture stars (the Braves' Javy Lopez and Chipper Jones come to 
mind) are just down the road, and clubs like the Indians and this 
year's Angels have put their fortunes in the hands of some very 
young major leaguers, in part as a maneuver against the huge costs 
of veterans' salaries. But my spring tours convinced me that a vis
ible broad fault line, dividing one generation of ballplayers from 
the next, has fallen across clubhouses within the past decade. 

Dave Righetti, the spirited southpaw battler, is still only thirty
four years old (he is hanging on in the Giants' bullpen, after a 1992 
season that cost him his job as the left-handed stopper for that 
club), but when he talks about his 1981 Rookie of the Year season, 
with the Yankees, it sounds like another baseball era altogether. 
"We had Lou Piniella and Bobby Murcer with the team then," he 
said. "Those guys couldn't run anymore, but they saw to it that 
guys played their positions properly. They knew when to sneak up 
on the infield. They always hit the cutoff man, because they knew 
they couldn't get the ball to the plate by themselves. Up at bat, they 
moved people over. Most of all, they made contact. Outside of Reg
gie, we never had a big swinger in the order, and we all hated strike
outs in the middle of an inning-that killed rallies. "  

Rags said he was amazed at the number of mistakes that were 
made on big-league teams nowadays, especially since every event 
on the field was so closely watched today, thanks to television. (In 
the old days, he almost whispered, if mistakes were made you 
never heard about it the next day.) He said he was Impressed with 
the quality of coaching at the major-league level now, but believes 
that most of those coaches should be sent down to the A-level mi
nors, where they are most needed. And he thinks that large signing 
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bonuses for young prospects are a particular hazard. "The pressure 
to win is everywhere now, and it affects everyone, from the man
ager on down, but it's worst on the kids," he said. "You see guys 
come out of college ball now with a big name and maybe a lot of 
money-1 mean, a lot-and there's this sense that they want to 
make it pay off for the club right away. I see them out there every 
day in the spring, trying to do too much. Sometimes I try to tell 
them, 'Hey, don't do that! ' But they never listen-I'm just a 
pitcher." 

Another old young pitcher in Arizona this spring was Ron 
Darling. Suddenly, he is thirty-two, and a ten-year man. He won 
fifteen games for the Athletics last year, with three two-hit 
shutouts along the way. He told me that on the first day of early 
spring training this year-pitchers and catchers only-he and Bob 
Welch, Dennis Eckersley, and Rick Honeycutt were in the locker 
room together after practice ended, and they noticed that all the 
younger players had dressed and departed. " It's half an hour after 
the workout, and we're alone," he said. "We were wondering where 
they'd all gone-I mean, you can only go to the mall so many 
times. That's a big difference, you know. Young players don't hang 
around and talk baseball anymore, and they don't hang around to 
listen. It used to be-and I'm not all that old-it used to be that 
you'd sit there for an hour and hope that maybe Tom Seaver would 
say hi, and maybe you could get him to talk about pitching. Or 
you'd be in the training room and somebody like Keith Hernandez 
was getting iced, and you'd hear some baseball. I used to think that 
if I waited around for an hour and a half and picked up one new 
thing I was way ahead." 

I asked him what he thought had happened-! had first seen 
him pitch when he was in college, and now he felt like an envoy be
tween my own baseball generation and the newest one-and he 
shrugged and said this was the way life went now, for the young. 
"Everything is visual," he said. "Everything is this minute, and the 
kids can't wait. They say, 'Tell me five things I need to know and 
tell them to me now. ' You've got a hundred and fifty channels, and 
it's snap-snap, click-click. It's MTV, and they can't slow down."  
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I said this sounded all wrong for anyone trying to learn baseball. 
"That's the thing of it, " he said. "You know, you have to watch 

a whole ballgame to appreciate it-you can't go switching to an
other one if a pitcher happens to be going good and there's not 
much action out there. That's when you could be learning. A lot of 
players can't be appreciated right away, either. You take a Jose, a 
Rickey, and you see right away what they can do. But a Carney 
Lansford-you can watch him play over a whole season and keep 
picking up little things every day about how to win a ballgame. 
The other morning, I was telling some of our young players here 
how I used to wait all week for Saturday when I was a kid, to watch 
the old 'Game of the Week' on television. They couldn't get over 
that: 'One game-get out of here ! '  They couldn't believe it." 

Bill Rigney, unmistakable under his straw planter's hat, is to be 
found every March afternoon in the first or second row behind 
home plate at an Athletics game (he is a senior adviser with the 
club). Between pitches, he talks baseball, with gestures. I sometimes 
think I have heard every one of his baseball stories, but then he sur
prises me; besides, he is constantly adding fresh material, here at the 
front end, so I happily expect never to catch up. (I have noticed, by 
the way, that he shares Merv Rettenmund's favorable opinion of 
Rickey Henderson's and Jose Canseco's work habits, if not their 
maturity; back before Canseco was traded away last summer, 
Rigney sometimes referred to the two as Frick and Frack, after a 
pair of comedy skaters with the old Ice Follies.) 

When Rigney came up in the game, in the late thirties and early 
forties, on his way to the New York Giants (and then along to an 
extensive managerial career), the word was that a veteran player 
would never help a rookie, for fear the kid would grab his job. He 
didn't find it that way, though. On the contrary, he kept running 
into old-timers-Dick Bartell, Charlie Gehringer (a teammate on 
a Navy service team in wartime), Ernie Lombardi-who seemed 
to go out of their way to pass along a little hint about grabbing off 
ground balls, quickening the double-play flip to second, or dealing 
with Ewell Blackwell's crossfire fastball up at the plate. Nowadays, 
Rigney believes, you almost never see an older player take a kid 
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aside and offer a tip. "We have all those coaches to do that now," he 
said. "The feeling isn't the same." 

Almost the biggest change, in Rigney's view, has been the loss 
of baseball talk. "During the great '51 Giants season, we'd be on the 
road, all that time on trains and in hotels, and there'd be six or 
seven players-Stanky, Dark, Maglie, Westrum, Thomson, Whitey 
Lockman, me-in somebody's room, having a beer and a sand
wich and talking about the next day's game. We were looking for 
that little edge-something about the other team's pitcher, or 
about some batter, that might give us that little edge. Now it's done 
differently. When our coaches and the manager finish each day, 
they're watching games on TV, watching those tapes, to see what 
the opposition is doing. We never had that advantage. "  

Rigney believes that kids who have grown up watching base
ball on television acquire knowledge of the game but not experi
ence. "Getting here happens so quickly for them, you forget how 
few games they have under their belt," he said. "A player arrives in 
a year and a half sometimes, and you can see he's got a lot of abil
ity but he's still lost in the game. You can't help noticing how dif
ferent it is with some of the Latin-American kids, because they've 
grown up playing ball when they were young, the way we all used 
to. They know why the game is p layed right to left, from first base 
to third, instead of the other way around, and some of our young 
players still don't. "  

I brought up the geographical phenomenon of the dozen-odd 
wonderfully accomplished infielders from the Dominican Republic 
who have come into the majors in the past decade or so, and Rig 
said, "Yes, all those quick guys from-what's that place? San Pedro 
de Macoris. That one city. Well, it isn't the drinking water down 
there that's turning out shortstops-it's sandlot ball fields. No ten
nis courts, no swimming pools, no weight rooms, no Little League. 
They're playing ball all day and all night. They're ready when they 
get up to the big leagues, because they've all had the little problems 
along the way and learned what you do to get around them, how to 
adjust. When you have that happen after you get up here, it can be 
tough on a young player, believe me." 
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Money seldom came into these conversations and speculations, 
I noticed, and when it did it presented itself as another sort of pres
sure or a complicating obstacle to change. Established veteran play
ers have to deal with slumps and off years, of course, which can be 
as painful and baffling as anything that a rookie runs into, and a 
two- or three-million-dollar salary under those circumstances adds 
a stifling, onerous factor to the puzzle. Coaches want to help, but 
they hesitate to speak to a veteran without invitation. 

Mark McGwire, the massive Athletics basher, went through the 
1991 season hopelessly locked into a batting stance that appeared to 
give him very little chance against breaking pitches on the far side 
of the plate, and finished at .201 ,  with a bare twenty-two home 
runs: his worst season in the majors. The Ns staff circled the prob
lem warily, concerned but unable to break the spell; radical alter
ations to a famous mechanism can be fatal. Rene Lachemann, for 
one, believes that many big-league hitters do far too much tinker
ing with their swing once things begin to go wrong. Last spring, a 
new Oakland batting coach, Doug Rader, held extended private 
conversations with McGwire that resulted in a stance an inch or 
two closer to home plate, a more closed-up front shoulder, an in
finitesimal toeing-in of his front foot, and further minute ingredi
ents that neither man would divulge-armed with which Big Mac 
batted .268 over the ensuing 1992 season, with forty-two home 
runs and a hundred and four runs batted in: nothing to it. When I 
asked Rader why it had taken so long for McGwire to change, he 
said, "Maybe it depends on who a player is listening to. If you have 
something to say that's worthwhile, he'll listen. If you're a nin
compoop, he shouldn't listen. The key is to be qualified." 

Fear of change and fear of failure are commonplace in any pro
fession, one may suppose, but sports punish failure so swiftly and 
with such grisly results that the spectre of debacle attends every 
game, waiting ghoulishly to climb up on this or that player's back 
and hitch a ride. Long-term players, however brilliant, are never 
surprised by that clammy hand on their necks, but it's far worse 
when you're young. Duffy Dyer, the old, square-jawed Mets back
stop, coaches third base for the Brewers these days, and in Chandler 
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one morning he remarked that the best of the young players rise so 
rapidly in today's narrow tier of minor leagues that they sometimes 
arrive in the majors entirely untouched by doubt. "Then something 
might go wrong for them all at once," he said. "Maybe there are hit
ters who can handle one of their best pitches at this level, or, if 
they're hitters, there's a kind of pitching they've never seen before. 
They're in trouble, but they don't want to change, because they've 
never had to change. For some of them, this is the first failure 
they've ever experienced in their lives. Then you notice less talented 
players who have struggled or failed at the minor-league level and 
had to learn to make changes, so when they get up here they're 
more flexible. They're better off than the kid who's been a star all 
along and can't understand it when he runs into trouble." 

Wherever I went these mornings in Arizona and Florida, I 
gravitated toward coaches and watched them going about their 
homely tasks: throwing batting practice or knocking out ground 
balls to the infielders, or running one of the endless early-spring 
drills-pickoffs, rundowns, pitchers covering first base; cutoff 
plays with a runner on second, cutoff plays with runners at first 
and third, cutoff plays with the ball hit to right field, to center field, 
to left field, and to deep foul ground, right and left (and all with 
the assembled, standing-around older players groaning and shak
ing their heads at the boredom of going through this again, for the 
hundredth or thousandth time, but then laughing and horsing 
around once they got into it, because it made them feel like rookies 
again). The coaches never stopped working. You'd see one on a 
camp stool reaching into a ball bag and then flipping up a fresh 
ball, over and over, into the air for a batter, just to one side of him, 
to swing at and whack into the soft-toss screen before them. A 
coach would step out from behind the cage in batting practice 
and, smiling in encouragement, talk earnestly to a batter while he 
pointed to the batter's knee, touched the point of his front shoul
der, then executed a little twist of his own hips, as example, with his 
hands held back, while a swing was dissected and put together 
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again. A thickset older pitching coach, with his feet oddly tilting 
upward on the steep back side of a practice mound, would murmur 
vertically up to a towering young right-hander and then take the 
pitcher's wrist and turn it a fraction to the left while gently gesturing 
with his own hand, up and down, as the kneeling catcher waited pa
tiently at the other end, with his mitt hand resting on one thigh. In 
the afternoon games, the coaches, as usual, sat together, with the 
manager in among them, on a little row of chairs just outside the 
overpopulated dugout (on the home-plate side, I mean), where 
they could catch some rays as they followed each pitch and swing 
and play, and confabulated among themselves while the batters and 
pitchers came and went. In odd moments, whenever a coach waited 
for his next pupil to step into the cage, or while a couple of them 
were drinking soup from cardboard cups during the lunch break, I 
came over and asked questions-and found them, without excep
tion, burning to talk about the work. 

Dave Duncan, the quiet, much esteemed Oakland pitching 
coach, said that he had come to rely on his veterans to take up some 
of the teaching load. "I use good pitchers only," he added. "Shoot, 
why wouldn't I take advantage of Rick Honeycutt's ability to 
throw the slider? He's got a great understanding of that pitch and 
the mechanics of it. He can teach that better than I can." 

Phil Garner, the smart, direct young manager of the Brewers, 
said that the talent shortage sometimes affected the way managers 
and coaches dealt with gifted players. "If somebody makes a mis
take, or says I'm not going to do this, you can reprimand him, but 
you can't sit him down, because you have no one to replace him 
with," he said. "You can yell at him or call him into your office, but 
what else can you do? And there's an economic factor-with all 
that money he's getting, how long are you going to keep him on 
the bench?" 

Leo Mazzone, the pitching coach for the Atlanta Braves, 
watches over the finest assemblage of young arms in the land-the 
Messrs. Glavine, Smoltz, Avery, et al., and now a brand-new part
ner, Greg Maddux, late of the Cubs, who is the incumbent Cy 
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Young Award holder in his league. Mazzone believes that staying 
his hand is often the best remedy for the pitching blahs, and cites in 
evidence John Smoltz's melodramatic adventures in 1991 ,  a season 
in which the right-hander's pitching record stood at a horrific 2- 1 1  
by the first week in  July. Smoltz then turned things around in  elec
trifying fashion, finishing up at 14-13,  while his team completed its 
rush from last place to first in a single season. "We felt the stuff was 
there and the talent was there, and the best thing we could do was 
keep giving him the ball every fifth day," Mazzone said. "Bobby 
Cox, our manager, kept telling Smoltzie, 'We believe in you, we 
have faith in you.' I think more pitchers are hurt by overcoaching 
than the other way. So many managers and coaches will drift this 
way, then that way after each performance. One day, the pitcher's 
great, and the next time out you go to him all upset and say he's not 
so good. You can't get a pitcher on an upbeat tempo that way. If 
they're talented and physically healthy, just let them go. "  

The chorus of outdoor male voices and the looks of so  many 
squinty, brown-eared, friendly coachfaces under caps had begun to 
blur and blend in my mind, and, in need of synthesis, or some
thing, I went to Walt Jocketty, who is director of baseball adminis
tration for the Athletics. He is a Minnesotan, blond and blue-eyed, 
and, at forty-two, has been through almost every level of the game; 
it's the consensus that he will be a general manager somewhere one 
of these days. In conversation, he has the pausing, open-ended tone 
that I have noticed in many experienced baseball executives, as be
fits a business in which success or its devastating opposite is so 
often determined by the weird hop, the frayed tendon, or the 
bloop, wrong-field double off the hands. 

The talent squeeze-a decline of experienced prospects be
cause of fewer diamonds and fewer accumulated innings, along 
with the unceasing present competition among the various profes
sional sports for a handful of young genius athletes, the future su
perstars-afflicts baseball in particular, Jocketty pointed out, since 
the road to the majors in baseball is longer than it is in other sports. 
The Shaquille O'Neal legend-from high-school star to national 
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megacelebrity in four years-isn't something baseball can offer as 
bait to a seventeen-year-old all-sport, all-state prospect. At the 
same time, the continuing expansion of baseball's major leagues 
and diminution of the minors makes the matriculation of rookies 
feel hurried and inadequate: suddenly they are in your big-team 
dugout, where they sit and don't ask questions. "I don't know if 
they think they know it all, or if they're afraid someone will notice 
that they don't know enough," Jocketty said. "It's puzzling. Just 
lately, I think I'm starting to see more of them talking to the veter
ans, after they've been around awhile. Maybe they're deciding, 
Look, maybe I've missed something." 

Before I left Arizona this year, I made a point of paying a visit 
to the back diamond at Ho Ho Kam Park, the Cubs' spring-training 
center, in Mesa. The back field, which is notable for a tall, shaggy 
stand of eucalyptus trees on its third-base side, is dusty and inele
gant; fans who find their way behind the left-field fence of the main 
diamond may think for a moment that they've stumbled on a high
school field. Then they hang around, some of them standing with 
their fingers looped through the chain-link fencing behind home, 
because the place, with its shadows and sunshine and its carpet of 
dried leaves in the dirt, has kept the informality and sense of ease 
that once characterized spring training everywhere. When I got 
there, I found Tom Trebelhorn rapping out ground balls to a hand
ful of second-level Cubs players, raggedly bunched into groups 
behind the second-base and first-base positions on the diamond. 
A young second baseman and first baseman stepped forward in 
unison, and Trebelhorn, taking back his long, interesting-looking 
fungo bat, knocked a ball to the left side of the second baseman, just 
within reach, and he went low for the scoop, reversed his feet, and 
threw easily over to first. 

"Good play!" Trebelhorn called out. "You knew you had time 
to get it right. That's experience ! That's your good knowledge! "  

He fielded the lobbed return toss with his bare right hand (he 
bats left-handed) and launched the next bouncer toward second 
with the same easy motion, but this time the ball caught the rim of 
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the infield grass and darted low: a surprise for the new man out 
there, who flinched but then snaffled the ball in the outer part of 
his mitt. 

"Yeah-play that Iipper! "  Trebelhorn responded. "Tough play! 
Atta boy, Tommy!  Good field ! "  

Trebelhorn, an old friend, sounded the same as ever, which i s  to 
say exactly like every high-school and summer-camp baseball 
coach of my distant baseball past. He looked over and saw me, and 
called, "Same time, same place! Was it this day last year? I tell you 
one thing-this is probably the same fungo I had here then." 

There was a pause while some of his students rearranged them
selves, and he came over bare-armed, intense, sinewy, and with the 
same never-fail, ready smile. "The eternal, polite, patient routines of 
baseball that keep us all together," he said, burying my hand in his. 

Same Treb-talk, too. He's the kind of man who makes you glad 
you didn't take up astronomy or the cello as a sideline. Now, at 
forty-five, he is in his second season as a Cubs coach, after seven 
seasons as a minor-league manager and then six as manager of the 
Milwaukee Brewers, the post he held when I first came to know 
him and to listen to him. His Brewer teams, a bit undermanned, 
were customary contenders in the American League East but were 
also afflicted with a phenomenal propensity for injuries to key 
players. 'Xfhen I caught up with him in 1992 as a new coach with 
the Cubs, here on the back diamond at Ho Ho Kam, he said that 
his friends had always told him he was a coach at heart. "The per
fect job at last! "  he said. I knew he had never made it up to the 
majors in his playing days (he finished at Lewiston, in the North
west League), but that, too, he once explained, was an advantage 
for anyone who wanted to stay on in the game. "If my ability as a 
player is a little short, I'm going to have to understand this situa
tion a half second quicker than the guy who's bigger and stronger," 
he said. " I'm going to have to work more. That's why you see so 
many coaches and managers, even at the high-school level, who 
were never such hot players. They were good thinkers, good at 
noticing, and they had imagination."  
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Practice went on in its old patterns: with another coach, out on 
the mound behind his little half screen, throwing a pitch that was 
lined or bounced or popped up by the batter in the cage; and then 
Trebelhorn, from the sideline, at once batting his ball to the waiting 
infielders. In the pauses, Treb told me the names of some of the 
young Cub infielders he was working; a couple of them-Jose Viz
caino and big Kevin Roberson-! recognized from my previous 
visit, and Treb identified another, Chuck McElroy, as a pitcher with 
secret hopes of being converted into an infielder one of these days. 
By their youthful faces and the high numbers on the back of their 
uniform tops, I knew that most of the Cubs here would soon be 
sent down to the minor-league complex and would end up in Iowa 
or Orlando this summer. Some would not make it back up to the 
big club's spring roster next year. Trebelhorn would stay on with the 
Cubs through the season, as bench coach and offensive coordinator, 
but it seemed clear to me that this sort of patient, one-ball-at-a-time 
work was something for which he has a particular genius. (Up until 
a few years ago, he was a high-school history teacher in the off
season.) He was incapable of patronizing young ballplayers, and his 
ridiculous, winning chatter disarmed their cool. I couldn't prove it, 
but I had the impression that these youngsters, for all their ambi
tions, were happy enough to be here today, on a lesser diamond, 
along with their upbeat, down-home sort of coach, and far from the 
awesome likes of Mark Grace and Candy Maldonado. 

Treb kept the workout working. "One more shot! " he called to 
Roberson, at first base. "Here comes a double down the line. Feet, 
feet! . . .  Yes, sir! " 

A moment later, he paused to watch a left-handed hitter in the 
cage, Dwight Smith, and called over, "When do you pull?" 

"After?" Smith said tentatively. 
"After is right !"  Trebelhorn said. "If you start to pull and the 

pitcher pitches you away, you're dead! Don't die on me-wait! " 
He picked up his fungo-a narrow wand widening to a thicker, 

bottle-shaped outer shaft, which was wrapped in dirty white tape. 
Wielding the ancient instrument, an experienced batting coach, 
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altering the range and speed of his ground balls by excruciating in
crements, can reduce a powerful, full-grown infielder to a panting 
rag doll in a matter of minutes. Many coaches have shifted over to 
the aluminum bat for infield work, but Treb told me that he pre
ferred the sound and heft of the fungo. A few years ago, he'd set 
about restoring an antique, dark-stained fungo that had turned up 
in one of the Brewers' bat bags, and when he unwrapped the tape 
from the barrel he'd discovered a team name, Hollywood Stars, 
stamped there. "From the old Pacific Coast League, if you can be
lieve it," he said. "That fungo was at least forty years old." 

The workout ended; the bats were bagged and the balls col
lected and tossed into a supermarket cart. Trebelhorn and the tall 
young Cubs walked around the low perimeter fence and through 
another gate, and came slowly across the outfield grass of the sta
dium diamond, in the warm sunshine. The fans were coming in and 
finding their way to their seats for the afternoon game. 

We reached the dugout, and the players ducked their heads and 
went into the clubhouse for lunch, but Treb stopped in front of the 
box seats and began signing baseballs and programs for some kids 
there. I wondered if they knew who he was. Soon he was talking 
about the game again: about its appealing pace and its sense of inti
macy with individual players, and about its waning in the inner 
cities-in the Bronx, and in Chicago's Robert Taylor Homes, 
where Kirby Puckett grew up, and in the parts of the Bay Area 
where Claudell Washington grew up-and about the absolute ne
cessity of turning that around somehow. "There's plenty of base
ball players waiting in there," he said. "And there's doctors, 
lawyers, teachers, judges-young women and young men. We're 
doing a very bad job there and we all know it. "  Then he was on to 
recreational preferences around the country-computer people 
hiking in the Sierras, immigrants playing soccer in Central Park. 
"Asians are playing basketball like crazy right now," he declared. 

Suddenly, he reminded me of Bart Giamatti, another world
class talker and connector, and I felt reassured about the old game 
of baseball. Tom Trebelhorn could be my commissioner for a 
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while: a private appointment. He signed another ball and said to its 

possessor, a startled-looking ten- or twelve-year-old girl, "It's a 

different world now, but I don't think we need to take baseball out 

of its socio-economic context. We're getting the same thinking ath
letes that I.B.M. gets in its work force. It's all one and the same." 

"Thank you," she said. 

Treb laughed and stopped signing, and he and I said we'd try to 
meet here again-same time, same place-a year from now. "Same 

fungo," I said. 

"Same fungo," he said. "I was thinking about that just the 

other day, trying to figure out how long I'd been doing this. Did 

you ever throw up bottle caps and try to hit them with a broom 

when you were a kid? I sure did. It's thirty-five years I've been hit

ting something round with something flat. Too late to stop now." 



Takes: Digging Up Willie 

1991 

Willie Mays, sole proprietor of the six-hundred level in the dis
tinguished lifetime homers edifice (he has six hundred and sixty of 
them) still looked loose when he once again came to Scottsdale 
for the spring semester as some kind of coach for the Giants. (One 
Giants official, asked by a visiting TV reporter for Mays' job de
scription, said, "Willie's work here is to be Willie Mays.") Some 
mornings, you could hear Mays' boyish, high-voiced, j abbering 
way of talking even before you got through the tunnel into the 
clubhouse, and you'd find him in there perhaps autographing 
boxes of team baseballs at a table while he agitated with the club
house man and anybody else around. Each day, he wore a faded 
pink polo shirt with "Say Hey" over the breast. He looked his 
age-he just turned sixty-but you could still see the thick muscles 
under the now softer skin of his forearms. He was a little impatient 
when I asked him to remember a favorite home run for me-I 
hadn't stopped to think what sort of catalogue selection this would 
entail-but then he said, "Home run against Claude Raymond, in 
the Astrodome. Somebody was on first, and it tied the game. Jim 
Davenport won it for us in the eleventh or twelfth inning. Ray
mond threw me thirteen fastballs, and I fouled them off. The ball 
went over the fence in left-center field. What year? You'd have to 
look that up. Ask Claude Raymond-he probably knows it better 
than I do. That was the only dramatic type of home run I ever hit." 
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Tracking this one down took a while, but the trip was worth it. 
Lon Simmons, a handsome, deep-voiced veteran California broad
caster, vividly remembered the confrontation and its result, and said 
he thought that the blow had been Mays' six-hundredth round
tripper. Not quite, it turned out. No. 600, on September 22, 1969, 
was in fact a game-winning pinch-hit job, down in San Diego, 
when Mays batted for George Foster and hit one out against a 
rookie pitcher named Mike Corkins. 

"Why'd it have to be me?" Corkins said disconsolately to his 
manager, Preston Gomez, after the game. (I found the tale in 
Charles Einstein's book, "Willie's Time.") 

"Son," Gomez said gently, "there've been five hundred and 
ninety-nine before you." 

I continued the quest over the telephone once I got home, 
helped immeasurably by a bulldog Giants media person at Candle
stick Park. "What about this one?" she said, evidently consulting 
some thick Book of Willie out there by the Bay. "August 29, 
1965-a three-run homer against Jack Fisher, of the Mets, in the 
ninth inning. It was Willie's seventeenth of the month." 

"Sorry," I said. " It's got to be in Houston."  
"Hmmm. Well-Oop, how about June 13 ,  1967? Mays failed 

as a pinch-hitter in the sixth inning, in Houston, but stayed in the 
game and won it with a grand slam against Barry Latman. It was 
his first slam since '62." 

"Wrong pitcher," I said. " It sounds exciting, but who are we 
to say?" 

There was another pause, and then she had it. The homer, 
Willie's No. 501, had indeed tied up the game, just as Mays told me, . 
in the Astrodome on September 14, 1965-a fearsome month in 
the National League, I recalled, when the Giants had fought off 
two or three closely pursuing clubs, only to fall to the Dodgers 
near the end. Mays, going for the fences in the ninth, had become 
"embroiled in a prolonged battle with reliever Claude Raymond," 
my faraway researcher read aloud, and had fouled off four pitches 
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before "sending the ball soaring four hundred feet over the center
field fence. " Davenport's pinch-hit single then won the game, in 
the twelfth. 

Four foul balls ? I went to Claude Raymond, just as Willie had 
told me to in the first place. Possibly the only Quebec-born right
hander yet to attain the majors (Denis Boucher, a habitant rookie 
twirler with the Blue Jays, throws left and bats right), Raymond 
had wound up his career, predictably enough, with the Montreal 
Expos in 1971 , and had then stayed on as a color commentator for 
that club. I called him at home, and he remembered the moment at 
once. 

"I threw Mays thirteen straight fastballs, " he said, even before 
I could ask. "And he fouled off thirteen. Jay Alou was the base run
ner on first, and Mays was up there to hit a home run. All those 
fouls were nicks or little ticks back to the screen-nothing close to 
a base hit. Then I threw one more, a little inside, and Willie bailed 
out but opened up on the ball at the same time, the way only he 
could do, and it went out. I remember Paul Richards, our general 
manager, came up to me afterward and said how happy he was I'd 
gone fastball all the way. He said it was a great duel. "  

I told Raymond that Mays had described it as the only dra
matic home run of his career. 

"Well, it's a great compliment, " Raymond said, in his pleasing 
North Gaul tones. "You can thank him for me." 

Willie was right about the thirteen fouls, after all, but perhaps 
we can quarrel with him just the same. David Bush covers the Ath
letics for the San Francisco Chronicle, and when I asked him to re
member a homer for me he came up with a long standoff game he'd 
listened to at home, on the radio, back when he was a freshman at 
U.Cal, in 1963. "That game matched up Juan Marichal, of the Gi
ants, against Warren Spahn, and it went on interminably," Bush 
said. "No score after nine innings, no score after twelve. Both the 
starting pitchers stayed in there. I was a Giants fan, of course, but 
by this time I was rooting for Spahn, because of who he was and 
because he was just about at the end of his career. Willie beat him, 
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1-0, with a homer in the bottom of the fifteenth. I didn't see it, but 
I still feel as if I almost saw it. It was that kind of a hit. " 

David's story reminded me of something, and when I got 
home I dug out my files of the SABR Bulletin, a useful newsletter 
published for members of the Society for American Baseball Re
search. There, in the February, 1991, issue, I reconfirmed the news: 
Willie Mays is the only major-league ballplayer to have hit a home 
run in every inning from the first through the sixteenth; moreover, 
he leads all comers with twenty-two lifetime extra-inning home 
runs. (Jack Clark is second, with seventeen.) Too bad none of them 
were dramatic. 

The scholarly search after Mays' favorite home run had a 
funny and corrective shirt-tail. A week or two after the story ap
peared in The New Yorker, in May of 1991-it was part of a piece 
about home runs, most which has since been made superfluous by 
Messrs. McGwire, Sosa, and Bonds-I had a cheerful letter from 
Charles Einstein, who is retired now and living in New Jersey. 
He'd been at the Mays v. Raymond meeting, and had just tracked 
down a tape of the game broadcast. " It was four fouls, not thir
teen," he wrote. "Nothing impeaches the memory of an old 
ballplayer more than another old ballplayer who remembers the 
moment the same way." 

Five springs later, again at the Giants' Scottsdale Stadium, in 
Arizona, Vida Blue sat cross-legged in his familiar camp chair, just 
in front of the stands, now and then extending a hand back over his 
shoulder to accept an unseen fan's pen and program; and the man 
indoors, sitting at the same southeast corner of the same clubhouse 
table, was Willie Mays. He is sixty-six now, and his seamed, heavy 
face hasn't much say hey left in it, but he is never without com
pany. Visiting writers and sportscasters, stopping by to pay their 
respects in the morning, have found that they share a wish to grab 
some of the youngest and newest Giants, chattering over there in 
front of their lockers, and say, "Do you have any idea how this 
man played ?" 
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Mays, in self-protection, has developed a selective memory, 
and conversational openers from his visitors about his celebrated 
overhead catch against Vic Wertz in the 1954 World Series or the 
four-homer game in 1961 no longer light up the Proustian hot 
stove. This year, though, a visiting senior writer from back East got 

lucky when he brought up an early Maysian catch and throw 
against the Dodgers-the Billy Cox play. 

"Damn! "  Mays cried excitedly. "You saw that? You were 
there?" 

Yes, the writer had been there-as a fan at the Polo Grounds. 
"August, 1951 ,"  he said. "Cox was the base runner at third. You 
caught the ball running full tilt toward right, turned in midair, and 
threw him out at the plate. You threw before you could get turned 
around-let the ball go with your back to the plate. The throw 
went to the catcher on the fly-it must have been Westrum-and 
he tagged Cox out, sliding." 

"You got it! "  Mays said. "I've been sayin' this for a long time, 
and nobody here believes me." He was kidding, of course, but his 
voice had come up at last: almost the old, high Willie piping. 
"Now, tell 'em how it was. " 

I told it again-it was easy because I'd never seen such a play, 
before or since-and, as I did, it seemed to me that Willie Mays and 
I could still see the long, curving flight of the white ball through the 
afternoon light, bang into the big mitt, and the slide and the amaz
ing out, and together remember the expanding moment when the 
staring players on the field and those just emerging from the dug
outs, and the shouting fans, and maybe even the startled twenty
year-old rookie center fielder himself, now retrieving his fallen cap 
from the grass, understood that something new and electric had 
just begun to happen to baseball. 



For Openers 

1982 

Spring was a little late this year. In March, as is my custom, I 
went south to meet the sun and watch the ball teams at early play, 
but what I met was warm rain in Arizona, cold rain in Florida, and 
many dispiriting views of players in windbreakers running muddy 
laps around the perimeter of their soaked and useless fields. Base
ball's own weather-the lowering clouds left by last year's seven
week strike, and the persistent residual gloom of a decade or more 
of labor strife and public folly-also had a part in my unseasonal 
mopincss, I think, and when I came home I found myself eager as 
never before for Opening Day. The season-the real thing: the 
sudden new standings and fresh stats, the return of line scores and 
box scores and speculation and involvement-might make me well 
again. Even the intervention of an astounding early-April blizzard, 
which wiped out almost the entire first week of scheduled play east 
of Chicago, only sharpened my boyish expectations. Four succes
sive Yankee games were cancelled, while the ground crew at Yankee 
Stadium shovelled and hosed away a foot or more of drifts, but 
Easter Sunday did the trick, bringing us thin sunlight, a pale but re
viving outfield greensward, flags and bands, Robert Merrill (in ter
rific midseason anthem form), and the visiting White Sox. Chief 
Groundskeeper Jimmy Esposito, the Peary of the recent Bronxian 
expeditions, threw out the first ball, to grateful cries from the small 
crowd, and baseball, at very long last, was back. 
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Opening Day, I should add, is normally a mini-holiday in the 
baseball year, with approximately the same significance as Ground
hog Day on the larger calendar. The only certified baseball wonder 
ever to befall in Game One was the inaugural-day no-hitter 
pitched by Bob Feller against the White Sox on April 16, 1940. 
Feller, the eminent Cleveland fireballer, went on to pitch two more 
perfectos in his distinguished career, but the first one is the one 
treasured by late-night barroom zealots, who always introduce it 
by saying, "Name the only game in which all the players on one 
team ended up with the same batting averages"-.000, that is
"that they started with." The point is moot, of course, since it may 
be argued that the hapless Pale Hose all began that afternoon with 
no averages at all, but this, to be sure, is what baseball talk is for. 
(Once that burning issue has been thrashed out, it may even occur 
to one of the advocates present to wheel out another stumper, as 
codicil to the Feller game: "Name two players on the field that day 
who each played more than twenty years for one of those teams, 
who each went on into the Hall of Fame, and who never played in 
a World Series."  The White Sox are the tipoff. The two are Ted 
Lyons, who pitched for them from 1923 to 1946, and Luke Ap
pling, who was the Chicago shortstop from 1930 to 1950. When 
I was in college, a classmate of mine-a gifted eclectic who had 
grown up in Chicago-once startled me by announcing, "Ted 
Lyons is the Mies van der Rohe of pitchers.") I myself would put 
forward a less well-remembered contest as the best opener ever
the game in Washington on April 13, 1926, in which the Senators' 
Walter Johnson pitched his seventh Opening Day shutout (a 
record, by a mile), beating the Philadelphia Athletics, 1-0, in fif
teen innings. Vice-President Dawes attended, but the records do 
not reveal whether he lasted the distance, as the Big Train did. 

"Happy New Year! " several baseball friends of mine exclaimed 
when we met and shook hands in the basement corridors of the 
Stadium or around the batting cage early on Easter afternoon
thus reinforcing a conviction I have that the cheerfulness of a 
brand-new baseball season is better founded than the dogged, vi-
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nous optimism of New Year's Eve. Seen from the veranda of Open
ing Day, the sunlit new season appears to stretch away almost end
lessly into summer. The winners of each first game may entertain 
hopes, however manic, of a wholly unexpected pennant, while the 
losers remind themselves that there remain one hundred and sixty
one games in which to do better. The occasion also invites a view in 
the opposite direction-toward long-gone April afternoons and 
the first bands and bunting of a career. Every ballplayer remembers 
his own first Opening Day-the day he made the club not as a 
September rookie called up for a few trial at-bats or late relief in
nings but as one of the chosen, part of a new team. Yogi Berra, a 
Yankee coach of long tenure, instantly smiled-a gentle, seamed 
smile, like a Gladstone bag opening-when I asked if he still re
membered his first spring game here at the Stadium. "Oh, yeah," 
he said hoarsely. "You don't forget that. We played the Athletics, 
and Spud Chandler pitched for us. We got beat. I'd been up for a 
few games in '46, but this was different. I played right field-did 
you know that? Aaron Robinson was our catcher then, so they 
stuck me out in right." 

I knew. I attended that opener, on a cold April day in 1947, 
thirty-five years ago-can that be possible ?-and sat with friends 
in the lower right-field grandstand, and I have a clear memory of 
watching Yogi fall on his face in pursuit of a drive hit toward right 
center. It was my first sight of him, and I knew at once he'd never 
make it in the majors-never in a million years. 

Yankee manager Bob Lemon said, "Mine was 1946. I was a 
center fielder for the Indians then-I hadn't batted my way out of 
the lineup yet-and Bob Feller won us the game. I had butterflies, 
all right. " This was before the long-postponed first game had 
begun, and I asked Lemon if he had butterflies now. 

"No," he said. "I don't think you can have butterflies for a 
week. " 

The Yanks and the White Sox were to play a doubleheader, 
with the second game tacked on at the last minute to make up for 
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one of the snow-outs. It was not the first Opening Day double
header ever played, as some of the players and scribes on hand 
seemed to think. Back on April 20, 1903-if I may indulge in a 
little more game-dropping here-the Boston Pilgrims began their 
home season by splitting a morning-afternoon twin bill with the 
Athletics at the old Huntington Avenue Grounds, in Boston. In the 
morning game, the Pilgrims (they became the Red Sox in 1907) 
bunted nine times against the Athletics' starter, Rube Waddell, 
while beating him by 9-4. The strategy was devised by Boston 
manager Jimmy Collins, who inflamed his players with the news 
that Rube, a notorious night owl, had been on the town the night 
before and, indeed, had probably not risen before noon for many 
years. In the afternoon game, Chief Bender evened things up by 
outpitching the Pilgrims' ace, Cy Young, as the Athletics won, 
10-7. It was the first victory of Bender's career. 

The outcome of an Opening Day game barely matters, of 
course, since the winning and losing managers will each fall back 
on the same cliche when it's over: "Well, it's still early. " The mo
ment didn't seem worth the wait up at the Stadium, where the first 
game went into extra innings, tied at 6-6, and wasn't resolved until 
the twelfth, when Chicago shortstop Bill Almon smote a triple 
against Goose Gossage that hit the center-field fence on the fly
left fielder Dave Winfield, in loping pursuit, stared up at the air
borne object in wonder, like a Montauk gull watcher-and was 
shortly scored with what became the winning counter. 

Winter had returned to the Bronx by this time, bringing 
splashes of rain and a chilling breeze, and I did not stay for the 
nightcap-a pitchers' duel, it turned out, between Tommy John 
and the young White Sox left-hander Brit Burns, who shut out the 
Yanks for a 2-0 win and a Chicago sweep. Bill Almon had two 
more hits in that game, giving him five for the afternoon and a 
guaranteed best Opening Day to think about for the rest of his life. 

Almon and the White Sox repaired to Fenway Park the next af
ternoon, and so did I. My holiday pleasure at being there for an-
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other opener (the Bosox had played three weekend games against 
the Orioles, down in Baltimore, but this was their home inaugural) 
was all the greater because the occasion marked the seventieth sea
son for the little green wraparound palace. There had been rain 
again on this morning in Boston, and the temperature was barely 
out of the thirties when I turned up at the ballpark, a couple of 
hours before game time, but Lansdowne Street was already stuffed 
with fans, many of them in parkas and Red Sox caps and toting 
thermoses and blankets, who milled about cheerfully and noisily 
under the leafless trees while they waited for the ballpark gates to 
open. Fenway Park has a grimy red brick exterior, with two upper 
stories of narrow windows set above the main gates, and the look 
of the place on this gray, soggy morning reminded me of old pho
tographs of turn-of-the-century workers filing in to work at the 
long red brick textile mills in Lowell and Lawrence. 

Manager Ralph Houk was sitting in the Boston dugout, with 
his paws buried in the pockets of his warmup jacket. He gave me a 
damp, tobacco-brown smile in response to my poll and said, ''Yan
kee Stadium. April of 1947. I didn't play-! was about the third
string Yankee catcher-but, my God, how exciting it all was. I'd 
never seen that many people at one time before in my life. I hadn't 
been off the farm for long, and most of the games I'd played in up 
to then were in the old Western Association-places like Topeka, I 
mean. I remember looking up at all the people in that steep upper 
deck at the Stadium and wondering why they didn't fall out of the 
stands and down onto the field." 

Houk grew up in Lawrence, Kansas, but it  should be added 
that he did not come directly from the farm to the big leagues: 
he spent four years with the 9th Armored Division Rangers in 
Europe during the Second World War, in extended combat, and 
emerged with the Silver Star, the Bronze Star, a Purple Heart, and 
the rank of major. He played eight years with the Yankees and then 
moved along to his real career, managing. In 1978, he retired after 
sixteen years as a major-league skipper but soon found that he 
couldn't stand being away from the game. Last spring, he returned 
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to manage the Red Sox, whom he brought home only two and a 
half games behind the first-place Brewers in the combined split
season league standings. 

I reminded the Major that Yogi Berra had been in right field on 
that Opening Day in the Bronx in 1947, and he said, "Yes, he had a 
little trouble out there, didn't he?" He laughed, perhaps struck by 
the same vision I had of Berra on his belly on the grass. "Poor 
Yog," Houk said. "All he could ever do was hit and play ball. A 
great, great hitter." 

Peter Gammons was next-the exemplary, much-admired 
young baseball writer for the Boston Globe, elegant on this day in 
a flannel blazer and a blue-and-white striped sweater. 

"Right here in 1971 ,"  he said. '' I'd been covering high-school 
and college ball for two years, so coming up to the Sox was a big, 
big change for me. It was cold and windy. Ray Culp pitched about 
a six-hitter against the Yankees, and we won. Everybody was mak
ing diving catches and blocking the plate and all. It was one of 
those days when all of us in the park got excited about the way the 
team looked-instant pennant fever. After the game, Bobby 
Murcer said, 'The Red Sox always look great when Culp is pitch
ing. It's the other eighty per cent of the games that they have to 
worry about. '  I was so young and naive that I didn't think he was 
serious, but of course he was absolutely right. " 

I was in a mood for more history here at Fenway Park, because 
the Red Sox had invited Smokey Joe Wood, the celebrated mound 
star of the World Champion 1912 Boston team, to come up and 
throw out the ceremonial first pitch. Mr. Wood, a small gent inside 
two layers of sweaters and a raincoat, is ninety-two, and he had 
announced early (through his younger son, Bob Wood) that he 
would not be available to the media on this day, but I was pretty 
sure that he'd talk to me. He would tell me what it had felt like here 
on April 20, 1912, when the Red Sox had beaten the New York 
Highlanders (later known as the Yankees), 7-6, with Tris Speaker 
driving in the winning run off Hippo Vaughn. Smugly I explained 
to Boston writers I knew that the previous spring Mr. Wood and I 
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had attended a notable college game together in New Haven, at 
which a Yale pitcher, Ron Darling, threw no-hit ball against a St. 
John's nine, only to be defeated in the twelfth. 

Here, an hour before game time, I found Mr. Wood eating 
lunch in the big, comfortable Fenway rooftop press lounge, where 
he was surrounded by relatives and admiring glances from the 
assembled writers and scouts and front-office people. We greeted 
each other happily, and after some inquiries about his health I 
whipped out my notebook and pen. "Tell me about that first game 
here at Fenway Park, Mr. Wood," I said. "What was it like here that 
d ,, ay . 

"I have no idea," he said. "Can't remember a single thing about 
it. I didn't pitch-that's all I know. Just another ballgame." 

I folded up my notebook again, but three or four months later 
Smokey Joe Wood's forgotten Opening Day was suddenly illumi
nated for me when I unwrapped a long, odd-shaped envelope with 
a Boston postmark, sent by a friend, and found within it a splendid 
photograph of the two teams, taken on that special day. I don't 
moon about bygone baseball, to tell the truth, but I've had this pic
ture framed, and still have it on top of a low bookcase at home, 
where I can see it often in passing. The narrow elongated rectangle, 
some forty inches wide, depicts the Red Sox and New York High
lander players standing in a straggly, informal line moments before 
the first official game ever played at Fenway Park. You can pick out 
some of the faces in the slightly faded print-the big New York 
starter Hippo Vaughn, Boston manager Jake Stahl, the august Tris 
Speaker and his pitcher-roommate Smokey Joe Wood. Standing 
among the players there's a team executive or front-office man in a 
business suit and one of those curly derbies of the time, not far 
from a miniature batboy, but what you goggle at is the number of 
guys here: forty-seven. It was too many for the photographer to 
capture on a single plate. He seems to have required three expo
sures-you can spot the little disparities in the size of the players at 
the seams and the slightly altered light-which he melded into one 
in the darkroom. Some of the players are grinning or holding back 
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a smile, and at last you see why. A couple of Red Sox players (in

cluding Smokey Joe Wood, in his tilted cap) have run around after 
posing at one end of the picture and sneaked back into the shot at 
the other: they're in here twice. Hey, this is Opening Day, baseball 

is back and anything can happen. As it turned out, 1912 was a fa
mous year for the Boston Red Sox, who won the American League 

pennant and then beat John McGraw's Giants in the World Series, 

in eight games (one was a tie, called for darkness). Joe Wood went 

34-5 for the Sox, with a 1.91 earned-run average-one of the best 

seasons ever, for any pitcher-and won three more games in the 

Series, including the finale. All that was just ahead for him on this 

day, but the photograph does what Mr. Wood's memory couldn't 

do for him, seventy years down the line. It makes him young. 



Takes :  Pride 

2002 

At Port St. Lucie early in March, Tom Seaver ran into his old 
White Sox manager Tony La Russa in front of the visiting-team 
dugout during batting practice, and pretended he had a bone to 
pick. Seaver, who is fifty-seven now, works with the Mets pitchers 
during spring training, and becomes a Mets broadcaster once the 
season begins. La Russa was here with his strong Cardinals team, 
up from Jupiter for an afternoon exhibition. But the game Seaver 
wanted to talk about was his maiden effort for La Russa, back on 
April 8, 1984, at Comiskey Park, when he fell into difficulties 
against the Tigers and found himself trailing by 3-2 in the top of 
the fifth, with two runners aboard and nobody out. The moment 
was socially tense for both men, who'd never expected to find 
themselves on the same side like this until the ChiSox coup over the 
winter, when they noticed that the aging star had been left unpro
tected on the Mets roster and snapped him up. The effect in New 
York, I recall, was that of a mother watching her infant snatched off 
rhe front lawn in a drive-by kidnapping. 

Tom, enjoying this reunion, now imitated his earlier self stand
ing on the mound at Comiskey Park and allowing his jaw to drop 
open at the vision of his approaching manager, with his hand 
sheepishly held out for the ball. ' I 'm bringing in Agosto, who's 
good at fielding bunts,' Seaver said, imitating La Russa, but then 
shifted to himself, the famous flinger, as he pretended not to un
derstand and made the manager repeat the message. Then he gave 
up the mound and tromped away. 
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Here in Florida, a batboy and a couple of writers were happily 
listening in on the moment, and La  Russa kept nodding his head in 
agreement with the Seaver scenario. 

"I don't see you again-I'm gone by the time the game ends 
and we've lost it," Seaver resumed. "Next day, I grab a bat and go 
out and stand in the outfield during B.P. No mitt. I'm like a statue 
out there, even when a couple of batted balls come by. I wait and 
then, sure enough, here you come-the manager, walking all the 
way out to the goddam outfield to apologize." And Tony, in vivid 
mime, became an Elmer Fudd manager looking up at a tall future 
Hall of Farner and trying to get the right words out. 

" 'Listen to me,' " Tom said. He was fake-stern, his voice going 
up. " 'If I lose twenty games a year for you for the next five years, 
I 'm still over .500, lifetime, as a pitcher. Do you think I got that 
way because I couldn't field fucking bunts?' " 

Seaver went 33-28 for La  Russa during his two and a quarter 
seasons in Chicago, and finished his career with the 1986 American 
League champion Red Sox, whom he joined that summer. When I 
got home from spring training, I checked out the Tom and Tony 
moment, and found that Seaver's rant was right on the money. 
Handing the ball over to his manager, there on the mound at 
Comiskey, he stood 273-172 lifetime, or one hundred and one 
games over .500-a nice neighborhood for an argument. 
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Baseball never seems serious until along about Memorial Day, 
but this time the early stuff has felt like a soap. Seven weeks into 
the season, the Yankees' newborn television network, YES, and Ca
blevision have contrived to block three million customers from 
catching any of a scheduled hundred and thirty games over their 
home sets, because of a fee squabble. The Red Sox, under new 
ownership and an amiable new manager (Grady Little), who says 
that he plans never to go to sleep mad at any of his players, have 
sailed off to a 26-9 start, the best record in either league. Earlier, 
baseball commissioner Bud Selig reminded owners that a million
dollar fine would be levied against the club of any official heard to 
utter a single word or groan about labor issues during the current 
negotiations with the Players Association over the sport's expired 
basic agreement. (He didn't mention a finder's fee if a breach 
should occur, but if that is in the books-well, Bud, you have my 
number.) The Pirates, losers of a hundred games last year, raised 
their ticket prices for the new season; in April they found them
selves unexpectedly and briefly at the top of the National League 
Central Division, even as their attendance headed in the other di
rection. Speaking of tickets, a friend of a friend of mine called the 
Yankees the other day to ask about the availability of good seats for 
a Thursday, July 1 8th, game against the Tigers, and was told sure, 
there were some left, and did he want the order at $47 or $55 or $65 
per? Maybe the fan should hop out to the Giants' Pacific Bell Park, 
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where he might still catch Barry Bonds from a nice $28 box behind 
home. Hurry. 

The Minnesota Twins, targeted for termination before the start 
of this season by Commissioner Selig, have held on to first place in 
the American League Central, while the Montreal Expos, the other 
Dead Team Walking, were for a time leading or nearly leading the 
frail National League East. With things as they are, this counts as 
great-or semi-ironic, reverse-popular great-news for the com
missioner, whose own club, the Milwaukee Brewers (operated for 
the present by his daughter, Wendy Selig-Prieb), is in the cellar of 
the N.L. Central. The Brewers, who play in a new stadium, Miller 
Park, built at taxpayers' expense, are not on Selig's schedule for 
possible "contraction," as the end of franchise life is euphemisti
cally known. 

Meantime, in another part of town, John Rocker, the hyper ex
Braves, ex-Indians reliever and No. 7 line subway critic, was briefly 
dispatched to the minors by his latest club, the Texas Rangers, after 
compiling a 9.53 earned-run average. " No! He was?"  exclaimed 
Mets manager Bobby Valentine on being told the news. Mike 
Cameron, an outfielder with the Seattle Mariners, hit four home 
runs in one game, against the White Sox, becoming the eleventh 
man in modern baseball to pull off this feat. Lou Gehrig was the 
first. The Chicago pitchers responsible for the homers-Jon Rauch 
and Jim Parque-who'd thrown Cameron two fat pitches apiece, 
were dispatched to the minors after the game. Elsewhere, another 
pitcher, the Reds' Jose Rijo-perhaps remembered as the M.V.P. of 
the 1990 World Series-won his first game in seven years (against 
the Cubs, on April 21 st), after enduring five surgeries and a six
year absence from the majors. 

Earlier in our story, Jeffrey Loria, the New York art-dealer 
owner of the Expos (who drew an average 7,935 spectators per 
home game last year), was permitted to trade up for a different 
low-interest (fans, not loans) club, the Florida Marlins. The Mon
treal front office, decimated by the transaction, is now staffed by 
Major League Baseball employees; this qualifies the 'Spos' new 
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skipper, Frank Robinson, as the first commander of a baseball pro
tectorate. Meantime, Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling, the World 
Champion Arizona Diamondbacks' stellar starting duo last year 
(they went 21-6 and 22-6, respectively), started up where they left 
off, and stood at a cumulative 14-2 at last count. Johnson, pitching 
against the Colorado Rockies in his fifth start, gave up two hits and 
struck out seventeen. Three of his last four pitches were timed at a 
hundred miles an hour. 

Barry Bonds, who hit a record seventy-three home runs last 
year, smacked two on the Giants' Opening Day, and two more the 
next afternoon. That same week, a teammate, second baseman Jeff 
Kent, came off the disabled list, after nearly being fined thirty
seven thousand dollars per missed game by the Giants for violating 
a risk clause in his contract while incurring a preseason wrist in
jury. Kent said he'd hurt himself while washing his truck, but eye
witnesses came forward to say they'd seen him crash while doing 
wheelies on his Harley. Thirty-seven thousand multiplied by a 
hundred and sixty-two games equals Kent's salary of six million 
bucks-which remained intact when the Giants' front office, like 
Tony Soprano the dad, lost its nerve at the last instant and forgave. 

And, only recently, the Post contributed the tingling headline 
"MR. MET vs. TALIBAN" 

. . . "Baseball Mascot Stationed at Gitmo. " 
Mr. Met, the Mets' roving macrocephalic, had just celebrated his 
fortieth year on the job, at a Sunday date against the Expos, with
out any announcement that his inner self, an Army reserve major 
named Lee Reynolds, was no longer with us, having been called up 
for duty at Guantanamo Bay. More on Mr. Met later. 

My plan to spend a lot more time with the Mets this season has 
been rewarded, sort of. Once again, I have come to see that uncer
tainty and reversal are the everyday flavor of the game-a truth 
obscured or forgotten when you hang around the Yankees. Last 
year, the Mets were second worst in batting in the National League, 
worst in runs scored and slugging average, and first, in a close con
test, in ennui. All that would end with their expensive off-season 
acquisition of Mo Vaughn, the eminent ex-Angels and ex-Red Sox 
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first baseman-slugger, and the perennial All Star Robbie Alomar, 
by consensus the best second baseman of our epoch. The infield, 
where Edgardo Alfonzo had been shifted from second base to 
third, would be the Mets' best in a long time. The starting pitching, 
according to my winter Mets party line, was up in the air, given the 
three new starters Pedro Astacio, Jeff D'Amico, and Shawn Estes, 
who all came intriguingly decked out in accomplishment and phys
ical frailty. The bullpen was a serious concern, given the continu
ing disablement of its archducal lefty, John Franco, after an elbow 
repair in December. Defense-well, no worry there, at least. The 
swift Roger Cedeno and the burgeoning (how long can you say 
"promising" ?) Jay Payton, in center, would catch everything air
borne, and perhaps even steal some bases at last. 

Well, no: cancel the above. These Mets assumptions-every one 
of them-have turned out to be wrong. Mo Vaughn and Robbie 
Alomar have yet to get untracked at the plate, at this writing or 
waiting. (Some of Mo's missing power has been attributed to his 
swinging a bat that was two or three ounces heavier than he thought 
it was: a baseball first, to me.) Cedeno circling and staggering under 
a long fly ball and then missing the catch and Payton mindlessly 
popping up on the first pitch have gnawed their way into my Mets 
consciousness, like Seaver's fastball and Mookie Wilson's hopper. 
The infield has been grotesquely awful in stretches and presumably 
cannot do worse: the club's forty-six errors are the most in either 
league. The starting pitchers, by contrast, have been sound and can 
be counted-if you count the right way-among the better staffs 
around. In the pen, David Weathers, Grant Roberts, Scott Strick
land, and Armando Benitez have proved hostile and unflappable. 
With a dog's breakfast of team stats like this, the Mets couldn't be 
expected to win-except that they won just enough to stay in first 
place in their division for two weeks running. 

Nothing about these Mets remains true for long, which is why 
you watch them in action with a riveted and memorizing anxiety: 
Mo's glowering gaze at the pitcher from behind the parapet of his 
right shoulder; Mo signing autographs for the Baha Men R. & B. 
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group, with his low-pulled cap pushing out his ears; AI Leiter's 
midgame clenched jaw and clenched mind; Joe McEwing's balletic 
hoppings in the batter's box, where he starts and finishes his swing 
on tiptoe; Alomar's scary backhand flips of the ball from out of his 
glove; Mike Piazza's cockily tilted helmet and ticking calm when 
he's up at bat; Pedro Astacio waggling his drooping right hand 
on the mound like a fishing lure as he looks in for the sign; and 
Edgardo Alfonzo (the Met of Mets, to me) dropping the head of his 
bat on the away pitch and smoothly redirecting the ball-this time, 
anyway-for a single into right field. If you find all this in your 
mind's eye at three-forty-five in the morning, you've renewed 
your license as a Mets fan and can come back the next day. 

A reminder that Metsball can produce moments not elsewhere 
known to man arrived in an early-season Saturday game against the 
Expos, when Leiter, fielding a little sacrifice bunt, saw his routine 
toss over to the covering second baseman, Alomar, disappear in 
mid-flight, swallowed by an alien glove. It was a low-tech magic 
effect-you could see Leiter's "Wha?" in the middle of it the same 
instant you heard your own. John Valentin, the old-pro infielder 
who came over from the Red Sox this year, was filling in for the day 
at first base, an unfamiliar corner to him. Hurrying toward the 
plate to field the expected bunt was absolutely the correct move for 
him, but, when the ball went to Leiter instead, Valentin back
pedalled uncertainly and then stuck out his mitt as the toss to first 
arced past him-oop! Nobody in the stands or on the field had 
ever seen this mini-cutoff play before, but the splendor of it was 
lost on Leiter, who was quickly victimized by another infield error 
and six unearned Montreal runs. The next miscue belonged to 
Rey Ordonez, the routinely impeccable Mets shortstop, who also 
dropped a relay, in the fourth, and, two innings later, flubbed a 
little four-hop grounder, for his third error of the day. Ordonez, 
amid a scattering of embarrassed boos, stared uncomprehending at 
the ball lying at his feet. In 1999, he committed four errors during 
the entire season, and began a run of a hundred and one errorless 
games at the position, a string unmatched by any shortstop in 
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major-league history. After the game was over-the Mets had ral
lied energetically, converting an 0-7 deficit into an eventual 8-7 
lead, only to lose the thing in the eleventh, on a home run by the 
vibrant Montreal slugger Vladimir Guerrero-I drove home in a 
refreshed haze of Metsian wonder. 

Ordonez had slammed his mitt-a black Wilson A2000 
model-against the clubhouse wall after the game, and then 
snipped the laces out of it with a pair of trainer's scissors, making 
sure it would never clank again. This was more revenge than mojo, 
since he shifts to a fresh mitt every couple of weeks. Mo Vaughn 
and John Valentin, by contrast, have played with the same gloves 
for eight or nine years now-"I like things comfortable," Mo 
said-and the mitts feel as if there's more pine tar than leather to 
them by now. When Valentin let me grab hold of his for a minute, 
in the clubhouse, it grabbed me back. 

Even in the midst of his troubles, Ordonez continued to pull 
off dazzlingly difficult plays, including his patented stretching dive 
to the right, when he reaches across his body to backhand a scorch
ing drive and at the same time drops to his right knee or extends the 
leg full-length, like a dancer flying into a split. This brings him to a 
skidding halt, with his body rising and turning in the same motion 
for the throw across the diamond; the left leg has trailed a fraction, 
opening his upper body enough to allow some steam on the peg. 
Nothing in modern baseball is prettier than this. It was the easier 
stuff that was giving him fits, that extra beat of time which told him 
and the rest of us how hard the work is after all. 

I went back to Shea the day after the eleven-inning loss to the 
Expos, but this time sat jam-packed in the stands in short left, 
where patches of pale sunshine and mild booing (while Mets starter 
Steve Trachsel gave back an early 3-l lead) and the shrilling of kid
die fans kept us cheerful. Fans in every style and vintage of Mets 
gear paraded up and down the aisles, and returning, view-blocking 
food-bearers, in ancient ritual, paused to ogle the field in response 
to the smallest hint of action. A busy dad in front of me missed 
Alomar's first-inning homer while on forage, and then blew Rob-
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bie's next clinger, in the third, when he'd gone down again for ice 
cream. Some mini-minors near me had to stand on their seats, tee
tering and peering-and sometimes grabbing my shirt or car to 
keep balance-to catch fractional glimpses of the batter, way off to 
our right. Now and then one of the standees would step on the 
wrong part of his seat and disappear from view, like a wader taken 
down by a shark, but then resurface smiling, with peanut dust and 
bits of popcorn in his hair. The noise was amazing, and not much 
like the apprehensive or vengeful sounds of Yankee Stadium, where 
every game must be won. 

These peewee fans enjoyed some between-inning gambollings 
by Mr. Met and a bunch of visiting mascots-the Phillie Phanatic, 
the Oakland white elephant, the Pirates' parrot, the Padres' ton
sured friar, and others-here to help celebrate his ostensible forti
eth anniversary. But I date back to the Polo Grounds era with this 
club, and recall Mr. Met's predecessor, a beagle named Homer-a 
dog, I mean, and not a parade float. (There was a vivid follow-up 
to the mention of Homer a few days after it ran in The New 
Yorker, in a letter from a reader named Wilson Seibert: "The refer
ence to Homer absolutely floored me; I had thought the world had 
forgotten that game little beagle. Here's the inside story: It was 
during one of the team's first traumatic years, and the TV and radio 
sponsor was Rheingold beer, under the sometimes wild leadership 
of Philip Liebmann. I was a young copywriter at J. Walter Thomp
son, and we worked to fill nine innings with the likes of Miss 
Rheingold. Homer was Liebmann's idea. He had been trained in 
Hollywood by Rudd Weatherwax, the man responsible for Lassie. 
The premise was that, after every Mets home run, Homer would 
be released, round the bases, and slide into home. Honest! Casey 
Stengel hated the deal, to say the least, and disliked the dog in
tensely. He nixed the original plan to have Homer sit in the dugout 
with the players. In rehearsals, Homer was super. But, as we all re
member, those original Mets were kind of shy about knocking the 
ball out of the park. Marv Throneberry was one of the leading can
didates, but not often. Finally, the dog got his chance: the ball went 
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into the bleachers, and, as the player reached home, Homer was set 
free. He circled first with the crowd roaring, touched second-and 
headed straight into center field. It took three fielders, two ushers, 
and the handler to capture him. End of Homer. Sent back to Cali
fornia on the next plane.") 

I am no fan of the present-day Queens icon, holding that a 
stitched and grinning white ball is not the face of fun, but this time 
withheld complaint and even joined in speculative conversations 
about him in our loge sector. None of us knew as yet that the anima 
of Mr. Met was elsewhere, serving his country. But had not Mr. 
Met been known to add a tactful yarmulke to his getup in the past, 
on High Holy Day games? (I thought not.) And were these warm
hearted visiting mascots the real thing, flown in for the afternoon 
from their distant home fields around the league, or were they un
trained local talent, mere walk-ons under those outsized heads ? (I 
took the cynical second view.) I didn't know it, but the same Santa 
debate was being argued up in the first-base-side mezzanine at this 
very moment, by my Mets-fan friend Gerry and his ten-year-old 
son, Guy, who was shocked at his father's suggestion that the 
mascot co-celebrants were not on the up and up. When the game 
ended-the Mets won it, 6-4-and they went home, someone 
turned on the Dodgers-Padres game, over ESPN, and there was the 
Padres' Swinging Friar shaking his belly on Pacific Coast time. 
"Oh, Daad ! "  Guy said, crestfallen. 

I was back among the grownups the next evening-well, back 
in the pressbox-for the best entertainment of the young season, 
an extended docudrama against the Atlanta Braves, unexpectedly 
captured by the Mets, 7-6, in twelve. The Braves have eaten the 
Mets' lunch in recent years, while on the way to their brilliant run 
of ten straight post-season appearances, but this year's edition has 
proved fallible and just now stood last in the National League East. 
The game, in any case, suspended speculation with its own news. 
Shawn Estes, the Mets lefty starter, was rocked for two homers and 
five runs in the second inning but permitted by Bobby Valentine to 
stay on through the fifth, while he recaptured his poise and his 
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curvebal l. Mike Piazza had led off the Mets' second inning with a 
homer to dead center field, and then did it again, farther and 
deeper, to start off the seventh. Doubles by Edgardo Alfonzo and 
Jeromy Burnitz now trimmed the Atlanta lead to 6-3, and Or
donez, ordered to bunt on the first pitch, delivered Burnitz from 
third base on a delicious squeeze, with the runner crossing the plate 
untouched and no play at any base. "LetsgoMets! "  . . .  "LetsgoMets ! "  
and here came John Valentin, up to bat in place of the pitcher, with 
a tying two-run shot, barely over the wall and a foot or two inside 
the left-field foul pole: his first pinch-hit homer in a ten-years-plus 
career. Stuff like this should be saved for September. 

The Mets bullpen flingers had matters their way by now
they combined with Estes for what became a nine-inning midgame 
shutout, in fact-but Braves manager Bobby Cox slipped out of a 
pickle in the tenth, when he ordered a startling intentional pass to 
the dangerous Alfonzo, moving the winning run up to third base, 
before Burnitz struck out to end the threat. The same situation 
came up again in the twelfth-you could hear the fans yammering 
about the coincidence-as Alfonzo again stepped in with runners 
at first and second. But this time Cox was down to a rookie pitcher 
named Gryboski, who could not be trusted to work with the bases 
loaded; Alfonzo rapped his third pitch to right-center for a single 
and the game. 

Readers who infer a continuous cheering and optimism in the 
stands throughout this long test don't understand Mets fans. When 
Armando Benitez, the large fireballer, came on in the tenth, he was 
welcomed with the low, round noises of discontent. Benitez was 
the best closer in the league last year, with forty-three saves and the 
Rolaids Relief Man award to prove it. Standing on the mound with 
his head tilted back a fraction, he stares down at the batter as if 
through reading glasses, and then delivers serious heat. He is af
fable in the clubhouse, but too often (for me, at least) appears to be 
drawing upon a boyish optimism while at work; even when he's in 
serious difficulties you can see him checking out the illuminated, 
second-deck sign in short right field as it flashes the m.p.h. of his 



1 06 • Game Time 

latest delivery. Benitez blew three saves along the way last year, 
two of them in critical late-season games against the Braves, hence 
the pitiless reminders. Here, in the unfamiliar role of holder, he held 
for his two innings, surrendering a bare single, and gave way to 
Scott Strickland, who got the win. Bobby Valentine is impatient 
with the Shea fans' disloyalty to Armando-"The intelligence level 
could be greater," he once muttered about them. On another day, 
he pointed out that the Giants didn't make the playoffs last year, ei
ther, and that their closer, Robb Nen, blew seven saves. "What 
would happen if he was our guy?"  Bobby said, shuddering. 

The baseball skyline took on a different look on May 7th, 
when Barry Bonds came to town, with ten homers in tow. Already 
this year he had overtaken Harmon Killebrew, whose five hundred 
and seventy-three home runs had him in sixth place on the lifetime 
list, and was a few weeks or so away from Mark McGwire's five 
hundred and eighty-three. Sometime before the summer, he will 
put away Frank Robinson's fourth-best five hundred and eighty
six, and when the season is done he should be well into the six hun
dreds, an upland terrain heretofore occupied only by his godfather, 
\Villie Mays. Ruth and Aaron are the last two peaks. 

\Ve should not be distracted by a mere record, though. The 
news about Bonds is that he plays every day and still does it almost 
better than anyone else. Arriving at Shea, he was batting a league
leading .391 , and also stood first in on-base percentage and slug
ging average-and walks. Bases on balls are boring, but they have 
become a daily reality for Bonds now, a dangling spear in his flank. 
Last year, he broke an ancient mark held by Babe Ruth when he 
walked a hundred and seventy-seven times, but with fifty free 
passes to date he'll surpass that and then some. 

The walks were on his mind during a pre-game press confer
ence, when he said that all those early free trips this year had made 
it tougher to get his early-season swing adjusted. "This is probably 
the hardest thing I've gone through in my career,"  he went on. 
"But I have the mentality and the focus to withstand it. "  He said he 
was happy that the Giants had been in strong contention in recent 



Let Go, Mcts • 107 

years-if they'd been in last place it would have been devastating. 
Team-play references are reflexive P.R. for star players these days, 
but Bonds here unexpectedly began talking about Curt Schilling 
and Randy Johnson's work in the World Series last fall, which he 
called the greatest pitching performance he'd ever seen. "But if 
Gonzalez doesn't get that hit" -in the bottom of the ninth inning 
of the last game-"they would have lost. Their team won that 
World Series . . . .  There's no one person in baseball. " 

Pressed about the Aaron record, Bonds said, " I  don't have 
enough games in my body to get there. I don't have enough years 
with a hundred and seventy walks to get there." 

Bonds had his cap on backward during the press conference, 
above that jewelled-cross earring, and he spoke in the softly or 
grandly self-assured way that has irritated writers and fans through
out his career. Some baseball people I know believe that the acco
lade of "best player in baseball" widely bestowed upon Ken 
Griffey, Jr., a few years back was an intentional insult to Bonds, 
who has been persistently disliked and underrated. But there's been 
an almost tectonic shift in view about him, which arises less from 
his maturity than from the at last acknowledged evidence that in 
him we have a dedicated team player, a superior outfielder and base 
stealer, and a four-time Most Valuable Player who must be placed 
among the handful of best players who ever lived. Bobby Valen
tine, responding to a question about accusations of Bonds' steroid 
use in reaching his present strength and size, said, "Did they shoot 
steroids in his eyes?" And he brought up another tall left fielder, 
named Williams, and said, "If there's one of those two that's a little 
better than the other . . .  well, my goodness ." 

Friends of mine who resist such talk get to hear my favorite 
Bonds record. When he steals fourteen more bases- he'll get 
around to this, for sure-he will take sole possession of the 500 
Homers Plus 500 Stolen Bases Club. (It's always called a "club," for 
some reason; think of this one as the Porcellian.) He is already in the 
400 HRs-400 SBs Club, of course: he's the only one there. You have 
to go back to the 300 Homers-300 Stolen Bases frat, down the 
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street, to find him some company. There are three other members
Andre Dawson, Willie Mays, and Barry's father, Bobby Bonds. 

Bonds, stepping up to the plate with no one aboard in the very 
first inning of the Giants' three-game visit, evoked the customary 
emotions. Batting left, he crowds the plate, and, with his long legs 
and fashionably long pants (they now engulf his shoetops, thanks 
to little elastic straps that slip over his spikes), expectant shoulders, 
and slightly choked-up, forwardly thrumming black bat, vacuums 
the available air from the moment. Almost visible were his records 
and his seventeen years in the majors; as one baseball guy said, 
"He's seen every pitch in history." Boos fell upon him-from ap
prehension or as character-comment-but they weren't as loud as 
those that followed the one, two, three, four straight balls now 
handed down by Mets starter Steve Trachsel. None of the pitches 
came near the strike zone; there was no attempt by Trachsel to dis
guise what was going on. He would take his chances with the rest 
of the Giants' order, but Barry was too tough to mess with. This 
was modern, high-scoring baseball, when single runs don't matter 
as much as they did in Babe Ruth's day. Get used to it. 

Bonds drew four more walks and a plunk on the side (another 
form of free pass) across the remainder of this game and the next 
two, while the Giants finished their sweep and at last knocked the 
Mets out of first place. Bonds' only hit of the series was a solo 
homer against Pedro Astacio in the finale- a  short-stroke flick 
of the bat that sent the ball over the left-center-field wall-which 
began a three-run game-tying rally by the Giants. I was watching 
via television, and while the Mets commentators made much of 
this clinger and an earlier Mo Vaughn shot off the scoreboard, no
body said anything about a walk to Bonds in his next at-bat be
yond oohing over Astacio's first fling, high and inside, which put 
Barry in the dirt. None of the next three pitches came close to the 
strike zone, and the walk moved up a prior base runner, Rich Au
rilia, who soon became the winning run. Bonds was unperturbed 
by the knockdown. "Who's winning?" he said to the reporters in 
the clubhouse. "That's all that matters." It was the only visit to 
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Shea that the Giants and Bonds will make this year, but, thanks to 
interleague play, he will be unexpectedly on view at Yankee Sta
dium on June 7th, 8th, and 9th-back for the bullfight or the 
baseball. 

John Franco, the Mets captain and famous reliever, was loung
ing on a dugout step just after the early Bonds press conference, 
and when someone repeated Barry's "I don't have enough games 
in my body to get there" line to him he made a dismissive little 
violin-playing gesture. Old pros are hard on each other, and Franco 
had something nearer than Hank Aaron on his mind. The next day, 
Mets general manager Steve Phillips broke the bad news: an MRI 
had disclosed that Franco's medial collateral ligament and flexor 
tendon had pulled loose from the bone in his elbow, and that he 
would require a ligament replacement {the "Tommy John" opera
tion) and a year to fifteen months of rehabilitation if he was ever to 
pitch again. Franco, who is forty-one, said he was thinking it over. 
Meeting the writers the next afternoon, he broke down in tears 
when he told us that when he'd got home the previous night, after 
the news was out, his ten-year-old son, J.J., had asked, "Is it my 
fault because we played catch the day before?" 

Franco's tears and toughness came as no surprise. A five-ten (at 
best) lefty reliever and stopper, he has compiled eighteen years in 
the majors and four hundred and twenty-two saves on attitude and 
a cutter. No fastball. He's a local guy all the way, the son of a city 
sanitation worker and a product of Lafayette High and St. John's 
University. Watching him at work all this time-he came aboard 
the Mets in 1990-you understood always that he would be only 
just good enough for the crisis at hand. Even when he closed the 
deal-got rid of the last batter of the day on a changeup and came 
down off the mound yelling and punching the air-he looked 
more human than triumphant: a Met like the rest of us, living out 
his wildest dream. Catching him again here, perhaps for the thou
sandth time, I saw that his snapping dark eyes, the cool little head 
loll, the tongue that rolls out in the middle of a laugh, the dismis
sive "Naah!," and the rest-clean-line haircut and a downturned 
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dark mustache-were all New York, but of a kind we know better 
now than we used to. He's a firefighter. 

Franco decided to have the operation, and hopes to rejoin the 
Mets by July or August next year. I hope he can do it, too, but I 
wish even more that he'd stop now and let himself up a little. Grant 
Roberts, a twenty-four-year-old bullpen teammate of Franco's, 
said, "I've loved just seeing him here every day," which is my 
thought exactly. My Mets friends Gerry and Barbara and Peter and 
Brooke and my wife, Carol, and I will talk about Franco in the 
stands at Shea, while things go from worse to worse. The other day, 
Alomar and Ord6iiez pulled off a breathtaking play behind second 
base against the Colorado Rockies-a behind-the-back flip from 
Robbie to the outstretched Rey. Two innings later, Ord6iiez made 
a throwing error, and then Alomar threw a routine double-play 
toss past Mo Vaughn at first. Lately, with nobody hitting, the Mets 
lost eight out of nine games, to reach the .500 level: official medi
ocrity. Then Pedro Astacio and Jeff D'Amico threw back-to-back 
two-hit shutouts against the Dodgers. Who needs hitting? 

Baseball weirdness abounds-the Marlins drew a home crowd 
of 5,461 the day they took over first place in the N.L. East-and 
attendance is seriously down in nine big-league cities. Maybe 
gloomy Bud Selig is right. Everybody wants to see a winner but we 
only want a win. Baseball at Shea gives you a lot of between-time, 
and we're working on Mr. Met's love life, and our all-time team 
made up of players with girls' names-Pete Rose, Mark Grace, 
Babe Ruth, and this guy on the Brewers Mark Loretta, and the 
rest-and what do you suppose happens to marriages that begin 
with those scoreboard proposals: "Cheryl Will You Marry Me?" 
Let's go, Mo. 
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I was born in 1920, and became an addicted reader at a preco
cious age. Peeling back the leaves of memory I discover a peculiar 
mulch of names: Steerforth, Tuan Jim, Moon Mullins, Colonel 
Sebastian Moran. Sunny Jim Bottomley, Dazzy Vance, Goose 
Goslin. Bob La Follette, Carter Glass, Rexford Guy Tugwell. 
Roben Benchley, A. E. Housman, Erich Maria Remarque. Hack 
Wilson, Riggs Stephenson, Senator Pat Harrison and Representa
tive Sol Bloom. Pie Traynor and Harry Hopkins. Kenesaw Moun
tain Landis and Benjamin Cardozo. Pepper Martin. George F. 
Babbitt. The Scottsboro Boys. Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Babe 
Ruth. In my early teens, I knew the Detroit Tigers' batting order 
and F.D.R.'s first Cabinet, both by heart. Mel Ott's swing, Jimmie 
Foxx's upper arms, and Senator Borah's eyebrows were clear in my 
mind's eye. Baseball, which was late in its first golden age, meant a 
lot to me, but it didn't come first, because I seem to have been a fan 
of everything at that age-a born pain in the neck. A city kid, I 
read John Kieran, Walter Lippmann, Richards Vidmer, Heywood 
Broun, and Dan Daniel just about every day, and what I read 
stuck. By the time I'd turned twelve, my favorite authors included 
Conan Doyle, Charles Dickens, Will James on cowboys, Joseph A. 
Altsheler on Indians, and Dr. Raymond L. Ditmars on reptiles. 
Another batting order I could have run off for you would have 
presented some prime species among the Elapidae-a family that 
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includes cobras, coral snakes, kraits, and mambas, and is cousin to 
the deadly sea snakes of the China Sea. 

Back then, baseball and politics were not the strange mix that 
they would appear to be today, because they were both plainly 
where the action lay. I grew up in New York and attended Lincoln 
School of Teachers College (old Lincoln, in Manhattan parlance), a 
font of progressive education where we were encouraged to follow 
our interests with avidity; no Lincoln parent was ever known to 
have said, "Shut up, kid." My own parents were divorced, and I 
lived with my father, a lawyer of liberal proclivities who voted for 
Norman Thomas, the Socialist candidate, in the Presidential elec
tion of 1932 and again in 1936. He started me in baseball. He had 
grown up in Cleveland in the Nap Lajoie-Addie Joss era, but he 
was too smart to try to interpose his passion for the Indians on his 
son's idolatrous attachment to the Yankees and the Giants, any 
more than he would have allowed himself to smile at the four or 
five Roosevelt-Garner buttons I kept affixed to my windbreaker 
(above my knickers) in the weeks before Election Day in 1932. 

The early to mid-nineteen-thirties were tough times in the 
United States, but palmy days for a boy-Democrat baseball fan in 
New York. Carl Hubbell, gravely bowing twice from the waist be
fore each delivery, was throwing his magical screwball for the Gi
ants, and Joe DiMaggio, arriving from San Francisco in '36 amid 
vast heraldings, took up his spread-legged stance at the Stadium, 
and batted .323 and .346 in his first two years in the Bronx. He was 
the first celebrated rookie to come up to either team after I had at
tained full baseball awareness: my Joe DiMaggio. My other team, 
the New Deal, also kept winning. Every week in 1933, it seemed, 
the White House gave birth to another progressive, society
shaking national agency (the A.A.A., the N.R.A., the C.C.C., the 
T.V.A.), which Congress would enact into law by a huge majority. 
In my city, Fiorello LaGuardia led the Fusion Party, routed the 
forces of Tammany Hall, and, as mayor, cleared slums, wrote a new 
city charter, and turned up at five-alarmers wearing a fire chief's 
helmet. (I interviewed the Little Flower for my high-school paper 
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later in the decade, after sitting for seven hours in his waiting room. 
I can't remember anything he said, but I can still see his feet, under 
the mayoral swivel chair, not quite touching the floor.) Terrible 
things were going on in Ethiopia and Spain and Germany, to be 
sure, but at home almost everything I wanted to happen seemed to 
come to pass within a few weeks or months-most of all in base
ball. The Yankees and the Giants between them captured eight pen
nants in the thirties, and even played against each other in a subway 
series in 1936 (hello, ambivalence) and again in 1937. The Yankees 
won both times; indeed, they captured all five of their World Series 
engagements in the decade, losing only three games in the process. 
Their 12-1 October won-lost totals against the Giants, Cubs, and 
Reds in '37, '38, and '39 made me sense at last that winning wasn't 
everything it was cracked up to be; my later defection to the Red 
Sox and toward the pain-pleasure principle had begun. 

There are more holes than fabric in my earliest baseball recollec
tions. My father began taking me and my four-years-older sister to 
games at some point in the latter twenties, but no first-ever view of 
Babe Ruth or of the green barn of the Polo Grounds remains in 
mind. We must have attended with some regularity, because I'm 
sure I saw the Babe and Lou Gehrig hit back-to-back home runs on 
more than one occasion. Mel Ott's stumpy, cow-tail swing is still 
before me, and so are Gehrig's thick calves and Ruth's debutante 
ankles. Baseball caps were different back then: smaller and flatter 
than today's constructions-more like the workmen's caps that one 
saw on every street. Some of the visiting players-the Cardinals, for 
instance-wore their caps cheerfully askew or tipped back on their 
heads, but never the Yankees. Gloves were much smaller, too, and 
the outfielders left theirs on the grass, in the shallow parts of the 
field, when their side came in to bat; I wondered why a batted ball 
wouldn't strike them on the fly or on the bounce someday, but it 
never happened. John McGraw, for one, wouldn't have permitted 
such a thing. He was managing the Giants, with his arms folded 
across his vest (he wore a suit some days and a uniform on others), 
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and kept his tough, thick chin aimed at the umpires. I would look 
for him-along with Ott and Bill Terry and Travis Jackson-the 
minute we arrived at our seats in the Polo Grounds. 

I liked it best when we came into the place from up top, rather 
than through the gates down at the foot of the lower-right-field 
stand. You reached the upper-deck turnstiles by walking down a 
steep, short ramp from the Speedway, the broad avenue that swept 
down from Coogan's Bluff and along the Harlem River, and once 
you got inside, the long field within the horseshoe of decked stands 
seemed to stretch away forever below you, toward the bleachers 
and the clubhouse pavilion in center. My father made me notice 
how often Terry, a terrific straightaway slugger, would launch an 
extra base hit into that bottomless countryside ("a homer in any 
other park" was the accompanying refrain), and, sure enough, now 
and then Terry would reaffirm the parable by hammering still an
other triple into the pigeoned distance. Everything about the Polo 
Grounds was special, right down to the looped iron chains that 
separated each sector of box seats from its neighbor and could burn 
your bare arm on a summer afternoon if you weren't careful. Far 
along each outfield wall, a sloping mini-roof projected outward, 
imparting a thin wedge of shadow for the bullpen crews sitting 
there: they looked like cows sheltering beside a pasture shed in 
August. 

Across the river, the view when you arrived was different but 
equally delectable: a panorama of svelte infield and steep, filigree
topped inner battlements that was offered and then snatched away 
as one's straw-seat I.R.T. train rumbled into the elevated station at 
161 st Street. If the Polo Grounds felt pastoral, Yankee Stadium was 
Metropole, the big city personified. For some reason, we always 
walked around it along the right-field side, never the other way, 
and each time I would wonder about the oddly arrayed ticket 
kiosks (General Admission fifty-five cents; Reserved Grandstand a 
dollar ten) that stood off at such a distance from the gates. Some
thing about security, I decided; one of these days, they'll demand to 
see passports there. Inside, up the pleasing ramps, I would stop and 
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bend over, peering through the horizontal slot between the dark, 
overhanging mezzanine and the descending sweep of grandstand 
seats which led one's entranced eye to the sunlit green of the field 
and the players on it. Then I 'd look for the Babe. The first Yankee 
manager I can remember in residence was Bob Shawkey, which 
means 1930. I was nine years old. 

I can't seem to put my hand on any one particular game I went 
to with my father back then; it's strange. But I went often, and 
soon came to know the difference between intimate afternoon 
games at the Stadium (play started at 3 :15 p.m.), when a handful of 
boys and night workers and layabouts and late-arriving business
men (with vests and straw hats) would cluster together in the stands 
close to home plate or down in the lower rows of the bleachers, 
and sold-out, roaring, seventy-thousand-plus Sunday doublehead
ers against the Tigers or the Indians or the Senators (the famous 
rivalry with the Bosox is missing in memory), when I would eat, 
cheer, and groan my way grandly toward the distant horizon of 
evening, while the Yankees, most of the time, would win and then 
win again. The handsome Wes Ferrell always started the first Sun
day game for the Indians, and proved a tough nut to crack. But 
why, I wonder, do I think of Bill Dickey's ears ? In any case, I know 
I was in the Stadium on Monday, May 5, 1930, when Lefty Gomez, 
a twitchy rookie southpaw, pitched his very first game for the Yan
kees, and beat Red Faber and the White Sox, 4-1 , striking out his 
first three batters in succession. I talked about the day and the game 
with Gomez many years later, and he told me that he had looked 
up in the stands before the first inning and realized that the ticket
holders there easily outnumbered the population of his home town, 
Rodeo, California, and perhaps his home county as well. 

I attended the Gomez inaugural not with my father but with a 
pink-cheeked lady named Mrs. Baker, who was-well, she was my 
governess. Groans and derisive laughter are all very well, but Mrs. 
Baker (who had a very brief tenure, alas) was a companion any boy 
would cherish. She had proposed the trip to Yankee Stadium, and 
she was the one who first noticed a new name out on the mound 
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that afternoon, and made me see how hard the kid was throwing 
and what he might mean for the Yanks in the future. "Remember 
the day," she said, and I did. Within another year, I was too old for 
such babysitting but still in need of late-afternoon companionship 
before my father got home from his Wall Street office (my sister 
was away at school by now); he solved the matter by hiring a Co
lumbia undergraduate named Tex Goldschmidt, who proved to be 
such a genius at the job that he soon moved in with us to stay. Tex 
knew less about big-league ball than Mrs. Baker, but we caught 
him up in a hurry. 

Baseball memories are seductive, tempting us always toward 
sweetness and undercomplexity. It should not be inferred (I re
mind myself) that the game was a unique bond between my father 
and me, or always near the top of my own distracted interests. If 
forced to rank the preoccupying family passions in my home at 
that time, I would put reading at the top of the list, closely followed 
by conversation and opinions, politics, loneliness (my father had 
not yet remarried, and I missed my mother), friends, jokes, exer
cises and active sports, animals (see below), theatre and the movies, 
professional and college sports, museums, and a very large Misc. 
Even before my teens, I thought of myself as a full participant, and 
my fair-minded old man did not patronize me at the dinner table or 
elsewhere. He supported my naturalist bent, for instance, which 
meant that a census taken on any given day at our narrow brown
stone on East Ninety-third Street might have included a monkey 
(a Javanese macaque who was an inveterate biter); three or four 
snakes (including a five-foot king snake, the Mona Lisa of my col
lection, that sometimes lived for a day or two at a time behind the 
books in the library); assorted horned toads, salamanders, and 
tropical fish; white mice (dinner for the snakes); a wheezy Boston 
terrier; and two or three cats, with occasional kittens. 

Baseball (to get back on track here) had the longest run each 
year, but other sports also got my full attention. September meant 
Forest Hills, with Tilden and Vines, Don Budge and Fred Perry. 
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Ivy League football still mattered in those times, and I saw Har
vard's immortal Barry Wood and Yale's ditto Albie Booth go at 
each other more than once; we also caught Chick Meehan's N.Y.U. 
Violets, and even some City College games, up at Lewisohn Sta
dium. Winter brought the thrilling Rangers (Frank Boucher, Ching 
Johnson, and the Cook brothers) and the bespangled old Ameri
cans; there was wire netting atop the boards, instead of Plexiglas, 
and Madison Square Garden was blue with cigarette and cigar 
smoke above the painted ice. I went there on weekends, never on 
school nights, usually in company with my mother and stepfather, 
who were red-hot hockey fans. Twice a year, they took me to the 
six-day bicycle races at the Garden (Reggie McNamara, Alfred 
Letourner, Franco Georgetti, Torchy Peden), and, in midwinter, 
to track events there, with Glenn Cunningham and Gene Venzke 
trying and again failing to break the four-minute mile at the Mill
rose Games. Looking back, I wonder how I got through school at 
all. My mother, I should explain, had been a Red Sox fan while 
growing up in Boston, but her attachment to the game did not re
vive until the mid-nineteen-forties, when she fetched up at Presby
terian Hospital for a minor surgical procedure; a fellow-patient 
across the hall at Harkness Pavilion was Walker Cooper, the in
cumbent Giants catcher, drydocked for knee repairs, who kept in 
touch by listening to the Giants' game broadcasts every day. My 
mother turned her radio on, too, and was hooked. 

Sports were different in my youth-a series of events to look 
forward to and then to turn over in memory, rather than a huge, 
omnipresent industry, with its own economics and politics and 
crushing public relations. How it felt to be a young baseball fan in 
the thirties can be appreciated only if I can bring back this lighter 
and fresher atmosphere. Attending a game meant a lot, to adults as 
well as to a boy, because it was the only way you could encounter 
athletes and watch what they did. There was no television, no in
stant replay, no evening highlights. We saw the players' faces in 
newspaper photographs, or in the pages of Baseball, an engrossing 
monthly with an invariable red cover, to which I subscribed, and 
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here and there in an advertisement. (I think Lou Gehrig plugged 
Fleischmann's Yeast, a health remedy said to be good for the com
plexion.) We never heard athletes' voices or became aware of their 
"image." Bo Jackson and Joe Montana and Michael Jordan were 
light-years away. Baseball by radio was a rarity, confined for the 
most part to the World Series; the three New York teams, in fact, 
banned radio coverage of their regular-season games between 1934 
and 1938, on the theory that daily broadcasts would damage atten
dance. Following baseball always required a visit to the players' 
place of business and, once there, you watched them with atten
tion, undistracted by Diamond Vision or rock music or game pro
motions. Seeing the players in action on the field, always at a little 
distance, gave them a heroic tinge. (The only player I can remem
ber encountering on the street, one day on the West Side, was the 
Babe, in retirement by then, swathed in his familiar camel-hair coat 
with matching cap.) 

We kept up by reading baseball. Four daily newspapers arrived 
at my house every day-the Times and the Herald Tribune by 
breakfast time, and the Sun and the World-Telegram folded under 
my father's arm when he got home from the office. The games 
were played by daylight, and, with all sixteen teams situated inside 
two time zones, we never went to bed without knowledge of that 
day's baseball. Line scores were on the front page of the afternoon 
dailies, scrupulously updated edition by edition, with black squares 
off to the right indicating latter innings, as yet unplayed, in Wrigley 
Field or Sportsman's Park. I soon came to know all the bylines
John Drebinger, James P. Dawson, and Roscoe McGowen in the 
Times (John Kieran was the columnist); Rud Rennie and Richards 
Vidmer in the Trib; Dan Daniel, Joe Williams, and Tom Meany in 
the World-Telly (along with Willard Mullin's vigorous sports car
toons); Frank Graham in the Sun; and, now and then, Bill Corum 
in the Sunday American, a paper I sometimes acquired for its ter
rific comics. 

Richards Vidmer, if memory is to be trusted, was my favorite 
scribe, but before that, back when I was nine or ten years old, what 
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I loved best in the sports pages were box scores and, above all, 
names. I knew the names of a few dozen friends and teachers at 
school, of course, and of family members and family friends, but 
only in baseball could I encounter anyone like Mel Ott. One of the 
Yankee pitchers was named George Pipgras, and Earle Combs 
played center. Connie Mack, a skinny gent, managed the Athletics 
and was in fact Cornelius McGillicuddy. Jimmie Foxx was his 
prime slugger. I had a double letter in my name, too, but it didn't 
match up to a Foxx or an Ott. Or to Joe Stripp. I read on, day after 
day, and found rafts of names that prickled or sang in one's mind. 
Eppa Rixey, Goose Goslin, Firpo Marberry, Jack Rothrock, Eldon 
Auker, Luke Appling, Mule Haas, Adolfo Luque (for years I 
thought it was pronounced "Lyoo-kyoo")-Dickens couldn't have 
done better. Paul Derringer was exciting: a man named for a pistol! 
I lingered over Heinie Manush (sort of like sitting on a cereal) and 
Van Lingle Mungo, the Dodger ace. When I exchanged baseball 
celebrities with pals at school, we used last names, to show a suave 
familiarity, but no one ever just said "Mungo," or even "Van 
Mungo." When he came up in conversation, it was obligatory to 
roll out the full name, as if it were a royal title, and everyone in the 
group would join in at the end, in chorus: "Van Lin-gle MUN-go! " 

Nicknames and sobriquets came along, too, attaching them
selves like pilot fish: Lon Warneke, the Arkansas Hummingbird; 
Travis (Stonewall) Jackson; Deacon Danny MacFayden (in sports
writerese, he was always "bespectacled Deacon Danny MacFay
den"); Tony (Poosh 'Em Up) Lazzeri (what he pooshed up, 
whether fly balls or base runners, I never did learn). And then, 
once and always, Babe Ruth-the Bambino, the Sultan of Swat. 

By every measure, this was a bewitching time for a kid to dis
cover baseball. The rabbit ball had got loose in both leagues in 1930 
(I wasn't aware of it)-a season in which Bill Terry batted .401 and 
the Giants batted .319 as a team. I can't say for sure that I knew 
about Hack Wilson's astounding hundred and ninety R.B.I.s for the 
Cubs, but Babe Herman's .393 for the Dodgers must have made an 
impression. (The lowly Dodgers. As I should have said before, the 
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Dodgers-or Robins, as they were called in tabloid headlines
were just another team in the National League to me back then; I 
don't think I set foot in Ebbets Field until the 1941 World Series. 
But they became the enemy in 1934, when they knocked the Giants 
out of a pennant in September.) The batters in both leagues were 
reined in a bit after 1930, but the game didn't exactly become dull. 
Lefty Grove had a 31-4 season for the .A:s in 1931 ,  and Dizzy Dean's 
30-7 helped win a pennant for the Gas House Gang Cardinals in 
1934. That was Babe Ruth's last summer in the Bronx, but I think I 
was paying more attention to Gehrig just then, what with his triple
crown .363, forty-nine homers, and hundred and sixty-five runs 
batted in. I became more aware of other teams as the thirties (and 
my teens) wore along, and eventually came to think of them as per
sonalities-sixteen different but familiar faces ranged around a large 
dinner table, as it were. To this day, I still feel a little stir of fear in
side me when I think about the Tigers, because of the mighty De
troit teams of 1934 and 1935, which two years running shouldered 
the Yankees out of a pennant. I hated Charlie Gehringer's pale face 
and deadly stroke. One day in '34, I read that a Yankee bench player 
had taunted Gehringer, only to be silenced by Yankee manager Joe 
McCarthy. "Shut up," Marse Joe said. "He's hitting .360-get him 
mad and he'll bat .500." Gehringer played second in the same infield 
with Hank Greenberg, Billy Rogell, and Marv Owen; that summer, 
the four of them drove in four hundred and sixty-two runs. 

The World Series got my attention early. I don't think I read 
about Connie Mack's Ehmke strategem in 1929 (I had just turned 
nine), but I heard about it somehow. Probably it was my father 
who explained how the wily Philadelphia skipper had wheeled out 
the veteran righty as a surprise starter in the opening game against 
the Cubs, even though Howard Ehmke hadn't pitched an inning of 
ball since August; he went the distance in a winning 3-1 perfor
mance, and struck out thirteen batters along the way. But I was liv
ing in the sports pages by 1932, when the mighty Yankees blew 
away the Cubs in a four-game series, blasting eight home runs. It 
troubled me in later years that I seemed to have no clear recollec-
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tion of what came to be that Series' most famous moment, when 
Babe Ruth did or did not call his home run against Charlie Root 
in the fifth inning of the third game, out at Wrigley Field. What 
I remembered about that game was that Ruth and Gehrig had 
smacked two homers each. A recent investigation of the microfilm 
files of the times seems to have cleared up the mystery, inasmuch 
as John Drebinger's story for that date makes no mention of the 
Ruthian feat in its lead, or, indeed, until the thirty-fourth para
graph, when he hints that Ruth did gesture toward the bleachers 
("in no mistaken motions the Babe notified the crowd that the na
ture of his retaliation would be a wallop right out of the confines of 
the park"), after taking some guff from the hometown rooters as he 
stepped up to the plate, but then Drebinger seems to veer toward 
the other interpretation, which is that Ruth's gesture was simply to 
show that he knew the count ("Ruth signalled with his fingers after 
each pitch to let the spectators know exactly how the situation 
stood. Then the mightiest blow of all fell"). The next-mightiest 
blow came on the ensuing pitch, by the way: a home run by Lou 
Gehrig. 

I remember 1933 even better. Tex Goldschmidt and I were in 
the lower stands behind third base at the Stadium on Saturday, April 
29th, when the Yankees lost a game to the ominous Senators on a 
play I have never seen duplicated-lost, as Drebinger put it, "to the 
utter consternation of a crowd of 36,000." With the Yanks trailing 
by 6-2 in the ninth, Ruth and then Gehrig singled, and Sammy 
Byrd (a pinch-runner for the portly Ruth) came home on a single 
by Dixie Walker. Tony Lazzeri now launched a drive to deep right 
center. Gehrig hesitated at second base, but Walker, at first, did not, 
and when the ball went over Goslin's head the two runners came 
around third in tandem, separated by a single stride. The relay
Goslin to Joe Cronin to catcher Luke Sewell-arrived at the same 
instant with the onrushing Gehrig, and Sewell, whirling in the dust, 
tagged out both runners with one sweeping gesture, each on a dif
ferent side of the plate. I was aghast-and remembered the wound 



1 24 • Game Time 

all summer, as the Senators went on to win the A.L. pennant, beat
ing out the Yanks by seven games. 

Startling things happened in baseball that season. The first All
Star Game was played, out at Comiskey Park, to a full-house audi
ence; Babe Ruth won it with a two-run homer and Lefty Gomez 
garnered the win. On August 3rd, Lefty Grove shut out the Yan
kees, terminating a string (sorry: a skein) of three hundred and 
eight consecutive games, going back almost exactly two years, in 
which the Bombers had never once been held scoreless. The record 
stands, unbeaten and unthreatened, to this day. Later that month, 
Jimmie Foxx batted in nine runs in a single game, a league record at 
the time; and, later still, Gehrig played in his one-thousand-three
hundred-and-eighth consecutive game, thereby eclipsing the old 
mark established by a Yankee teammate, Everett Scott, in 1925. 
That story in the Times, by James P. Dawson, mentions the new 
record in a terse, two-graf lead, and brusquely fills in the details 
down at the bottom of the column, recounting how action was 
halted after the first inning for a brief ceremony at home plate, 
when league president Will Harridge presented Gehrig with a silver 
statuette "suitably inscribed." Then they got back to baseball: 
"This simple ceremony over, the Yankees went out almost immedi
ately and played like a winning team, but only for a short time., 

There was no mooning over records in those days. 
It's always useful to have two teams to care about, as I had al

ready learned. My other sweethearts, the Giants, moved into first 
place in their league on June 13th and were never dislodged. On the 
weekend of the Fourth of July, they gave us something to remem
ber. I was just back from an auto trip to the Century of Progress 
World's Fair, in Chicago, taken in the company of three school
mates and a science teacher, all of us crammed into an ancient 
Packard, and of course I had no ticket for the big doubleheader 
against the Cardinals at the Polo Grounds. I'm positive I read John 
Drebinger the next morning, though-and then read him again: 
"Pitching of a superman variety that dazzled a crowd of 50,000 and 
bewildered the Cardinals gave the Giants two throbbing victories 
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at the Polo Grounds yesterday over a stretch of six hours. Carl 
Hubbell, master lefthander of Bill Terry's amazing hurling corps, 
blazed the trail by firing away for eighteen scoreless innings to win 
the opening game from the Cards, 1 to 0 . . . .  Then the broad
shouldered Roy Parmelee strode to the mound and through semi
darkness and finally a drizzling rain, blanked the St. Louisans in a 
nine-inning nightcap, 1 to 0. A homer in the fourth inning by 
Johnny Vergez decided this battle. " 

Trumpet arias at this glorious level require no footnotes, and I 
would add only that Tex Carleton, the Cardinal starter in the first 
game, threw sixteen scoreless innings himself before giving way to 
a reliever. He was pitching on two days' rest, and Dizzy Dean, the 
starter and eventual loser of the afterpiece, on one. The first game 
got its eighteen innings over with in four hours and three minutes, 
by the way, and the nightcap was done in an hour and twenty-five. 

The Giants went the distance in 1933, as I have said, and took 
the World Series as well, beating the Senators by four games to one. 
Hubbell, who had wound up the regular season with an earned-run 
average of 1.66 (he was voted Most Valuable Player in his league), 
won two games, while Ott drove in the winning runs in the opener 
with a home run, and wrapped matters up with a tenth-inning shot 
in the finale. I had pleaded with my father to get us some seats for 
one of the games at the Polo Grounds, but he didn't come through. 
I imagine now that he didn't want to spend the money; times were 
tough just then. I attended the games by a different means-radio. 
Five different New York stations carried the Series that year, and 
I'm pretty sure I listened either to Ted Husing, on WABC, or to the 
old NBC warhorse, Graham McNamee, over at WEAF or WJZ. 
(Whoever it was, I recall repeated references to the "boy man
agers"-Bill Terry and the Senators' Joe Cronin, who had each 
lately taken the helm at the old franchises.) I knew how to keep 
score by this time, and I rushed home from school-for the four 
weekday games, that is-turned on the big Stromberg-Carlson 
(with its glowing Bakelite dial), and kept track, inning by inning, 
on scorecards I drew on one of my father's yellow legal pads. 
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When my father got home, I sat him down and ran through it all, 
almost pitch by pitch, telling him the baseball. 

I was playing ball myself all this time-or trying to, despite 
the handicaps of living in the city and of my modestly muscled 
physique. But I kept my mitt in top shape with neat's-foot oil, and 
possessed a couple of Louisville Slugger bats and three or four 
baseballs, one so heavily wrapped in friction tape that making con
tact with it with a bat felt like hiking a frying pan. (One of the bats, 
as I recall, bore lifelong scars as the result of a game of one-o' -cat 
played with a rock.) Neat's-foot oil was a magical yellow elixir 
made from cattle bones and skin-and also a password, unknown 
to girls. "What's a neat?" every true American boy must have 
asked himself at some point or other, imagining some frightful am
putation made necessary by the demands of the pastime. 

What skills I owned had been coached by my father from an 
early age. Yes, reader: we threw the old pill around, and although it 
did not provide me with an instant ticket to the major leagues, as I 
must have expected at one time, it was endlessly pleasurable. I 
imagined myself a pitcher, and my old man and I put in long hours 
of pitch and catch, with a rickety shed (magically known as the Bull 
Pen) as backstop; this was at a little summer colony on the west 
bank of the Hudson, where we rented. My father had several gloves 
of his own, including an antique catcher's mitt that resembled a 
hatbox or a round dictionary. Wearing this, he would squat down 
again and again, putting up a target, and then fire the ball back (or 
fetch it from the weeds somewhere), gravely snapping the ball from 
behind his ear like Mickey Cochrane. Once in a while, there would 
be a satisfying pop as the ball hit the pocket, and he would nod 
silently and then flip the pill back again. His pitching lexicon was 
f h. b h d " "  h , "h k , "h d , d "d , rom 1s own oy oo : ms oot, oo , ar one, an rop. 
My own drop dropped to earth so often that I hated the pitch and 
began to shake him off. 

I kept at it, in season and out, and, when I finally began to get 
some growth, developed a pleasing roundhouse curve that some-
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times sailed over a corner of the plate (or a cap or newspaper), to 
the amazement of my school friends. Encouraged, I began to work 
on a screwball, and eventually could throw something that infini
tesimally broke the wrong way, although always too high to invite 
a swing; I began walking around school corridors with my pitching 
hand turned palm outward, like Carl Hubbell's, but nobody no
ticed. Working on the screwball one cold March afternoon (I was 
thirteen, I think), on a covered but windy rooftop playground at 
Lincoln, I ruined my arm for good. I continued pitching on into 
high school (mine was a boarding school in northern Connecticut), 
but I didn't make the big team; by that time, the batters I faced 
were smarter and did frightful things to my trusty roundhouse. I 
fanned a batter here and there, but took up smoking and irony in 
self-defense. A short career. 

When I began writing this brief memoir, I was surprised to find 
how often its trail circled back to my father. If I continue now with 
his baseball story, instead of my own, it's because the two are so 
different yet feel intertwined and continuous. He was born in 1889, 
and lost his father at the age of eight, in a maritime disaster. He had 
no brothers, and I think he concluded early on that it was incum
bent on him to learn and excel at every sport, all on his own. Such 
a plan requires courage and energy, and he had both in large sup
ply. A slim, tall, bald, brown-eyed man, of handsome demeanor 
(there is some Seneca Indian blood on his side of the family), he 
pursued all sports except golf, and avidly kept at them his whole 
life. He was a fierce swimmer, mountain climber, canoeist, tennis 
player, fly fisherman, tap dancer, figure skater, and ballplayer; he 
was still downhill-skiing in his middle seventies, when a stern fam
ily meeting was required to pry him from the slopes, for his own 
good. He was not a great natural athlete, but his spirit made him a 
tough adversary. My Oedipal struggles with him on the tennis 
court went on almost into my thirties, but we stayed cheerful; 
somewhere along the line, a family doctor took me aside and said, 
"Don't try to keep up with him. Nobody's ever going to do that. " 



118 • Game 1ime 

Baseball meant a great deal to my father, and he was lucky 
enough tO grow up in a time when there were diamonds and 
pickup nines in e\·ery hamlet in America. He played first base and 
pitched, and in his late teens joined a village team, the Tamworth 
Tigers, that played in the \\'hire .Mountain ,-alleys of New Hamp
shire, where he and his mother and sister went on their vacations. 
Years later, he told me about the time he and some of the other 
Tamworth stars-).Ted Johnson, Paul Twitchell, Lincoln and Dana 
Steele-formed a team of their own and took a train up into 
Canada, v.·here they played in a regional tournament; he pitched 
the only game they got tO play, against a much bener club (semi
pros, he suspected), and got his ears knocked off. The trip back (he 
said, still smiling at the pain) was a long one. }.!any years after this, 
on a car trip when he was in his seventies, my father found himself 
near the mountains he knew so well and made a swing over to 
Chocorua and Tamworth to check out the scenes of his vouth. He 
found the Remick Bros. General Store still in business, and when 
he went in, the man at the counter, behind the postcards and the 
little birchbark canoes, was \\7adswonh Remick, who had played 
with him on the Tigers long ago. \\7addy Remick There were no 
signs of recognition, however, and my old man, perhaps uncom
fortable in the role of visiting big-city slicker, didn't press the mat
ter. He bought a pack of gum or something, and was just going out 
the door when he heard, "Played any first base lately, Ernest?" 

I think people gave up with reluctance in olden days. }.1y father 
sailed through Han·ard in three years, making Phi Beta Kappa, but 
he didn't make the varsity in baseball, and had to senle for playing 
on a class team. � lost men would call it a day after that, but not my 
father. He went to law school, got married, went off to the war in 
France, came back and mO\-ed from CleYeland tO New York and 
joined a law firm-and played ball. I think my very first recollec
tion of him-1 was a small child-is of standing beside him in a 
little downstairs bathroom of our summer place while he washed 
dirt off his face and arms after a ballgame. Rivers of brown earth 
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ran into the sink. Later that same summer, I was with my mother 
on the sidelines when my father, pitching for some Rockland 
County nine, conked a batter on the top of his head with an errant 
fastball. The man fell over backward and lay still for a moment or 
two, and my mother said, "Oh, God-he's done it! "  The batter re
covered, he and my father shook hands, and the game went on, but 
the moment, like its predecessor, stayed with me. Jung would envy 
such tableaux. 

Years passed. In rhe summer of 1937, I worked on a small com
bined ranch and farm in northern �lissouri, owned by a relative 
who was raising purebred white-faced Herefords. I drove cattle to 
their water holes on horseback, cleaned chicken coops, and shot 
marauding evening rabbits in the \"egetable garden. It was a 
drought year, and the temperature would go well over a hundred 
degrees every afternoon; white dust lay on the trees. I was sixteen. 
Both the Giants and the Yankees were rushing toward another pen
nant in New York (it was the DiMaggio, Henrich, Rolfe, Crosetti 
Yankees by now), but I had a hard time finding news of them in the 
austere, photoless columns of the Kansas City Star. All I could 
pick up on the radio was Franc Laux doing Cardinals games over 
KMOX. 

Mv father arrived for a visit, and soon discovered that there 
would be a local ballgame the next Sunday, with some of the hands 
on the ranch representing our nearby town. Somehow, he cajoled 
his way onto the ream (he was close to fifty but looked much 
younger); he played first base, and got a single in a losing cause. 
Late in rhe game, I was sent up to pinch-hit for somebody. The 
pitcher, a large and unpleasant-looking young man, must have felt 
distaste at the sight of a scared si..xreen-year-old dude standing in, 
because he dismissed me wirh two fiery fastballs and then a curve 
that I waved at without hope, without a chance. I sat down again. 
My father said nothing at the time, but later on in the day, perhaps 
riding back to supper, he murmured, "What'd he throw you-two 
hard ones and a hook?" I nodded, my ears burning. There was a 
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pause, and Father said, "The curveball away can be very tough." It 
was late afternoon, but the view from my side of the car suddenly 
grew brighter. 

It is hard to hear stories like this now without an accompany
ing inner smirk. We are wary of sentiment and obsessively know
ing, and we feel obliged to put a spin of psychology or economic 
determinism or bored contempt on all clear-color memories. I sup
pose someone could say that my father was a privileged Wasp, who 
was able to pursue some adolescent, rustic yearnings far too late in 
life. But that would miss the point. My father was knowing, too; he 
was a New York sophisticate who spurned cynicism. He had only 
limited financial success as a Wall Street lawyer, but that work al
lowed him to put in great amounts of time with the American Civil 
Liberties Union, which he served as a long-term chairman of its 
national board. Most of his life, I heard him talk about the latest is
sues or cases involving censorship, Jim Crow laws, voting rights, 
freedom of speech, racial and sexual discrimination, and threats to 
the Constitution; these struggles continue to this day, God knows, 
but the difference back then was that men and women like my fa
ther always sounded as if such battles would be won in the end. 
The news was always harsh, and fresh threats to freedom immedi
ate, but every problem was capable of solution somewhere down 
the line. We don't hold such ideas anymore-about our freedoms 
or about anything else. My father looked on baseball the same way; 
he would never be a big-league player, or even a college player, but 
whenever he found a game he jumped at the chance to play and 
to win. 

If this sounds like a romantic or foolish impulse to us today, it 
is because most of American life, including baseball, no longer feels 
feasible. We know everything about the game now, thanks to in
stant replay and computerized stats, and what we seem to have 
concluded is that almost none of us are good enough to play it. 
Thanks to television and sports journalism, we also know every
thing about the skills and financial worth and private lives of the 
enormous young men we have hired to play baseball for us, but we 
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don't seem to know how to keep their salaries or their personalities 
within human proportions. We don't like them as much as we once 
did, and we don't like ourselves as much, either. Baseball becomes 
feasible from time to time, not much more, and we fans must make 
prodigious efforts to rearrange our profoundly ironic contempo
rary psyches in order to allow its old pleasures to reach us. My fa
ther wasn't na"ive; he was lucky. 

One more thing. American men don't think about baseball as 
much as they used to, but such thoughts once went deep. In my 
middle thirties, I still followed the Yankees and the Giants in the 
standings, but my own playing days were long forgotten; I had not 
yet tried writing about the sport. I was living in the suburbs, and 
one night I had a vivid dream, in which I arose from my bed (it was 
almost a movie dream), went downstairs, and walked outdoors in 
the dark. I continued down our little patch of lawn and crossed the 
tiny bridge at the foot of our property, and there, within a tangle of 
underbrush, discovered a single gravestone. I leaned forward (I ab
solutely guarantee all this) and found my own name inscribed there 
and, below it, the dates of my birth and of the present year, the 
dream time: " 1920-1955." The dream scared me, needless to say, 
but providentially I was making periodic visits to a shrink at the 
time. I took the dream to our next session like a trophy but, having 
recounted it, had no idea what it might mean. 

"What does it suggest to you ?" the goodly man said, in pre
dictable fashion. 

"It's sort of like those monuments out by the flagpole in deep 
center field at the Stadium," I said. Then I stopped and cried, 
"0 h . . . Oh, " because of course it had suddenly come clear. My 
dreams of becoming a major-league ballplayer had died at last. 
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The San Francisco Giants, it seems, are about to be sold to 
some Japanese businessmen. The news, which appeared in the 
Times late last month, was somehow both startling and boring
instant antipodal emotions that only stories about quintuplets or 
the business side of sports arouse in me. The Times' account was a 
blurry, hedging affair, beginning with a denial by the Giants' front 
office of the reported deal, followed by several paragraphs explain
ing why it probably would go through. It was generally known, of 
course, that the club has been in financial difficulties for several 
years, and earlier this summer its president, Horace C. Stoneham, 
announced that his controlling share of the National Exhibition 
Company (which is the team's florid, nineteenth-century corpo
rate handle) was up for sale. A San Francisco-based group, headed 
by a real-estate man named Robert A. Lurie and including the Na
tional League president, Chub Feeney, who is a nephew of Stone
ham's, and Bill Rigney, a former Giant manager, had been talking 
with Stoneham, but the Japanese offer of seventeen million dol
lars-for the club, its minor-league affiliates, and some baseball 
and hotel properties at the Giants' spring-training headquarters in 
Phoenix, Arizona-is apparently a good deal higher than any 
other bids so far. (It was, in fact, a great deal lower, since the Japa
nese sportsmen never let anyone see the color of their yen, and the 
deal fell through.) The sale, in any case, will require the approval of 
the other National League owners, who will vote on the matter 
sometime after the World Series. 
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As a lifetime Giants fan whose passionate boyhood attachment 
had been slowly cooled by the departure of my heroes from the 
Polo Grounds in 1958, by the decline and eventual retirement of 
Willie Mays, and by the pale neutrality of middle age, I tried to 
summon up a semblance of outraged xenophobia at the news of the 
possible Toyotafication of my old team and my old pastime, but it 
became clear to me in the same instant that I simply didn't give a 
damn. Big-league baseball is a commercial enterprise, and the busi
ness of Japan, as Calvin Coolidge probably meant to tell us, is busi
ness. There was a time when the ownership of a ball team by a 
hometown brewer or chewing-gum family did not seem an espe
cially important part of its public identity, but in the past twenty 
years eight of the original sixteen big-league clubs have been sold 
(and in some cases resold and re-resold) to new business interests, 
while eight new clubs have been born, four of which have later 
changed hands. As a result, the financial adventures of some teams 
are almost better publicized (and often a good deal more interest
ing) than their achievements in the pennant race. A typical modern 
ball team is operated coldly and from a distance, just like any other 
conglomerate subentity with interesting tax-depletion build-ins 
and excellent P.R. overtones. Their owners and operators are men 
whose money derives from, and whose deepest loyalties adhere to, 
insurance companies, broadcasting chains, oil wells, whiskey man
ufacture, real-estate sales, trucking and shipping lines, quick-lunch 
chains, and the like, and it doesn't seem to make much difference if 
one of the teams should now land in the portfolio of some enter
prising visitors whose hero is Sadaharu Oh instead of Babe Ruth, 
and whose cash comes from the marketing of sake or electronic cal
culators or sushiburgers. 

For all that, there is one aspect of the sale of the Giants that 
seems worth attention, worth caring about, and that is the depar
ture of Horace Stoneham from baseball. The Stoneham family has 
owned the Giants ever since Horace's father, Charles A. Stoneham, 
purchased the club, in 1919, in partnership with a New York City 
magistrate named Francis X. McQuade and the team's famous man
ager, John J. McGraw. Charles Stoneham, who held the majority 
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interest in the team, died in 1936, and Horace Stoneham, then 
thirty-two years old, succeeded him, thus becoming the youngest 
club president in baseball history. The Stoneham family has been 
the Giants for more than half a century, for it has had no other 
business in that time. Along with Calvin Griffith, of the Minnesota 
Twins (formerly the Washington Senators), Stoneham is the last of 
the pure baseball men, the owners who owned nothing but their 
team and cared for nothing but the game. (Tom Yawkey, the long
time Red Sox owner, is of the same breed, but he is also the posses
sor of a sizable fortune.) 

In recent years, it has been the custom for men at baseball gath
erings to talk about Horace Stoneham with affectionate and patron
izing sadness. "/ like Horace," the conversation always begins. 
"Hell, everybody likes him, but . . .  " The sentence trails off, and the 
speaker shakes his head in the manner of a young lawyer who has 
undertaken to bring order out of his mother's checkbook. Nothing 
has gone right for Stoneham in recent years, but there was a time 
when he had his share of success. His Giants have won five pen
nants, a world championship, and one divisional title. He has hired 
winning managers. In his father's time, he recommended the selec
tion of McGraw's successor, Bill Terry, who captured a world 
championship in his first year at the helm, and in 1948 he snatched 
Leo Durocher from the despised Brooklyn Dodgers. Stoneham was 
capable of risky and decisive moves, such as the house-cleaning in 
1949, when he traded away the stars of a popular but nonwinning 
Giants club-Johnny Mize, Walker Cooper, Sid Gordon, Willard 
Marshall, and Buddy Kerr-to make room for Eddie Stanky and 
Alvin Dark and the others who would, under Durocher, fashion the 
marvelous winning summers of 1951 and 1954. The Giants' scouts 
and farms delivered up some true stars-Monte Irvin, Willie Mays, 
Willie McCovey, Juan Marichal, and Orlando Cepeda-and es
timable from-liners like Sal Maglie, Whitey Lockman, Bobby Thom
son, Larry Jansen, the Alou brothers, Gaylord Perry, and Bobby 
Bonds. Until quite recently, in fact, the Stoneham record has been 
one of the better ones in baseball, a high-risk business in which true 
dynasties are extremely rare. 



The Companions of the Game • 1 35 

The Dodgers, to be sure, were far more successful than Stone
ham's club in the last decade of their co-tenancy of New York, and 
when the two clubs moved west, in 1958, the disparity widened. 
The Los Angeles Dodgers have won five pennants and three World 
Series since their relocation, and the extraordinary season-long 
outpouring of fans to Dodger Stadium, which regularly tops the 
home-attendance figures of all other clubs, has made the team the 
most profitable franchise in baseball. For the San Francisco Giants, 
it has been quite the other way. The team was idolized in its first 
few summers, drawing one million eight hundred thousand cus
tomers in its first season in Candlestick Park, and there was a fa
mous pennant (and very nearly a world championship) in 1962. 
From the day Candlestick opened, however, it was plain that its site 
and its design were disastrous. Its summerlong icy winds and 
swirling bayside fogs, which often made the act of watching a ball 
game into something like an Eskimo manhood ritual, have become 
an old, bad local joke. These discouragements, coupled with five 
straight second-place finishes between 1965 and 1969, cut atten
dance in half by 1970, a particularly heavy falloff coming in 1968, 
when the A's established residency across the Bay. Since then, the 
proximity of the two clubs has clearly strained the limited audience 
and the dim baseball fealty of the area, but the A's, now three-time 
world champions, have had much the better of it. Last year, the A's 
drew 845,693, while the Giants, who finished fifth in their division, 
drew 519,991-the worst in either league. 

The most riveting difference between the Oakland A's and the 
San Francisco Giants is not, however, in their comparative records 
or attendance figures but in their owners. Indeed, the temperament 
and reputation of the two men are at such utter removes that they 
almost seem to represent polarities of human behavior, and their 
presence in the same business and the same metropolis suggests 
nothing so much as fictional irony flung off by Ayn Rand. Charles 
0. Finley, the owner of the A's, is a relative newcomer to baseball, 
who has in a short time achieved an extraordinary success, and per
haps even greater notoriety. He is a self-made man, a millionaire in
surance salesman, who has built a formidable championship club 
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by relying almost exclusively on his own intelligence, quickness, 
hunches, and energetic dealing. He is a great promoter with a per
fect inner instrument attuned to the heat of the crowd, the glare 
of the event, and he is an instinctive and embarrassing self
aggrandizer. He is an innovator who has disturbed the quiet, dim 
halls of baseball and altered the game irrevocably. As an executive, 
he takes a personal hand in all the daily details of his club, includ
ing the most minute decisions on the field, and he swiftly disposes 
of managers and subalterns who cannot abide his meddling. The 
A's headquarters, in the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum, 
consists mainly of empty offices. Most of the time, Finley follows 
his team by telephone from an office in Chicago, either plugging 
into a local radio broadcast or being provided with a running play
by-play account of the action by someone on the scene. Baseball as 
occasion-the enjoyment and company of the game-apparently 
means nothing to him. Finley is generally reputed to be without 
friends, and his treatment of his players has been characterized by 
habitual suspicion, truculence, inconsistency, public abasement, 
impatience, flattery, parsimony, and ingratitude. He also wins. 

Horace Stoneham is-well, most of all he is not Charlie Finley. 
He inherited his team and his position, and he does not want base
ball quickly or wildly altered. Indeed, it may well be that he wishes 
the game to be more as it was when he first came to it as a youth. 
He is shy, self-effacing, and apparently incapable of public attitudi
nizing. He attends every home game but is seldom recognized, 
even by the hoariest Giants fans. His decisions are arrived at after 
due consideration, and the most common criticism levelled at him 
is that he often sticks with a losing manager or an elder player long 
after his usefulness to the club has been exhausted. He relies on old 
friends for baseball counsel and for company; most of his advisers 
and colleagues-men like Tom Sheehan; Garry Schumacher; Rosy 
Ryan; Carl Hubbell, director of player development; and Jack 
Schwarz, farm director-have been with the Giants for thirty or 
forty years. Perhaps because Stoneham grew up in a time when 
baseball was the only game in town and thus seemed to succeed on 
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its own merits, he has a limited interest in vivid public relations, 
commercial tie-ins, and other hypes. His relations with the press 
have been cordial (in the words of Wells Twombly, of the San Fran
cisco Examiner, he treats reporters like "beloved guests"), and his 
dealings with his players are marked by generosity and mutual ad
miration. In 1972, when his dwindling financial resources forced 
him at last to trade away Willie Mays, perhaps the greatest Giant of 
them all, he arranged a deal that permitted Mays to move along to 
the Mets with a salary and a subsequent retirement plan that would 
guarantee his comfort for the rest of his life. Horace Stoneham is 
convivial with his friends but instinctively private, and it is possible 
to guess that the only quality he may share with Charlie Finley is 
loneliness. He has been losing, and now he has lost, and he is thus 
fair game for the glum attention of writers and the secret scorn of 
men who understand nothing but success. 

Early this summer, I began compiling information and talking 
to West Coast ballplayers and baseball writers with the idea of try
ing to interview Charlie Finley, perhaps while watching a game 
with him. For some reason (for several reasons), I kept holding off 
on the story, however, and then, when I read that the San Francisco 
Giants were up for sale, it suddenly came to me that the baseball 
magnate I really wanted to spend an afternoon with was Horace 
Stoneham. I got on the telephone to some friends of mine and his 
(I had never met him), and explained that I did not want to discuss 
attendance figures or sales prices with him but just wanted to talk 
baseball. Stoneham called me back in less than an hour. "Come on 
out," he said in a cheerful, gravelly, Polo Grounds sort of voice. 
"Come out, and we'll go to the game together. " 

I dressed all wrong for it, of course. The game that Stoneham 
and I had fixed upon was a midweek afternoon meeting between 
the Giants and the San Diego Padres in late June-a brilliant, sun
shiny day at Candlestick Park, it turned out, and almost the perfect 
temperature for a curling match. I had flown out from New York 
that morning, and reported to Stoneham's office a few minutes 
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before game time. He shook my hand and examined my airy East 
Coast midsummer getup and said, "Oh, no, this won't do." He 
went to a closet and produced a voluminous, ancient camel's-hair 
polo coat and helped me into it. He is a round, pink-faced man 
with close-cropped white hair, round horn-rimmed spectacles, and 
a hospitable Irish smile, and he looked much younger than I had 
expected. (He is seventy-two.) He was wearing tweeds, with an 
expensive-looking silk tie-a gambler's tie-but he, too, put on a 
topcoat and buttoned it up before we went out into the sunshine. 
Stoneham's box, on the press level, was capacious but utilitarian, 
with none of the Augustan appointments and Late Hefner uphol
steries I have seen in some sports-owners' piazzas. There was a 
perfect view of the ballplayers arrayed below us on the AstroTurf, 
a few hundred scattered fans-most of whom seemed to be kids in 
variously emblazoned windbreakers-and thousands of empty 
orange-colored seats. The game matched up two good young right
handed fastballers-the Giants' John Montefusco and the Padres' 
Joe Mcintosh. I kept track of things for a few minutes, but then I 
quickly gave it up, because an afternoon of Horace Stoneham's 
baseball cannot be fitted into a scorecard. 

"I think the first Giants game I ever saw was the first half of a 
doubleheader on the Fourth of July in 1912," he told me. "The Gi
ants' battery was Christy Mathewson and Chief Meyers. They 
opened with their stars in the first game, you see, because they 
charged separate admissions for the morning and afternoon games, 
and that way they got out the crowds early. I've forgotten who the 
other team was. I was nine years old. My father grew up in New 
Jersey, and his boyhood idol, his particular hero, was the great 
Giant left fielder Mike Tiernan, who came from Jersey City. Later, 
when my pop bought the club, he liked to say that he'd followed 
Tiernan over to the Giants. 

"My father bought the team in 1919, and in 1921 , as you may 
know, we played the first of three consecutive World Series against 
the Yankees, who shared the Polo Grounds with us in those days. 
That Series in '21 had a funny kind of ending. We were ahead by 
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one run-I think it was 1-0-in the ninth, and Aaron Ward got on 
base for the Yanks. Frank Baker-Home Run Baker-came up 
and knocked a ball to right that looked like a sure hit, but our sec
ond baseman, Rawlings, made a great play on it, running it down 
almost in right field, and threw to Kelly to get him. Ward must 
have thought the ball had gone through, because he passed second 
and just kept on running. George Kelly-oh, he had the best arm 
in baseball-saw him, and he fired the ball across to Frisch at third, 
and Frisch took the throw and tagged Ward just as he slid in. I can 
still see that, with Ward in the dirt and Frank Frisch making the tag 
and then landing on his fanny, with the ball still in his glove. It was 
a double play and it ended it all, but it happened so fast that every
body in the stands just sat there for a minute. They couldn't believe 
the Series was over. " 

Stoneham talked in an energetic, good-humored way. He re
minded me of a good standup, middle-of-the-night bar conversa
tionalist. "I was in the stands that day. I was still in school, at Loyola 
School. I was a mediocre second baseman on the team there. I went 
to a lot of Giants games, of course. Jimmy Walker was a state as
semblyman then, and he used to come to the game every day. I got 
to know him very well-Hey, look at this! " 

Von Joshua, the Giant center fielder-the 1975 Giant center 
fielder-had singled, and a run was coming across the plate. Within 
another minute or two, the Giants were ahead by 3-0, still in the 
first inning, and Mcintosh had been knocked out of the game. 

Stoneham resumed, but we were in 1939 now, at a famous Polo 
Grounds disaster that I had seen. "You were there?" Stoneham said. 
"Then, of course, you remember what happened. It was early in 
the summer, but that game cost us the pennant. We were playing 
the Cincinnati Reds head and head and if we win we have a good 
shot at first place. Then somebody hit that ball for them-maybe 
it was Harry Craft-that hooked foul into the left-field upper 
deck, and the umpire called it fair and waved the runners around. 
Everybody could see it was foul, so there was a big squabble, and 
Billy Jurges, our shortstop, he spit right in George Magerkurth's 
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face, and Magerkurth swung on him. Well, they were both sus
pended of course-the player and the umpire both together. We 
called up Frank Scalzi to take ]urges's place, but a few days later 
Lou Chiozza and Joe Moore had a collision going after a fly ball 
and Chiozza got a broken leg, and we never did get going again." 

I asked Stoneham about his first job with the Giants, and he 
told me that he had gone to work in the ticket department when he 
was in his early twenties. "We had a lady, Miss Wilson, who ran it 
all then," he said. "None of this computer business. Well, bit by bit 
I got into the running of the ballpark, and then my father put me 
in charge of operations there. In those days, in the twenties, the 
Polo Grounds was open for events maybe two hundred days out of 
the year. The Coogan family owned the real estate, but the park 
belonged to the club. We had football-pro games and college 
games-we had the circus there, we had tennis and the midget au
tomobiles. We had a skating rink in the outfield once, and even a 
week of outdoor opera. We had soccer-the Hakoah team came in 
after they won some international title, I think it was, and drew 
fifty-two thousand, so we knew it was a popular sport even then. 
We had visiting British soccer teams, and a team, I remember, that 
represented the Indiana Flooring Company. I think we had every 
sport at the Polo Grounds except polo. I did my best to arrange 
that, but we never could work it out. 

"I came to know the ballplayers then, of course. I used to see 
them in the mornings. I got to be friends with some of them, like 
Ross Youngs, the great outfielder who died so young. Ross Youngs, 
from Shiner, Texas. When he first came along-before I knew 
him-he was signed by the Giants at a time when the team was on 
the road. Ross was in town and the Giants were away, and he went 
right over and got into a pickup baseball game over by the docks on 
Seventy-ninth Street, next to the railroad yards there. It's where they 
have the marina now. He had that intense desire to play ball. 

"I was about twenty years old when Mr. McGraw asked my 
father to let me go to spring training. We trained in Sarasota back 
then. I remember that Mr. McGraw called me up to his room there 
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and showed me a letter he had just written to my father about a 
young prospect named Hack Wilson, who'd been on a Class B 
team in Portsmouth, Virginia. He wore a red undershirt under his 
uniform. Mr. McGraw had written, 'If hustle counts, he's sure to 
make it.' Everybody called him, 'Mr. McGraw'-everybody but 
my father, of course. Mr. McGraw, he called my father 'Charlie' or 
'C.A.'-C.A. for Charles Abraham Stoneham, named after Abra
ham Lincoln." 

We were in the third inning, and the Padres had a base runner 
on second. The next Padre batter, shortstop Enzo Hernandez, is an 
indifferent hitter, but now he singled to left and drove in the first 
San Diego run. "Oh, you sucker," Stoneham said, shaking his head 
sadly. "That's the history of the game. The pitcher lets up on the 
out man, and he hurts you." 

The rally died, and Stoneham cheered up quickly. "We were 
talking about John McGraw," he said. "Well, another time in 
spring training he wrote a letter back to my father that said, 
'There's a young fellow down here named Ott who is the best hit
ter on the farm level I've ever seen.' As you know, Mr. McGraw 
never did let Mel Ott go out to the minors. He brought him up to 
the Giants when he was just seventeen years old. He didn't want 
anybody spoiling that funny batting style-some manager telling 
him, 'You can't hit that way. You've got to put that front foot 
down.' When Ott started out, he was a switch-hitter. He never hit 
righty in a game, as far as I know. Ott didn't get to play much the 
first couple of years and McGraw would sometimes let him go 
over to New Jersey on the weekends and pick up some extra cash 
by playing with a semipro team. He played with the Paterson Silk 
Sox. Later on, Ottie and Carl Hubbell were roommates. Oh, my, 
there were so many games that Carl won by 2-0, t-O-something 
like that-where Ott knocked in the winning run. You couldn't 
count them all." 

In the fourth inning, Stoneham took a telephone call at his seat, 
and I overheard him say, "We've sent flowers, and I wrote Mrs. 
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Gordon this morning." I had read in the newspaper that morning 
that Sid Gordon, a Giant infielder-outfielder in the nineteen-forties, 
had dropped dead while playing softball. Strangely enough, I had 
read a story about him and Horace Stoneham in a sports column 
only a few days earlier. Gordon had been a holdout in the spring 
of 1949, but he finally came to terms for twenty-five hundred dol
lars less than he had demanded. Horace Stoneham was always 
made uneasy by prolonged salary disputes with his players, and in 
December of 1949 he mailed Gordon a check for the twenty-five 
hundred dollars-a considerable gesture, since Gordon had been 
traded in the autumn and was by then a member of the Boston 
Braves. 

Now Stoneham hung up the telephone, and I asked him about 
the business of trades. "Well," he said, "you always hate to see your 
players leave. Maybe I'm too much of a sentimentalist. You can 
make mistakes trading, of course, but if you never make a mistake, 
you're not really trying. We made that big trade with the Braves in
volving Sid Gordon and the others because Leo Durocher wanted 
his own kind of team. He always had great success with players that 
could maneuver the bat. With younger players he was-well, he 
could be a little impatient. Everything with Leo was . . . spontaneous. 

"One of the times that really hurt was when it came time to 
trade Freddie Fitzsimmons, who went over to the Dodgers in the 
middle thirties there, after more than ten years with us. He was 
really upset when he left us. He cried. What a competitor he was ! 
He had no friends when he was out there on the mound. He'd 
show the batter his back when he pitched-he had that big 
rotation-and he was a remarkable fielder, with great agility for 
somebody with such a bulky build. Sometimes there'd be a hard 
grounder or a line drive hit through the box there and he'd stick out 
his foot at it to stop it going through. Anything to win. I can still 
see him sticking out that foot and knocking the ball down or 
maybe deflecting it to some infielder. 

"All those games in the Polo Grounds-well, most of the time 
I watched them from a window in the clubhouse, way out beyond 
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center field. You remember what it was like there ?" I did indeed. I 
always used to wonder about the distant figures that one could 
sometimes see peering out of the little screened windows set into 
that green, faraway wall. "There was just a table and chairs there
the same place where my pop used to sit and watch. I was out there 
when Bobby Thomson hit the home run in 1951 that beat the 
Dodgers in the last playoff game. We were down three runs in the 
ninth, and I was commiserating with Sal Maglie, who'd been taken 
out of the game, and trying to tell him what a great year it had 
been. We saw Lockman's hit that brought in the first run, but the 
side of the bleachers blocked our view so we couldn't see if 
Bobby's hit was going to go in, but I knew it was up the wall, so I 
said to Sal, 'Well, at least we've tied it up.' Some tie ! The same thing 
with Willie's catch off Vic Wertz in the 1954 Series. I watched him 
come all the way out after it, and then he went out of sight behind 
that big black screen we had there that formed a background for 
the hitters. But I heard the crowd, and I knew he'd made the catch. 
I knew it anyway, I think, because I'd seen him make all those 
other impossible catches. I liked that view of things in the Polo 
Grounds. The last day we played there, I couldn't go to the game. 
I just didn't want to see it come to an end." 

We were in the fourth inning and the Giants had a couple of 
runners on, and now the Giants' second baseman, Derrel Thomas, 
delivered them both with a sharp single up the middle. A thin scat
tering of cheers reached us, and Stoneham beamed. I ventured to 
ask him if he had a favorite among all the Giant clubs he watched 
down the years. 

"Ah, I've seen so many of them," he said. "You'd have to break 
them down into periods. People are always asking me how the 
ballplayers compare now with the old-timers, and all you can say 
is they're at least the equal. The equipment is much better now, of 
course, but the competition for athletes [he gave it the old New 
York sound: "athaletes"] is greater, with the other sports getting so 
big. The best of them can play all sports, you know. We've lost 
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some of our top draft choices to football. When I was a young fel
low, all the colleges had good baseball programs, but now a lot of 
them have given up the game. 

"You know, we have a good team right here, but we've had in
juries. Gary Matthews and Von Joshua got hurt on the same day. 
Matthews is going to miss about a month, they say, with the bro
ken knuckle on his left hand. But I think we're going to pick up 
and pull ourselves together. This is a young team, and I do like that. 
We have a lot of young arms."  

He looked up at  the scoreboard. "Those Cubbies are beating 
the Phils again, I see," he said. "They must have some kind of wind 
there-look at all those home runs. Yes, so many things can hap
pen to a team in a year, you know. We had a lot of strange events 
in '33, when we ended up winning the Series. Johnny Vergez had 
an appendectomy, and Charlie Dressen came up and filled in
he'd been managing in the Southern Association. He told Adolfo 
Luque how to pitch to the final Washington batter in the Series
it was somebody he'd seen down there. Lefty O'Doul came back 
with us that year, too, and he got a big pinch hit in the Series, off of 
Alvin Crowder. I remember that Luque was limping around at the 
party after we'd won the last game, and when we asked him about 
it, it turned out he'd split his big toenail throwing those curves dur
ing the game. He bore down that hard, he broke his toe. 

"When Sal Maglie was first with us, he was just an average 
pitcher. [Stoneham had moved along about fifteen years.] But 
when he jumped down to the Mexican League, in 1946, the team he 
played for there was managed by Dolf Luque, and when we got 
him back he'd mastered all those great curve balls, and nobody 
could touch him." 

We were joined now by Garry Schumacher, the retired press 
director for the Giants, who was for many years a redoubtable Polo 
Grounds pressbox sage. 

"Garry, we've been talking about Luque and Sal and some of 
the other old-timers," Stoneham said. 
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"Hey, do you remember how Maglie used to have fun with 
Roy Campanella?" Schumacher said. "Every now and then, in a 
game when it didn't mean anything, he'd plunk Roy right in the 
belly with one of those curveballs. You know how Roy used to 
look when he stood up there and crowded the plate." 

Stoneham laughed. "Sure, I remember now," he said. "Oh, 
Campy was a good man. He was a friend of ours." 

"Did you get to the time Marichal and Spahn hooked up 
against each other for sixteen innings?" Schumacher asked. 

Stoneham nodded several times, thinking about it, and it sud
denly came to me that he and Garry Schumacher and his other 
friends had probably talked together hundreds of times about each 
of these famous games and vanished companions. Old afternoons 
were fresh and past players stayed young, and it was the talking 
that kept them that way. 

Now, however, the Padres had two base runners aboard, and 
Stoneham leaned forward in his seat. "They've been getting some 
strange-looking hits here," he said. " It looks like they're slapping 
at the ball." He called to his pitcher. "Bear down, John! "  

Montefusco struck out the next batter and Stoneham said, 
"Boy, that fastball is the answer." 

"Did you tell about that doubleheader against the Cards in 
'33 ?" Schumacher said. "The one where Hubbell won the first, 
1-0, in eighteen, and Parmelee beat Dean, 1-0, in the nightcap, and 
we held on to first place?" 

"That was a day," Stoneham said. "Hubbell sure won a lot of 
big ones in his time. You know, he first belonged to the Tiger or
ganization, but he never played in the majors with them, because 
they thought that screwball of his would only ruin his arm. Then it 
happened that our scout, Dick Kinsella, was a delegate to the Dem
ocratic National Convention of 1928, down in Texas, and one day 
when he was there he went to a game and saw Hubbell, who was 
pitching for the Beaumont club. He signed him up. He saw what 
that pitch would do for him." 
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Schumacher, who was not wearing a coat, had been blowing on 
his hands, and now he said goodbye and went inside to warm up. 

"In any list of our teams, you'd have to mention the '54 club," 
Stoneham went on. (The Giants met the Cleveland Indians in the 
World Series of 1954, and beat them in four straight games, al
though the Indians had been prohibitive favorites. It was the only 
Stoneham team to win a World Series.) "Willie and Don Mueller 
and Dusty Rhodes. It's funny, but the thing I remember about that 
club is all the double plays they got that year that ended up with a 
base runner caught out of position-being put out by a throw be
hind him, or something like that. A great heads-up team. Dusty 
Rhodes got all the publicity for those pinch-hit homers, but I think 
Henry Thompson was the key man for us in that Series. Dusty's 
first home run was nothing-real Chinese-but the one he hit the 
next day went nine miles. You know, Dusty Rhodes works on a 
tugboat in New York Harbor now. He belongs to the seafarers' 
union, or whatever they call it. I still hear from him. And Davey 
Williams is a deputy sheriff down in Dallas. I try to keep in touch. 
I got a letter from Burgess Whitehead just this week, from-let me 
see. From Windsor, North Carolina." 

I asked Stoneham when he had first seen Willie Mays. 
"Willie Mays first reported to us in New York carrying a toilet 

kit and three bats," Stoneham said. His face was lit up. "But the 
first time I saw him play was way before that. He was with Tren
ton, in a Class B league, and we'd just played a game in Philadel
phia, and some of us rented a car and drove out to watch him play. 
They had a little pressbox, just about the size of this box. Bill 
McKechnie, Jr., was the general manager there, and Chick Gen
ovese was manager, and Bill warned us that Mays might be a little 
tight because of our being there. Well, Willie got about two hits in 
the first few innings, and in the seventh he came up and hit a ball 
into a gas station that was across the street beyond the left-field 
fence. That's how tight he was. 

"Henry Thompson had seen him play in exhibitions, and he 
told me how Willie sometimes ran after a ball in the outfield and 
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caught it in his bare hand. I said, 'Oh, sure.' You know-I didn't 
believe it. And then, of course, he did it lots of times for us. I 
missed his greatest play, when he made an unbelievable catch like 
that in Brooklyn, just as he crashed into the outfield wall. And I re
member after \Villie had been with us a couple of years I was out 
watching our farm club at St. Cloud, Minnesota, and I saw all the 
young players-Willie Kirkland and Orlando Cepeda and Andre 
Rodgers-making those basket catches in the outfield, and I said, 
'Hey, who loused up all these kids?' It was Willie, of course
they'd seen him on the television and they were all trying to imitate 
him. Nobody else had those reflexes, though, and nobody else 
could get away with what he did." 

Stoneham left his seat for a few minutes to talk to some visitors 
who had been brought up to the box to be introduced, and then he 
made a couple of telephone calls. When he sat down again, we were 
in the eighth inning and the Giants were ahead by 6-1 . 

"We were talking about Juan Marichal," he said. "Well, one of 
the remarkable things about him was that even when he first came 
up he knew everything there was to know about the game of base
ball. He came from the Dominican Republic, and young General 
Trujillo-the big man's son, I mean-he'd put Juan into the Air 
Force there in order to have him play on his team. There must have 
been some great coach or manager in that Air Force who taught 
Juan, because he did everything right from the beginning. 

"I think we were the first club that signed players from that 
whole area. They'd have their winter leagues in the fall, and after 
the World Series we'd take a couple of scouts and go down and 
see our friends. I think the first time I ever saw Jose Pagan play
he came in a game to pinch-hit-he was fourteen years old. Our 
scout down there was Alex Pompez, who was a Cuban. He saw 
Fidel Castro play ball when Castro was a young fellow, and sent us 
a report on him. Castro was a right-handed pitcher. When he came 
up-you know, came into power-we checked back in our files, 
and it was the same Castro. A good ballplayer. I think if he'd stayed 
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in the game he'd have made it to the majors. You know what a fan 
he is."  

Bobby Murcer, the Giants' right fielder, doubled in a run, and 
a minute or two later Chris Speier drove in another. It was a Giants 
afternoon. 

"I just hope fellows like Chris and Bobby get a break in the 
All-Star Game balloting," Stoneham said. "Bobby's done every
thing we expected when we got him from the Yankees-every
thing and more. He's a fine man. But the fans tend to overlook this 
year's play on their ballots, you know. They vote on reputation. 
Well, I 'm not going to the All-Star Game this year anyway. They're 
having business meetings all day, before the game. Who wants 
that? That used to be a holiday. You'd go to the game and then 
you'd see your friends in the evening. It's the same way at our 
board meetings. When I first came on our board, all the conversa
tion was about baseball. We'd sit and talk about the game. Now the 
lawyers outnumber the baseball people. In the old days, it was 
nothing but baseball people on the ball clubs-it was a personal 
thing. Even with somebody like Mr. Wrigley, it was him that 
owned the team, not the company." 

The Padres came up in the ninth, trailing by 8-1,  and Stoneham 
clapped his hands. 

"Who would you pick on an All-Time Giants team?" he said. 
Then he answered his own question. " I'd have Travis Jackson at 
short," he said. "Travis never got in the Hall of Fame, but he came 
up with us and took Dave Bancroft's job away from him. Terry's 
the best first baseman. Can I play Frisch at second and at third? 
Mays and Ott and Ross Youngs in the outfield. But Monte Irvin's 
got to be out there somewhere, too. If Monte had come up from 
the Negro Leagues a few years sooner, he'd be known now as one 
of the great ballplayers of all time. And we can't leave off Irish 
Meuse!, either. Frank Snyder is catching. But Gus Mancuso was a 
great defensive catcher, and so was Wes Westrum." 

Montefusco, who looked tired, walked his second Padre batter 
of the inning, and then threw a pitch past his catcher. "He's trying 
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to aim the ball," Stoneham said. He stood up. "Come on, John! "  he 
pleaded. Then he turned and said, "Oh, I almost forgot Willie Me
Covey. Where do we play him? Or Joe Moore, our best leadoff 
man. You'd try to bat him third and he'd hit .250. Put him back up 
top there and he'd hit .330." 

His all-time roster was growing by the minute, but now there 
was a swift double play on the field, and the game ended. "All 
right, " Stoneham said. The Giants had won. 

We went back to Stoneham's office. I took off the polo coat, 
and Stoneham hung it up in the closet again. I suddenly wondered 
how many Giants games it had seen. Stoneham signed a couple of 
letters that were waiting on his desk, and buzzed his secretary on 
the intercom. " I'm getting a haircut in the morning," he told her, 
"so I'll be a little late getting in. Good night, Florence." 

We went outside and walked down a ramp in the sunshine. The 
wind had dropped, and the low hills around the Bay were all alight. 
It was one of those afternoons when you felt that summer might 
never end. I started to say something to Stoneham about his part
ing with the Giants and how I felt about it, but he smiled and cut 
me off. 

"You can't get discouraged over a few bad breaks," he said. "In 
this game, you're always losing sometimes. You can't let yourself 
complain or feel sorry for yourself." 

He walked me to my car in the parking lot, and we shook 
hands and said goodbye. 



Scout 

1976 

Baseball has so altered in recent years that many of the classic 
prototypes of the game seem on the point of disappearing alto
gether. The rookie pitcher called up to the parent club in midseason 
does not arrive with cinders in his hair and a straw suitcase in his 
freckled paw but strolls into the carpeted, air-conditioned big
league clubhouse with a calfskin flight bag over his shoulder (and a 
Kurt Vonnegut paperback in the bag), where he is greeted by some 
teammates who played college ball with him or against him a year 
or two earlier in Southern California. Over in the corner, the club's 
famous slugger, having just prolonged his slump by going oh for 
five in a nationally televised game, now abandons his attempt to 
find surcease in transcendental meditation and suddenly seizes his 
hair-dryer and bashes it to smithereens against the wall. The man
ager, dressing in his office, asks a writer about the commotion, smiles 
and shakes his head, then slaps a little cologne on his ungrizzled 
cheeks and steps into his fawn leisure suit. His telephone rings: the 
general manager wants him to stop by upstairs for a minute to hear 
about the latest meeting with the personal agent of the angry (and 
still unsigned) famous slugger. If these contemporary patterns are 
startling, it is probably only because they contrast so vividly with 
the images of baseball's dramatis personae that most of us memo
rized in our youth. Over the years, sometimes reluctantly, some
times willingly, I have gradually given up my boyhood impressions 
of baseball stars, and of baseball veterans and owners and writers, 
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until only one old portrait remains. In this scene, a man sits alone 
on a splintery plank bleacher seat, with a foot cocked up on the 
row in front of him and his chin resting on one hand as he gazes in
tently at some young ballplayers in action on a bumpy, weed
strewn country ballfield. He sits motionless in the hot sunshine, 
with a shapeless canvas hat cocked over his eyes. At last, respond
ing to something on the field not perceptible to the rest of us, he 
takes out a little notebook and writes a few words in it, and then re
places it in his windbreaker pocket. The players steal a glance at the 
lone stranger as they come in from the field at the end of a half in
ning; the managers pretend to ignore him. Nobody knows his 
name, but everybody recognizes him, for he is a figure of pro
found, almost occult knowledge, with a great power over the fu
ture. He is a baseball scout. 

I have often noticed scouts at spring-training games, where 
they appear in numbers and always seem to roost together, and 
now and then I have spotted one at a big-league park, but I never 
tried to penetrate their arcane company. This spring, it occurred 
to me that these brooding, silent birds might constitute another 
threatened species, and I decided to attempt some field studies. 
Several baseball friends advised me to look up Ray Scarborough, 
who is a regional and special-assignment scout for the California 
Angels. Scarborough, I was told, was a veteran field man, with a 
high reputation for his baseball knowledge and his exceptional 
independence of judgment. He had been a member of the out
standing scouting staff put together by Harry Dalton, who was re
sponsible in great part for assembling the formidable Baltimore 
teams that dominated the American League in the late nineteen
sixties and early seventies. Dalton had moved along to the Angels 
in 1971 to take the pivotal general manager's position, and soon 
thereafter he sent for Ray Scarborough and five other stalwarts of 
his Baltimore G-2. Early in May, I reached Scarborough by tele
phone at his home in Mount Olive, North Carolina, and proposed 
myself as a travelling companion on his next safari. Scarborough, 
who talks in an attractive Tarheel legato, responded with such 
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alacrity and friendliness that it occurred to me for the first time that 
the life of a baseball scout might be a lonely one. He told me that I 
had caught him in a rare moment at home during the busiest part 
of his year-the weeks just prior to organized baseball's annual 
June talent draft-during which he was scouting free agents: high
school and college players who appeared promising and were about 
to graduate or otherwise surrender their amateur athletic status. He 
was leaving soon to look over a young pitching prospect in Ken
tucky and another in Michigan, and he invited me to come scout
ing with him. 

Two days later, as I waited by the gate in the Louisville airport 
where Ray Scarborough's inbound morning flight had been an
nounced, I began to wonder how I would recognize him. I remem
bered him as a big, hardworking, right-handed curveball pitcher 
with the Washington Senators-and later the Red Sox and the Yan
kees-but that had been a good twenty-five years back. I needn't 
have worried. Scarborough is a heavy, energetic, deep-chested man, 
with an exuberant nose (his baseball contemporaries called him 
Horn), curly black hair, and a sunburst smile, and the moment I 
spotted him among the arriving passengers my baseball uncon
scious offered up some instant corroboration: a younger Ray Scar
borough, in baggy old-fashioned baseball pants, wheeling and 
firing on the mound; Scarborough in an old-style, low-crowned 
baseball cap emblazoned with a big "W," staring out at me in 
black-and-white from some ancient sports page. We greeted each 
other and retrieved his bags, and in a few minutes we were in our 
rented wheels, rolling south through some lovely, soft-green Ken
tucky hill country, and Scarborough had made me feel that we 
were already old friends. He told me that we were headed for Eliz
abethtown, some forty miles away, to see a young pitcher named 
Tim Brandenburg, a lefty who would be starting that afternoon for 
his Elizabethtown High School team in a state district tournament 
game. I asked Ray how he had heard about Brandenburg (I had in 
mind a whispered midnight telephone call from a back-country 
baseball sleuth, or a scribbled note from some old teammate of 
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Scarborough's now buried in the boonies), and then I learned that 
scouting, like everything else in baseball, is undergoing some revo
lutionary changes. 

The twenty-four big-league clubs are rivals in a narrow and in
tensely competitive business arena, and until very recently the 
proudest emblems of their independence were probably their enor
mous scouting staffs. The 1974 edition of the Baseball Blue Book, 
which is the business directory of the game, listed the names and 
clubs of six hundred and fifty-nine scouts-or fifty-nine more than 
the total number of players carried on major-league rosters. A few 
of these were part-timers, or "bird dogs" (who are paid a fee only 
when a player they have spotted is signed to a contract), but each 
club was carrying somewhere between twenty and thirty full-time 
scouts, whose rather modest salaries and rather sizable travel ex
penses added up to a very considerable item on the corporate 
books. In 1965, Branch Rickey estimated that the scouting expenses 
of the twenty clubs of that time came to at least five million dollars, 
and if the figure is extended by a decade of inflation and the addition 
of four expansion teams, the bottom-line scouting figure must have 
reached at least seven and a half million dollars. This is a high price 
even for top-level corporate intelligence, and, reluctantly but in
evitably, the owners voted in 1974 to establish a centralized scouting 
force. This body, the Major League Scouting Bureau, which is now 
in its second year of a three-year initial contract, deploys a total of 
sixty-nine scouts, who work under the direction of Jim Wilson, the 
former general manager of the Milwaukee Brewers. Operating out 
of Newport Beach, California, it issues computerized scouting re
ports on every free-agent prospect in high-school and college ball; 
the reports, which are brought up to date at intervals as fresh scout
ing data come in, are sent to all the clubs that subscribe to the ser
vice. The Angels, who listed twenty-two scouts before the advent 
of the Bureau, now carry fifteen, of whom six (including Ray Scar
borough) are full-timers. Most of his springtime travels, Ray told 
me, were for the purpose of "cross-checking"-that is, evaluating an 
apparently thorough but anonymous M.L.S.B. report on free-agent 
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players, whose qualifications had also gone out to seventeen rival 
clubs. We were on our way to cross-check Tim Brandenburg. 

" It's changed now, because I don't know who wrote the report 
we have on Brandenburg," Scarborough said "The Bureau scouts 
came from the different clubs, and they're experienced men, but in 
the old days you always knew the man in your organization who 
had written a report, and you knew if he was conservative or the 
other way, so you could make a pretty good evaluation. There was 
an intimacy to it that made for group confidence and good deci
sions. It's different now, and cross-checking is more important than 
ever, especially with the high-rated prospects, so you try to get as 
many people as possible in your organization to see them. As you 
know, in the annual June draft of free agents the club that finished 
last the year before gets to pick first, and the club that finished next 
to last picks second. That's the way it goes until six or seven hun
dred names are disposed of-sometimes even more. We pick sixth 
next month. But the real talent in free agents never runs very 
deep-some baseball people think it drops way off after the first 
seven or eight names-and you just can't make a mistake in your 
two top choices, because then you have to wait till next year. Those 
first two or three draft picks we make next month have to be right, 
and that means that the scouts who have seen them need thorough 
judgment. If you see a good-looking high-school player who isn't 
throwing well or running well on the day you happen to be there, 
you have to find out why. You don't want a kid knocked out of 
your thinking for one bad day. But if there's something wrong, if 
you have some kind of doubt, you'd better go back and check that 
doubt. 

"I think almost anybody can recognize the tools. You or me or 
the popcorn man can see if a boy is throwing hard or making 
pretty good contact at the plate. The hard part about free-agent 
scouting is being able to project. What will this pitcher be like in 
five years ? Will he throw faster? Will he have a better curve? You 
check his build, and let's say you see narrow shoulders and heavy 
legs. \Vill he develop, or will that condition prevail? Jim Kaat was a 
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frail, skinny kid, but he grew with his ability and became a huge 

man. In the end, I think, size is much less important with a pitcher 
than a good, loose arm and that good body action. You see a Nolan 
Ryan, and he's jumping at you off that mound. With a seventeen
or eighteen-year-old pitcher, you hope for a good fastball rather 
than a first-rate curve, because the curve can be taught but the fast
ball may never come. Even then you can't be sure. Tom Seaver had 
an indifferent fastball when he was young, and now look at him! 
Projecting a youngster isn't easy. What you really want to know 
about him is how much stomach does he have. If you could cut a 
boy open and look at his heart and guts, and then go home with 
him and see what kind of preparations he makes for a game, why 
then . . .  then . . .  " Scarborough laughed and shook his head. "Then 
my job would be a whole lot easier." 

Scarborough, who was driving, was wearing a plaid sports 
jacket, a navy-blue polo shirt, yellow twill pants, and black alliga
tor shoes. I had entertained some fears that considerations of secu
rity might make him cautious in talking to me about his profession, 
but for the most part he sounded like any good travelling man talk
ing about the special demands of his territory and the splendors of 
his line. 

I asked him to tell me about some of the top prospects he had 
scouted so far this year. 

"Well, let's see," he said, sitting up a little straighter at the wheel. 
"There's a boy in Springfield, Ohio, named Glass-Timothy Glass, 
a catcher. He goes about two hundred and fifteen pounds. Runs real 
well-gets to first in about four-two. A good, strong arm and good 
hands. He hits with power, but he uppercuts and swings through a 
lot of pitches. He wears contact lenses, and there has to be some 
question about his eyesight. But he's almost a complete player. I 
think he'll be gone by the time it comes around to us, and we're 
only number six. Then, we've checked a pitcher named Richard 
Whaley, from Jackonsville, North Carolina. I've seen him four 
times already, and I like what I've seen. He's a left-hander, six-two, 
sort of lean and willowy, with an excellent rotation on his curve. 
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And there's another pitcher down in Hialeah High School
Hialeah, Florida, that is. He's a big right-hander named Ben Grass
beck or Gribseck-something like that [the name is Grzybek]. He 
goes about si.x-six, and he can throw hard. He broke his foot a few 
weeks ago, and that might cost him a lot of money." 

I said to Scarborough that it seemed to me he had already cov
ered a good deal of ground in this young baseball season. 

"Well, I have to see about fifty free agents in the spring," he 
said. "Fifty boys who can play a little. I'm flying more than I used 
to, so maybe it's a little less tiring. Up to a couple of years ago, I 
was doing about twenty-five or thirty thousand miles a year. Just 
the week before last I drove up to Baltimore, then to Richmond 
and Norfolk, and then back up to Trenton, New Jersey. About sev
enteen hundred miles. It takes a lot out of you, and sometimes it 
can be sort of a lonesome job. Once in a while, I take my wife with 
me, if it's a local trip-to Tidewater or someplace like that. We get 
these Bureau scouting reports so late that you've got to jump if you 
want to catch a boy. If he's not in a tourney or a playoff or some
thing, you might miss him altogether." 

As Scarborough was saying this, it came to me that he had 
meant twenty-five or thirty thousand miles by automobile-miles 
he had put in at the wheel in search of one summer's young 
ballplayers. I looked out my window for a while at some Kentucky 
farms and silos and tried to imagine this. Then I asked Ray which 
players among the current major-leaguers he had scouted or 
signed. 

"People always ask that," he said. "The truth is, what with the 
draft, almost nobody in scouting can take that kind of credit 
anymore." 

"What about bird dogs ?" I asked. 
Ray laughed and said, "Well, it's supposed to be sort of crude 

to call them that now. A few years back, they suddenly all became 
'commission scouts. '  I guess there are still a few of them left. They 
were part of a whole network of contacts that each territorial scout 
put together, and the moment they sent him word about some 
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good-looking boy, he'd hustle right out and take a look himself, 
and then tell his regional supervisor about him. The territorial 
scout is what this business is all about. If the club signed up some
body he'd seen, he could always think, 'That's my player.' A lot of 
them have gone out of business since the Bureau, and it's a real 
shame. 

"Well, as I was saying, it's a group sort of thing now, and, of 
course, it's just luck if your club gets to draft a particular player 
you're after-even some kid you've been downright enthusiastic 
about. The only players in the majors right now who I've had any
thing to do with came up in the Baltimore organization, because 
there hasn't been time yet for the Angels' draft choices I've seen to 
make it up to the top. With Baltimore, I saw Paul Mitchell, that 
young pitcher who just went to Oakland in the Jackson trade. He's 
a real live one-a regular bulldog. And there's Don Hood, who's 
with the Indians now. And that big kid who's doing all that good 
work with the Orioles now-I think he's even leading the league 
in earned-run average . . . .  " He paused and frowned. "Seems like I 
can't remember anybody's name some days," he murmured. "Gar
land! Wayne Garland, of course. Listen, I first saw him in Connie 
Mack ball, over in Jackson, Tennessee. He was just about to pitch, 
and he was drinking a Pepsi and eating the biggest hot dog you ever 
saw, but he pitched a good game that night. A big right-hander, and 
he could really hump up and throw that ball. Harry Dalton and 
Dee Phillips came and had a look at him, and when we got him in 
the draft we gave him what he wanted. I think he got about thirty 
thousand. You've got to sign those good ones when you can
there aren't enough good arms available. 

"I'll tell you a funny thing. The finest left-handed pitcher I ever 
scouted in a high school is with the Angels right now-Frank 
Tanana. But I didn't have a single thing to do with his being with 
us, because I was scouting for Baltimore then, and we didn't get 
him. He was pitching in a high-school league in Detroit where they 
only gave you three balls and two strikes, and those batters were 
mesmerized! He had stuff and poise, and an outstanding change of 
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pace, and his attitude was just about perfect. He really knew how 
to pitch." 

Ray bent forward and peered up at the sky, which had become 
gray and threatening. "Now, don't tell me," he said. "Yes, it's going 
to rain, sure as the devil. Do you know, that's the number-one oc
cupational hazard of this profession. You have to wait over a day, 
and that means you often miss another game and another prospect. 
It's a real problem." 

Ray Scarborough is a cheerful man, and even the spattering 
of the first few raindrops on our windshield didn't make him 
gloomy for long. "At least it's easier to get to a boy than it some
times was in the old days," he said. "Back in 1959 or 1960, when I 
was just starting, I found a pitcher named James Barrier, who lived 
way up on top of a mountain in Jonas Ridge, North Carolina. I 
had to walk the last couple of miles up. He lived in a little old 
house with his parents and a whole lot of brothers and sisters, and 
he walked I don't know how many miles to school every day. I 
saw him pitch a game on a field where it looked like they hadn't 
mowed the outfield for weeks, and they had a ground rule that a 
ball lost in the tall grass behind the outfielders was a double, but if 
you lost it in front of you it was a homer, because you should have 
kept your eye on it. That's the truth. We signed him and gave him 
a bonus so he could go to Appalachian State Teachers College, and 
he went on and won about fifteen games one year with Newton
Conover, in the Western Carolina League. He never made it into 
Class A ball, and he quit after about four years, but I imagine he 
was always a kind of an example to a lot of kids he played with. 
The last I heard of him, he'd got a Ph.D. from Clemson and was 
head of biology at Baptist College, down in Charleston, South 
Carolina. I always thought that was one of the best signings I ever 
made." 

We came to Elizabethtown and found the high school, but it 
was still raining lightly when we pulled into the parking lot next to 
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the wet green ballfield, and it had begun to look like a wasted jour
ney. There was nobody in sight but a little group of middle-aged 
men in golf caps and assorted rain gear who were standing together 
and glumly looking up at the sky-more baseball scouts, it turned 
out. They greeted Ray warmly, and he introduced them to me: 
Floyd Baker, of the Twins; Ray Holton, of the Scouting Bureau; Joe 
Bowen, the director of scouting for the Reds; and Nick Kamzic, 
who is one of the Angels' supervisors of scouting. All of them had 
come to see Tim Brandenburg. Kamzic and Scarborough moved a 
few steps away from the others and compared notes on their recent 
travels and discoveries (Kamzic was optimistic about Steve Trout, a 
young left-handed pitcher from South Holland, Illinois, who is the 
son of the old Tiger hurler Dizzy Trout), but soon the rain began 
to come down harder, and we all ran for shelter. Back in our car, 
Ray opened a briefcase and handed me his copy of the Bureau's 
scouting report on Brandenburg-a single mimeographed sheet, 
with Brandenburg's vital statistics printed out in drab comput
eresque capitals, and then two parallel columns of figures under 
the headings "

PRES
" and "

FuT.
" On the left-hand side of the page, 

there was a rating key with figures ranging from eight ("
ouT

STANDING
") down to two ( "

pooR
"), and then a column of cate

gories marked "
FASTBALL,

" "
CURVE,

" "
CONTROL,

" "
CHANGE OF 

PACE,
" and (bracketed together) "

SLIDER, KNUCKLEBALL, OTHER,
" 

followed by "
POISE,

" "
BB INSTINCTs,

" "
AGGRESSIVENESs.

" Branden
burg's "

PREs
" ratings were all fours and fives, except for a zero in 

the bracketed entry; in the "
FUT

" column the ratings had all gone 
up to five, and his curveball had become a six ("

ABOVE AVE.
" ) . 

Down at the bottom of the page I read: "
AvE. MAJOR LEAGUE 

CURVEBALL AT THIS TIME & CAN THROW IT FOR A STRIKE WHEN HE 

WANTS TO. GOOD FIELDER. HAS FULL ARM ACTION. FOLLOWS 

THROUGH GOOD & USES BODY TO ITS FULLEST. ONLY WEAKNESS I 

CAN SEE IS BELOW-AVE. MAJOR LEAGUE FASTBALL. HOWEVER, I D O  

PROJECT A MAJOR LEAGUE FASTBALL I N  FUTURE.
" Then, under 

"
SUMMATION & SIGNABILITY,

" I saw "
HAS THE TOOLS TO BECOME A 
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GOOD MAJOR LEAGUE PITCHER . . • .  MUST ALSO COMBAT COLLEGE 

OFFERS.
" The report depressed me; I felt as if I had accidentally 

glanced into a brightly lit window across the street and then had se
cretly begun to watch the activities of a stranger there. 

The rain was letting up, but a fresh wind was buffeting the trees 
beyond the outfield fence. Scarborough wiped the inside of our 
foggy windshield with his handkerchief. "Golly Pete," he said. "If 
I was young Mr. Brandenburg, I'd be a little nervous right now, 
waiting all this time. There's more pressure than you can hardly 
imagine on a young player in a situation like this. Usually, there 
aren't too many folks in the stands at a high-school game, and he 
can see those scouts all sitting there, with their little hats on. Come 
on, rain-just quit, now." 

The rain did stop, and half an hour later we were sitting on 
some damp bright-yellow aluminum bleacher seats, and the stands 
had suddenly filled up with spectators: high-school kids, most of 
them, in jeans and overalls and emblazoned T-shirts and floppy 
far-out hats and shiny rain j ackets and big boots-high-school 
kids anywhere. Everyone was clapping for the game to begin. Di
rectly in front of me, an older man wearing a camouflage-spotted 
hunting cap turned around and said, " If Brandenburg wasn't pitch
ing, I'd be off fishin' right now." Then the players for the visiting 
team-North Hardin High, from Radcliff, Kentucky-ran out on 
the wet field, wearing electric-blue shirts and white pants (the 
teams had drawn for the home-team last-up privilege, and the visi
tors had won), and the game began at last-not much of a game, at 
that, because the Elizabethtown Panthers (gold shirts with a gigan
tic purple ventral "E" and striped white pants) immediately batted 
around, scoring five runs, thanks in part to a bases-loaded single 
by Tim Brandenburg. Ray watched all this with considerable im
patience, casting glances from time to time at the low, hurrying 
clouds just above us. The teams changed sides, and Brandenburg 
sauntered very slowly out to the mound. Some of the girls in the 
stands called "Tim! Tim!  Tim! " in unison. Brandenburg had curly 
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hair and a Roman nose; he didn't look heavily muscled, but he had 
the sloping shoulders and long arms of a pitcher. I could not re
member how long it had been since I had seen a ballplayer who 
looked so young. Throwing left-handed, and pitching, for some 
reason, with no windup at all, he ran up a full count on the first 
batter and then struck him out with a sharp-breaking curve. 

"Look at that," Ray murmured in a puzzled way. "Why is he 
pitching like that, I wonder. Why doesn't he wind up? It's like he's 
playing catch out there . . . .  Well, I see he's bowlegged-there aren't 
many real athletes who aren't, they tell me." 

Brandenburg struck out the second batter and retired the third 
on an easy grounder. 

"Yes, that's a pretty good curveball," Ray said to me. " It has a 
good, tight spin on it. I think if he'd push off the mound he'd get 
more action on it. But it's hard to see a guy with his build getting 
much faster. He can pitch in the minors, that's for sure." 

Elizabethtown kept scoring runs, and Tim Brandenburg kept 
dismissing the enemy batters without effort, and after three innings 
the score had gone to 8-0. Nick Kamzic climbed up the stands and 
squeezed in next to Ray, and after Brandenburg surrendered a 
single-the first hit of the day for North Hardin-he said, "He 
seems to have more drive when he pitches off the stretch. He drops 
down and pushes off better. " 

"Yes, but he may have trouble holding men on," Ray said. " I  
mean, the way he rocks back instead of coming straight on down. 
But that's correctable." 

Brandenburg gave up a foul and then rubbed up the new ball 
with great deliberation. He looked around at the crowd in rather 
imperious fashion. 

"Hey, now!"  Ray said, grinning. "He's a showman. He's a can
didate for New York. I'll tell you, if I had an eight-run lead and it 
looked like rain, I'd be firin' that ball. But this kid has a pretty 
good arm. You want to make him throw harder, but you can't. His 
best stuff is up out of the strike zone. When he comes down with 
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it, he loses velocity. If he could get some mustard on it, on top of 
his breaking stuff, he'd be in pretty good shape. I think it's that no
windup. You want to teach a kid like this to drive that lead shoul
der toward the catcher's mitt. That makes the ball come in low, and 
we haYe a low strike zone now." 

All this was perfectly evident to me as soon as Ray pointed it 
out. I had the curious feeling that I was listening to a brilliant En
glish instructor explicating some famous novel or play. I thought I 
had known some of the passages by heart-known them almost 
too well-but now I began to hear different rhythms and truths. 
An old text had become fresh and exciting again. 

"Tbis kid is pretty advanced in most areas," Ray went on, "but 
you always look for places where a boy can be improved." He 
paused, and then, almost to himself, he murmured, "You always 
want them to be better." 

The game ended-it was a seven-inning affair-with Eliza
bethtown on top by 9-0, and some of the young people in the 
stands ran out on the field and stood around Tim Brandenburg in a 
happy circle. He had given up two hits and struck out seventeen 
batters. I had begun to play scout, of course, and had become hard 
to please, and it was not until Scarborough and I were in our car 
and on the way back to Louisville that it came to me that Tim 
Brandenburg was almost surely the best high-school pitcher I had 
ever seen. 

I asked Ray what he thought, and he remained silent for some 
time. "I 'm thinking what I'll write on my report," he said at last. 
"Overall, the boy has a chance to pitch. He's not an outstanding 
prospect, but he has a good opportunity. Off what I saw today, I'd 
say he might go in the fourth or fifth round of the draft. If you had 
to, you might take him in the third round. He looks sort of like the 
kind of pitcher that tops out at about the AA level because of his 
lack of velocity. That cunre is a good one, but he might have to de
velop another pitch-a slip pitch or something-if he's going to 
make it to the majors. In the end, it will probably depend on his in
telligence and how much he wants to make it to the top." 
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I asked Scarborough what was meant by the word "signabil
ity," which I had seen on the Bureau's report, and he pointed out 
that although each club had exclusive rights to a player it acquired 
in the draft, it still had to negotiate financial terms with that player. 
If they couldn't agree, the player would once more become a free 
agent and might be drafted all over again-usually in a redraw that 
forms part of another draft each year, in January-by a different 
club, or even by the same club. "If you think a boy is worth fifteen 
thousand dollars and he and his parents and his coach think he's 
worth fifty, that's a signability problem," Scarborough said. "More 
players than you'd think don't get signed-especially the high
school kids, because they can always choose to go off to college in
stead. Sometimes, if you're lucky, you can sign half of them. Your 
main effort is always to sign your top five or six draft picks. It 
seems unusual, but a good college player is always more signable 
than a high-school boy, because he has no place else to go after he 
graduates. He's got to come to you. 

"Of course, signing a player you want real bad is absolutely 
different from what it was back before the clubs pushed through 
the draft system, about ten or twelve years ago, after they'd all 
spent so much money on those bonus babies. If this was back then, 
and we wanted this boy, I'd have made it a point to get to know his 
parents on this trip, so that when the time came we might get in 
there ahead of the other clubs. That used to be about the liveliest 
part of it all, especially with a really and truly top prospect, and it 
was downright enjoyable sometimes what you had to do." 

Scarborough grinned and slapped the steering wheel with one 
hand. "I'll never forget signing a fellow named Cotton Clayton, 
way back in the early sixties," he said. "He was an outfielder, and 
he could do it all. He was a valuable piece of property. Harry Dal
ton wanted him, and Lee MacPhail, who was our G.M. at Baltimore 
then-he wanted him. I made an appointment to see Clayton down 
in his hometown of Henderson, North Carolina, and I checked 
into the local motel. You had to make an appointment, because just 
about every other club was anxious to get him, too, but especially 
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the Cardinals. I made damn sure to get him to come up to my 
motel room, and I swore to myself he'd never get out until I 'd 
signed him. I also made sure that Harry and Lee, up in Baltimore, 
were ready on the other end of the phone. This was in the bonus 
days, you understand, and I had about fifty thousand dollars at my 
disposal, but when Clayton came in and sat down I just didn't 
know how to get around to the subject at hand." 

Ray laughed delightedly. "Well, sir, we talked about rabbits and 
about farming and about basketball-everything but money. He 
was one tough bargainer. When we finally got to it, we began 
around twenty-five thousand, and every time he'd tilt the pot a 
little I'd shake my head and say, 'Well, let me talk to Harry,' and 
I'd go off and make a telephone call. We talked and talked, and we 
got awful tired in that room, and finally he said, 'Well, I can't take 
one penny less than fifty thousand.' I pulled back-sort of re
coiled-and said, 'You just knocked me out of the box,' but I said 
that we needed a left-hand-hitting outfielder so bad that I'd make 
one last call to Lee MacPhail and see if I could talk him into it. I 
said, 'If I can somehow do that, will you sign for ten thousand a 
year for five years, with a starting salary of a thousand dollars a 
month, and will you sign before you leave this room?' 

"Well, he squirmed and squirmed, because, of course, he'd 
promised the Cardinals and some of the other scouts he'd never 
sign anything without talking to them first. But he finally said yes, 
and I called Lee, and Lee whispered 'Sign him! '  and I pulled out 
the contract-which I'd had ready all along, of course-and he 
signed, and I shook his hand and checked out of the motel and went 
home. And do you know that the next man who checked into that 
exact room that day was Eddie Lyons, of the Cardinals? He wanted 
Clayton just as bad as we did, only he'd stopped off on the way to 
sign a third baseman down there he'd liked. He got my room, but 
I'd got his outfielder! " 

I couldn't remember having heard of Cotton Clayton in big
league ball, and I asked Ray what had happened to him. 
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"Cotton Clayton ended up playing in the International League 
for about four or five years," he said. "He had some bad breaks 
along the way-that's the way it is sometimes- and he never did 
get to the majors. Now he has a tire business down in Hender
son-along with the farm that I bought with that fifty thousand."  

The next morning, Ray Scarborough and I caught an early 
flight to Detroit, where we would pick up another car and drive to 
Ypsilanti to scout a highly celebrated pitching prospect named Bob 
Owchinko, who played for Eastern Michigan University. During 
the flight, I asked Ray if he could remember when he himself had 
first been scouted. He told me he had grown up on a small farm in 
Mount Gilead, in central North Carolina. He was the fourth of six 
brothers {there was one sister), and all the Scarboroughs loved to 
play ball. Work on the farm was long and hard, but their father 
made a little diamond out behind the house, and there was time for 
some family baseball there in the evenings. Sometimes Ray and his 
next-older brother, Steve, would walk five miles in to town to play 
in a pickup game. Eventually, Ray was given an athletic scholarship 
to Rutherford Junior College, in the Carolina Piedmont section, 
where another brother, Bill, was doing some coaching. 

In the summer when Ray turned seventeen, a shiny black 
Cadillac rolled up to the Scarborough farm one day, and a man 
wearing a suit and tie stepped out. "It was a Cardinal scout named 
Pat Crawford," Ray said, "and he'd come to look me over. He was 
a real Dapper Dan, and I was impressed. 'Can you th' ow for me?' 
he asked, and I said yes, sir. But there wasn't anybody else at home 
right then, so we didn't know who I could throw to. I offered to 
throw to him, but he declined. Well, finally he pointed to a red clay 
bank off across the road and said, 'Son, how would you like to 
th'ow into that bank?' We paced off the distance and he took a 
white handkerchief out of his pocket and stuck it up in place on 
that bank with a little rock. Then he got some baseballs out of the 
trunk of the Cadillac, and I threw for about ten minutes at his old 
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hanky. He must have liked what he saw, because he invited me to a 
Cardinals tryout camp in Charlotte. Mr. Rickey was there, and 
some others, and they picked three of us out of about a hundred or 
more, so I knew they thought I could play. But they only offered 
me sixty dollars a month, so I decided I wasn't ready to go into 
baseball yet. " 

Ray wanted to continue with college after his two years at 
Rutherford, but he knew he had to earn his way. He hoped to pick 
up some cash by playing in the semipro Coastal Plain League but 
was told that he was too small. " I  only weighed about a hundred 
and twenty-eight, which wasn't big enough even for mumblety
peg," he said to me. "I finally hooked on with a town team in Ab
erdeen, North Carolina, in the Sand Hill League. We played ball 
two days and picked peaches the rest of the time. I got twelve dol
lars and fifty cents a week for playin' and pickin'. No bonus, no 
Social Security. " 

He stayed out of school that winter and worked as a carhop in 
a drive-in, but he had begun to grow, and the next spring-the 
spring of 1938-he was given a tryout with a team in Hickory, 
North Carolina, in the Carolina League. 

"That was an outlaw league," Ray said. "You know-outside 
of regular organized baseball. It was just a string of teams from 
little cities like Concord and Gastonia and Kannapolis. Strictly 
semipro, but there were a lot of players I'd heard of-Art Shires 
and Packy Rogers and Prince Henry Oana-and we all got paid. 
Well, I won myself a job and, do you know, I actually pitched the 
opening game of the season for the Hickory Rebels, against Lenoir. 
I was just a squirt with a curve and a fastball, but I thought I was 
the biggest dog in town." 

Ray's route to the big time was not quite arrowlike. Pitching 
with the Rebels won him an athletic scholarship to Wake Forest, 
and there he began to receive some attention from big-league 
scouts-famous men like Gene McCann, of the Yankees, and Paul 
Florence, of the Reds. He was treated to a special courtesy trip to 
Philadelphia, where he visited Shibe Park and shook hands with 
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Connie Mack. Money and celebrity seemed to be in the offing, but 
Scarborough injured his arm while pitching in the fifth game of his 
senior year at Wake Forest, and the scouts suddenly disappeared. 
He took his degree and taught high school for a year, at Tabor City, 
North Carolina, while he waited for his arm to come around, and 
then signed on with Chattanooga, in the Class A Southern League, 
for a fifteen-hundred-dollar bonus-a fraction of the sum the 
scouts had been talking about before his injury. He was sent down 
to Selma, Alabama, in Class B, and there, at last, he began to win. 
He broke the league strikeout record there, came back to Chat
tanooga, and joined the Washington Senators in June, 1942, just a 
month before his twenty-fifth birthday. "I'd finally made it off the 
farm," Ray said. He pitched in the majors until 1953. 

Eastern Michigan is a rising power in college baseball, and the 
trim diamond and attractive little roofed grandstand that Ray 
Scarborough and I found in Ypsilanti that day were much more 
inviting than a lot of spring-training ball parks I could recall. We 
were there for a Mid-American Conference doubleheader be
tween the Eastern Michigan Hurons and the Falcons, from Bowl
ing Green State University, in Ohio. The home team was just 
finishing infield practice under a cloudy sky, and the Huron squad 
members, in white uniforms with green lettering, were ranged 
along the third-base line, where they gave some noisy cheers for 
each of their starting infielders as he whipped his last peg in to the 
catcher and trotted off the field. Football stuff. Ray Scarborough 
greeted some scouting friends and then sat down with a California 
colleague, AI Hollingsworth, who is also a special-assignment 
scout for the Angels, operating out of Texas. Hollingsworth has 
thick white hair, blue eyes, and a tanned, classic old-ballplayer's 
face, with crinkly lines around the eyes and mouth. If you were 
casting for the part of a veteran scout in a baseball movie, you 
would pick AI Hollingsworth. 

"Hey, I hear we won last night! "  he said to Ray. "Somebody 
told me. It was about 7-5." 
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Scarborough had been complaining that morning that it was 
often impossible on the road to pick up the results of Angels games 
from the \Vest Coast, and he brightened at the news. (Angels victo
ries had been rare in recent weeks; in fact, the club was dead last in 
the American League \Vest.) "That's more like it," he said. "Who 
pitched ?" 

"All I heard was Alvarez hit a home run," Hollingsworth said. 
He told Ray he had just flown in from Denison, Texas, where he 
had seen a young pitcher named Darwin the day before. "He's 
about twenty years old, and he's comin' on," he said. "He threw 
about eighty-six, eighty-seven on the speed gun. He got ripped 
pretty good yesterday, though. He reminds you a little of a Granger 
or a Perzanowski. His arm's way over here, and his ball don't tail." 

"I hear there's a catcher on this Bowling Green team," Ray 
said. "I don't recall his name, though." 

"You got anything on a kid named Brown, in Indiana?" Hol
lingswonh said. "All I have on him is a phone number." 

And then the game began, and we all began to watch Bob 
Owchinko, who had brought us there. The Bureau scouting report 
on him had rated him a premium choice, with an above-average 
fastball, a curveball with a tight spin, a screwball, and a loose over
head arm action. He was a tall, solidly built left-hander, and he was 
using a full windup, with a high-kicking delivery and a long stride. 
He was hiding the ball well between pitches. He fanned the first 
two Bowling Green hitters, gave up a single to the catcher (whose 
name, it turned out, was Larry Owen), walked a batter, and then 
got the side out with another strikeout. 

"A nice big boy," Ray murmured. "He's got heavy legs and 
son of a big tail, but that never hurt Lolich, did it ? Pitchers can get 
away with that better than others. I like the way this boy comes at 
the batter." 

The stands were filling up, and Ray kept getting up to exchange 
greetings with more scouts as they took seats around us, in a com
panionable cluster directly behind home plate-Dick Teed and 
Brandy Davis, of the Phillies; Pat Gillick and Dave Yoakum, of the 
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Yankees; Howie Haak (a famous name in scouting), of the Pirates; 
Syd Thrift, of the A's; Joe Bowen, of the Reds, who had been with 
us the day before in Elizabethtown. (If you were writing a baseball 
movie or a baseball novel, you would give your scouts names like 
these.) The scouts sat back quietly, some with their arms folded or 
a knee cocked up, and watched the field with motionless intensity. 
They looked like businessmen at a staff conference. Nobody 
seemed to be taking any notes. 

I remarked that Owchinko appeared to be a good drawing 
card, and Ray said, " In the old days, you'd have had a drove of 
scouts at a game like this. They tell me the Bureau tries to discour
age their men from being too close with any of the rest of us, be
cause they're supposed to represent their clubs impartially, but I 
can't see how that's going to work. You just can't keep friendship 
out of scouting, because. so many of these fellows have been bud
dies for years. A lot of us have played with each other or against 
each other, and we go back a long way together. It's a fraternity." 

The teams changed sides, and the home-plate umpire-a short, 
dark-haired man, whose black suit was already stained with sweat 
and dust-walked back to the stands with his mask in one hand and 
chatted with the scouts. He poked a forefinger through the wire of 
the foul screen and gravely shook fingers with Ray Scarborough. 

"That's Tom Ravashiere," Ray said after the umpire had gone 
back to work. "He was a good ump in the International League for 
years and years. He's out of baseball now, but I guess he still does 
games like this. He lives around here someplace."  

Both the teams on the field looked well trained and extremely 
combative, and the young players made up for their occasional 
mistakes with some eye-popping plays. At one point, Owchinko 
hustled off the mound, snatched up an attempted sacrifice bunt, 
and whirled and threw the Falcon base runner out at second with a 
fiery peg. In the bottom of the same inning-the fourth-a Bowl
ing Green outfielder made a diving, sliding catch on his belly in 
short center field, and then Owen, the catcher, threw out a base 
runner trying to steal second-threw him out a mile. Ray and the 
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other scouts shook their heads and exchanged little smiles, enjoy
ing it. The clouds had begun to break up, and the green of the out
field grass had turned light and glistening. Good game. 

Owchinko had been striking out enemy batters in consider
able numbers, but now, in the sixth, he seemed to lose his concen
tration, walking the first two men. Then there was an error behind 
him on an easy double-play grounder, and a moment later a Bowl
ing Green outfielder named Jeff Groth whacked a long drive over 
the left-field fence for a grand-slam home run. Silence in the 
stands-a very brief silence, it turned out, for in the home half the 
Eastern Michigan hitters came alive, with a walk, a ground-rule 
double, and a two-run single, and then, after a couple of mistakes 
by the visitors, a culminating three-run homer to center by the 
Eastern Michigan right fielder, Thorn Boutin. The whole Huron 
team came out to the third-base foul line to welcome him home, 
and the student fans around us screeched ecstatically. Owchinko 
walked the leadoff man in the top of the seventh and seemed to be 
struggling ("Come on, Chink !"  the fans pleaded), but the tying run 
died at second, and the Hurons had won it, 5-4. 

"I don't know if he got tired, or what, but his velocity wasn't 
good at the end," Ray said. " I'd like to have seen if he could get 
two strikes on a man and then break off the curveball. When he 
gave up that homer, he'd got in the position of trying to throw 
strikes past the batter, instead of trying to get the man out. He 
threw that pitch sort of easy-a mistake pitch. But that's normal. 
I try never to notice if a pitcher gives up a hit. It's his motion 
I'm watching. Same thing with a hitter-! don't care if he hits, as 
long as he's making contact and swings well. But this was a good 
performance by Owchinko. You could make a few mechanical 
changes with his delivery. Being sort of big-assed, he stops his right 
leg sometimes, so his body can't open up, and he has to throw from 
over here. But he's got a chance to make a pretty good pitcher. I 
think this boy might go in the first round. I'd love for us to get him 
along about the second round, but he won't be around that long." 

Most of the scouts had disappeared, but we waited for the sec
ond game of the doubleheader, because Ray wanted to have a look 
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at the next Eastern Michigan pitcher-a junior named Bob Welch. 
During the interval, I wandered out beyond the left-field stands 
and found Bob Owchinko lying on his stomach on the grass, with 
a towel around his neck. His face was red and he was streaming 
perspiration. I asked him if he had noticed the scouts behind home 
during the game. 

"Yeah, I saw them there, staring me in the face," he said. "They 
don't bother me-l know what they're here for. " 

"Do you care about which club will draft you next month?" I 
said. 

"I've been waiting for a career in major-league ball since I was 
eleven, and now it's here," he said. " It's about time. I don't care 
where I go, but I do like hot weather. " 

The second game began, and after Bob Welch-yes, that Bob 
Welch-had thrown about six pitches Ray Scarborough exclaimed, 
"There's a good-looking body! He's almost got these boys over
matched already." 

Welch, a right-hander, looked even taller and stronger than Bob 
Owchinko, and he threw with a kind of explosive elegance. There 
was something commanding about him. 

"See out there?" Ray said. "See him cocking his wrist like that 
behind his back? That can strain your elbow. It could hurt him. 
He's cutting the ball a little-turning his hand-which takes off 
some velocity. If he did it a little more, it would be a slider. I wish 
he'd turn loose-he's got a real good arm." 

Welch fired two fastballs, fanning the batter. 
"There! " Ray said. " I  like that! He comes off that mound like 

he means business." He stood up, smiling with pleasure. "I believe 
I'll be making a trip back here a year from now. Maybe we better 
go quick, before I get dissatisfied with the whole 1976 draft. " 

Ray Scarborough and I parted in Detroit that evening. I went 
home to New York, and he flew to Madison, Wisconsin, where he 
planned to watch a prospect from the University of Michigan in 
a game the next day. What he met there, however, was rain. Early 
in June, Ray went out to Anaheim and, in company with Harry 
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Dalton and Walter Shannon (the Angels' director of scouting) and 
Nick Kamzic and AI Hollingsworth and nine other Angel scouts 
and executives, participated in four days of intensive discussions 
and appraisal of all the high-school and college free agents that they 
had scouted and cross-checked and talked about. The draft, which 
came on June 8, was conducted in the baseball commissioner's of
fice, in New York, over an open telephone hookup to all twenty
four clubs. The Houston Astros, with first pick, chose a much 
admired left-handed pitching star from Arizona State University 
named Floyd Bannister. The Angels' first choice, on the sixth pick, 
was a power-hitting outfielder named Kenny Landreaux, also from 
Arizona State. Tim Brandenburg went to the Kansas City Royals 
in the second round-the forty-second player in the country to be 
drafted. The Angels did not bid on him. As for Bob Owchinko, he 
went to the San Diego Padres on the fifth pick in the first round. A 
little later in June, at the National Collegiate Athletic Association 
championships in Omaha, the Eastern Michigan ball team went all 
the way into the finals before losing to the University of Arizona. 
On the way, they upset the favorites, Arizona State, thanks to a 
seven-hitter thrown by Owchinko. 

I thought about Ray Scarborough while the draft was going 
on, and later I looked up the names of some of the players he had 
scouted. Timothy Glass, the catcher from Springfield, Ohio, went 
to the Indians in the first round. Ben Grzybek, the pitcher from 
Hialeah, was the first-round choice of the Royals-thus becoming 
a potential future teammate of Brandenburg's. Richard Whaley, the 
willowy left-hander from Jacksonville, North Carolina, had devel
oped a sore arm late in the spring, which probably dropped him in 
the draft; he was picked by the Phillies in the third round-No. 65 
nationally. None of the free agents Ray had talked to me about with 
such enthusiasm went to the Angels. Larry Owen, the Bowling 
Green catcher we had seen in Ypsilanti, was chosen by the Angels 
in the eighteenth round. Seven hundred and eighty-six players 
were drafted in all, most of whom would perform only briefly in 
professional ball, if at all. 
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I caught up with Ray Scarborough again on the evening of July 
5th, in another baseball setting: we were part of a crowd of 60,942 
spectators at a holiday game between the Phillies and the Dodgers, 
in Philadelphia's Veterans Stadium. Scarborough was there in a dif
ferent scouting capacity-evaluating players on both clubs (but es
pecially the Phillies) as potential material for post-season trades 
with the Angels. Ray looked younger and more rested than he had 
during our trip in May, and he told me that he had been taking it 
easy since the draft, putting in a lot of time working in his vege
table garden at home in Mount Olive. He had also caught up on his 
own business interests, which include real estate, a small tobacco 
farm, a bank directorship, and a share in a musical-instrument-and
records business. 

I asked him how he felt about the Angels' draft, and he said, 
"Well, you always want to be associated with your club's top man, 
of course. I did see Bob Ferris, who we picked in the second round, 
and a fellow named Porter we took a little farther down, but oth
erwise we didn't get any of the boys I'd checked. The only fruits of 
your work are the boys who end up with your own organization, 
and the luck of the draft can sure knock you down. You work like 
hell all year, and then . . .  Sure, I felt bad-I felt punctured-but on 
the other hand, when I listened to what our people had to say 
about Ken Landreaux at our meeting in Anaheim, I had confidence 
that he was a better first choice for us than Glass or Owchinko, or 
the others I'd seen. Next year, it might be the other way around. 
You know, a scout can go for years and years and never get in on a 
top pick. You take Mace Brown, of the Red Sox. Mace is a real fine 
scout, and he went for I don't know how many years without 
much luck, and I remember once he said, 'All this work for noth
ing,' or something like that. But he hung on, and then he came up 
with Jim Rice, who was a first-round pick." 

I said that this sounded like more patience and optimism than 
most men could be expected to bring to their work, and Ray nod
ded. We were sitting behind home plate at Veterans Stadium, and he 
looked slowly around at the glittering, brightly lit field and the 
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noisy throng filling every seat in the circular, triple-decked park. " I  
think i t  has to be  a private thing," he said a t  last. "You don't go 
around saying it, but I'm devoted to the club I work for. It was 
downright satisfying being connected with that winning Baltimore 
outfit, and I do like working for a man like Harry Dalton. I'm in
terested in being with him and Walter Shannon and the rest, trying 
to make California the same kind of organization. But first of all it's 
the baseball. Those airports and motels and cars are pretty taxing 
on a man, and I keep thinking I'm going to ease off one of these 
years, but I never quite do it. It's love of the game of baseball that 
keeps me at it. I still feel there's no greater reward a young man can 
achieve than attaining the major leagues as a player. I truly mean 
that. I don't care what the price is, I think it's worth it. Nothing can 
beat it. "  
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On the afternoon of October 2, 1968-a warm, sunshiny day 
in St. Louis-Mickey Stanley, the Detroit Tiger shortstop, singled 
to center field to lead off the top of the ninth inning of the opening 
game of the 1968 World Series. It was only the fifth hit of the game 
for the Tigers, who by this time were trailing the National League 
Champion St. Louis Cardinals by a score of 4-0, so there were 
only minimal sounds of anxiety among the 54,692 spectators
hometown rooters, for the most part-in the stands at Busch Sta
dium. The next batter, the dangerous AI Kaline, worked the count 
to two and two and then fanned, swinging away at a fastball, to an 
accompanying roar from the crowd. A moment later, there was a 
second enormous cheer, louder and more sustained than the first. 
The Cardinal catcher, Tim McCarver, who had straightened up to 
throw the ball back to his pitcher, now hesitated. The pitcher, Bob 
Gibson, a notoriously swift worker on the mound, motioned to his 
battery mate to return the ball. Instead, McCarver pointed with his 
gloved hand at something behind Gibson's head. Gibson, staring 
uncomprehendingly at his catcher, yelled, "Throw the goddam ball 
back, will you! C'mon, c'mon, let's go! "  Still holding the ball, 
McCarver pointed again, and Gibson, turning around, read the il
luminated message on the center-field scoreboard, which perhaps 
only he in the ballpark had not seen until that moment: "Gibson's 
fifteenth strikeout in one game ties the all-time World Series 
record held by Sandy Koufax." Gibson, at the center of a great 
tureen of noise, dug at the dirt of the mound with his spikes and 
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then uneasily doffed his cap. ("I hate that sort of thing," he said 
later.) With the ball retrieved at last, he went to work on the next 
Tiger, Norm Cash, a left-handed batter, who ran the count to two 
and two, fouled off several pitches, and then struck out, swinging 
at a slider. Gibson, a long-legged, powerfully built right-hander, 
whose habitual aura of glowering intensity on the mound seemed 
to deepen toward rancor whenever his club was ahead in the late 
stages of a game, now swiftly attacked the next Detroit hitter, Willie 
Horton. Again the count went to two and two and stuck there while 
Horton fouled off two or three pitches. Gibson stretched and threw 
again, and Horton, a righty batter, flinched away from the pitch, 
which seemed headed for his rib cage, but the ball, another slider, 
broke abruptly away under his fists and caught the inside corner of 
the plate. Tom Gorman, the home-plate umpire, threw up his right 
hand, and the game was over. McCarver, talking about this mo
ment not long ago (he is now a radio and television broadcaster 
with the Phillies), said, " I  can still see that last pitch, and I'll bet 
Willie Horton thinks to this day that the ball hit him-that's how 
much it broke. Talk about a batter shuddering! "  

Bob Gibson's one-game World Series record of seventeen 
strikeouts stands intact, and so do my memories of that famous af
ternoon. In recent weeks, I have firmed up my recollections by 
consulting the box score and the inning-by-inning recapitulations 
of the game, by watching filmed highlights of the play, and by talk
ing to a number of participants, including Gibson himself. (He had 
had no idea, he told me, that he was close to a record that after
noon. "You're concentrating so hard out there that you don't think 
of those things," he said.) Gibson seemed to take absolute charge 
of that game in the second inning, when he struck out the side on 
eleven pitches. By the end of four innings, he had run off eight 
strikeouts. Not until I reexamined the box score, however, did I re
alize that there had been only two ground-ball outs by the Tigers 
in the course of nine innings. This, too, must be a record (baseball 
statistics, for once, don't tell us), but the phenomenally low figure, 
when taken along with the seventeen strikeouts, suggests what kind 
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of pitching the Tiger batters were up against that afternoon. Most 
National League batters in the nineteen-sixties believed that Gib
son's fastball compared only with the blazers thrown by the 
Dodgers' Sandy Koufax (who retired in 1966 with an arthritic 
elbow) and by the Reds' Jim Maloney. Gibson's pitch flashed 
through the strike zone with a unique, upward-moving, right-to
left sail that snatched it away from a right-handed batter or caused 
it to jump up and in at a left-handed swinger-a natural break of 
six to eight inches-and hitters who didn't miss the ball altogether 
usually fouled it off or nudged it harmlessly into the air. The pitch, 
which was delivered with a driving, downward flick of Gibson's 
long forefinger and middle finger (what pitchers call "cutting the 
ball"), very much resembled an inhumanly fast slider, and was 
often taken for such by batters who were unfamiliar with his stuff. 
Joe Pepitone, of the Yankees, concluded the All-Star Game of 1965 
by fanning on three successive Gibson fastballs and then shook his 
head and called out to the pitcher, "Throw me that slider one more 
time! "  Gibson, to be sure, did have a slider-a superior breaking 
pitch that arrived, disconcertingly, at about three-quarters of the 
speed of the fastball and, most of the time, with exquisite control. 
Tim McCarver, who caught Gibson longer than anyone else, says 
that Gibson became a great pitcher during the summer of 1966 (his 
sixth full season in the majors), when he achieved absolute mastery 
of the outside corner of the plate while pitching to right-handed 
batters and-it was the same pitch, of course-the inside corner to 
left-handed batters. He could hit this sliver of air with his fastball 
or his slider with equal consistency, and he worked the opposite 
edge of the plate as well. "He lived on the corners," McCarver said. 
A third Gibson delivery was a fastball that broke downward in
stead of up and away; for this pitch, he held the ball with his fingers 
parallel to the seams (instead of across the seams, as was the case 
with the sailer), and he twisted his wrist counterclockwise as he 
threw-"turning it over," in mound parlance. He also had a curve
ball, adequate but unextraordinary, that he threw mostly to left
handers and mostly for balls, to set up an ensuing fastball. But it 



1 78 • Game Time 

was the combination of the devastating slider and the famous fast
ball (plus some other, less tangible assets that we shall get to in 
time) that made Gibson almost untouchable at his best, just as 
Sandy Koufax's down-diving curveball worked in such terrible (to 
hitters) concert with his illustrious upriding fastball. 

"Hitting is rhythm," McCarver said to me, "and if you allow 
major-league hitters to see only one pitch-to swing repeatedly 
through a certain area of the plate-eventually they'll get to you 
and begin to hit it, even if it's a great fastball. But anybody who can 
control and switch off between two first-class pitches will make the 
hitters start reaching, either in or out, and then the game belongs to 
the pitcher. Besides all that, Bob had such great stuff and was so in
timidating out there that he'd make the batter open up his front 
shoulder just a fraction too fast, no matter what the count was. The 
other key to good hitting, of course, is keeping that shoulder-the 
left shoulder for a right-handed batter, I mean, and vice versa-in 
place, and the most common flaw is pulling it back. Gibson had 
guys pulling back that shoulder who normally wouldn't be caught 
dead doing it. Their ass was in the dugout, as we say." 

Mike Shannon, who played third base behind Gibson in the 
1968 Series opening game (he didn't handle the ball once), remem
bers feeling pity for the Detroit batters that afternoon. "Most of 
them had never seen Gibby before," he said, "and they had no idea 
what they were up against. "  Shannon, who is now a television 
game announcer with the Cards, told me that he encounters some 
of the 1968 Tigers from time to time in the course of his baseball 
travels, and that they almost compulsively want to talk about the 
game. "It's as if they can't believe it to this day," he said. "But nei
ther can I. I 've never seen major-league hitters overmatched that 
way. It was like watching a big-league pitcher against Little League 
batters. It was frightening." 

Gibson, of course, was already a celebrated winning pitcher by 
1968. Like many other fans, I had first become aware of his fastball 
and his unique pitching mannerisms and his burning intensity on 
the mound when he won two out of the three games he pitched 
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against the Yankees in the 1964 World Series, including a tense, ex
hausting victory in the clinching seventh game. Then, in 1967, I had 
watched him capture three of the Cardinals' four October victories 
over the Red Sox, again including the seventh game-a feat that 
won him the Most Valuable Player award for that Series. I had also 
seen him work eight or ten regular-season games over the previous 
five years or more. Although he was of only moderate size for a 
pitcher-six feet one and about a hundred and eighty-five pounds
Gibson always appeared to take up a lot of space on the mound, 
and the sense of intimidation that McCarver mentioned had some
thing to do with his sombre, almost funereal demeanor as he stared 
in at his catcher, with his cap pulled low over his black face and 
strong jaw, and with the ball held behind his right hip (he always 
wore a sweatshirt under his uniform, with the long, Cardinals
red sleeves extending all the way down to his wrists), and with his 
glove cocked on his left hip, parallel to the ground. Everything 
about him looked mean and loose-arms, elbows, shoulders, even 
his legs-as, with a quick little shrug, he launched into his delivery. 
When there was no one on base, he had an old-fashioned full 
crank-up, with the right foot turning in midmotion to slip into its 
slot in front of the mound and his long arms coming together over 
his head before his backward lean, which was deep enough to re
quire him to peer over his left shoulder at his catcher while his up
raised left leg crooked and kicked. The ensuing sustained forward 
drive was made up of a medium-sized stride of that leg and a blur
rily fast, slinglike motion of the right arm, which came over at 
about three-quarters height and then snapped down and (with the 
fastball and the slider) across his left knee. It was not a long drop
down delivery like Tom Seaver's (for contrast), or a tight, brisk, 
body-opening motion like Whitey Ford's. 

The pitch, as I have said, shot across the plate with a notable 
amount of right-to-left (from Gibson's vantage point) action, and 
his catchers sometimes gave the curious impression that they were 
cutting off a ball that was headed on a much longer journey-a 
one-hundred-foot fastball. But with Gibson pitching you were 
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always a little distracted from the plate and the batter, because his 
delivery continued so extravagantly after the ball was released that 
you almost felt that the pitch was incidental to the whole affair. The 
follow-through sometimes suggested a far-out basketball move-a 
fast downcourt feint. His right leg, which was up and twisted to 
the right in the air as the ball was let go (all normal enough for a 
right-handed pitcher), now continued forward in a sudden sidewise 
rush, crossing his planted left leg, actually stepping over it, and he 
finished with a full running step toward the right-field foul line, 
which wrenched his body in the same direction, so that he now had 
to follow the flight of the ball by peering over his right shoulder. 
Both his arms whirled in the air to help him keep his balance dur
ing this acrobatic maneuver, but the key to his overpowering speed 
and stuff was not the strength of his pitching arm-it was the pow
erful, driving thrust of his legs, culminating in that final extra step, 
which brought his right foot clomping down on the sloping left
hand side of the mound, with the full weight of his body slamming 
and twisting behind it. (Gibson's arm never gave him undue 
trouble, but he had serious difficulties with his knees in the latter 
stages of his career, and eventually had to have a torn cartilage re
moved from the right knee, which had pushed off to start all the 
tens of thousands of his pitches over the years and had then had to 
withstand the punishing force of the last stage of his unique deliv
ery.) All in all, the pitch and its extended amplifications made it 
look as if Gibson were leaping at the batter, with hostile intent. He 
always looked much closer to the plate at the end than any other 
pitcher; he made pitching seem unfair. 

The players in the Detroit clubhouse after Gibson's seventeen
strikeout game had none of the aggrieved, blustery manner of bat
ters on a losing team who wish to suggest that only bad luck or 
their own bad play kept them from putting away a pitcher who has 
just beaten them. Denny McLain, the starting Tiger pitcher, who 
had won thirty-one games that summer but had lasted only five in
nings in the Series opener, said, "I was awed. I was awed, " and 
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Dick McAuliffe, the Detroit second baseman, said that he could 
think of no one he had ever faced with whom Gibson could be 
compared. "He doesn't remind me of anybody," he said. "He's all 
by himself." 

I was awed, too, of course, but nothing I had seen on the field 
at Busch Stadium that afternoon startled me as much as Gibson's 
postgame comportment in the clubhouse. In October of 1964 and 
again in 1967, I had noticed that Bob Gibson often appeared to be 
less elated than his teammates in the noisy, jam-packed, overexu
berant World Series locker rooms-a man at a little distance from 
the crowd. But somehow I must have expected that his astounding 
performance here in the 1968 opener would change him-that his 
record-breaking turn on the mound would make him more light
hearted and accommodating; he would be smiling and modest and 
self-deprecating, but also joyful about his feat, and this would di
minish that almost immeasurable distance he had just established, 
out on the field, between himself and the rest of us. He would seem 
boyish, in short, and we, the grown-up watchers of the game, 
would then be able to call him by his first name (even if we didn't 
know him), and forgive him for what he had done, and thus to love 
him, as is the ancient custom in these high sporting dramas. But 
Gibson was unchanged. Talking to the sportswriters gathered in a 
thick, uncomfortable crowd around his locker, he looked at each 
reporter who asked him a question (Gibson is an exceptionally 
handsome man, with small ears, very dark skin, and a strikingly di
rect gaze) and then answered it gravely and briefly. When one 
writer asked him if he had always been as competitive as he had 
seemed on this day, he said yes, and he added that he had played 
several hundred games of ticktacktoe against one of his young 
daughters and that she had yet to win a game from him. He said 
this with a little smile, but it seemed to me that he meant it: he 
couldn't let himself lose to anyone. Then someone asked him if he 
had been surprised by what he had just done on the field, and Gib
son said, '' I'm never surprised by anything I do." 
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The shock of this went out across the ten-deep bank of writer 
faces like a seismic wave, and the returning, murmurous counter
waves of reaction were made up of uneasy laughter and whispers of 
" What did he say?" and some ripples of disbelieving silence and (it 
seemed to me) a considerable, almost visible wave of dislike, or per
haps hatred. This occasion, it should be remembered, was before 
the time when players' enormous salaries and their accompanying 
television-bred notoriety had given birth to a kind of athlete who 
could choose to become famous for his sullenness and foul temper, 
just as another might be identified by his gentle smile and unvary
ing sweetness of disposition. In 1968, ballplayers, particularly black 
ballplayers in near-Southern cities like St. Louis, did not talk out
rageously to the press. Bob Gibson, however, was not projecting an 
image but telling us a fact about himself. He was beyond us, it 
seemed, but the truth of the matter is that no one at Busch Stadium 
should have been much surprised by his achievement that after
noon, for it was only a continuation of the kind of pitching he had 
sustained all through that summer of 1968-a season in which he 
won twenty-two games for the Cardinals while losing nine, and 
also compiled an earned-run average of 1 . 12  runs per game: the best 
pitching performance, by that measurement, in the history of mod
ern baseball. 

When Bob Gibson retired, at the age of thirty-nine, at the end 
of the 1975 season, after seventeen summers with the Cardinals, he 
had won two hundred and fifty-one games, and his record of 3 , 1 17 
strikeouts was second only to Walter Johnson's 3,508. Last year. 
however, Gaylord Perry, who is still going strong at the age of 
forty-two, passed Gibson on the lifetime-strikeout list (Perry is 
now with the Yankees and has 3,267 whiffs to his credit at this 
writing), while three. other active pitchers-Nolan Ryan, Tom 
Seaver, and Steve Carlton-may surpass Gibson's mark next sum
mer. (By the end of the 1981 season, Gaylord Perry had accounted 
for 3,336 lifetime strikeouts, while Ryan stood at 3,249, Carlton at 
3,148, and Seaver at 3,075. Steve Carlton's total is a new National 
League record, eclipsing Gibson's old mark, because, unlike Perry 
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and Ryan, he has pitched only in that league.) This kind of erosion 
of the game's most famous fixed numbers-the landmarks of the 
pastime-by swirling tides of newcomers is always happening, of 
course; it is the process that makes baseball statistics seem alive and 
urgent to the true fan. But Gibson's displacement unsettled me, 
and when I read in the sports pages last spring that he was among 
the players who would become eligible for election to baseball's 
Hall of Fame at the end of this season, after the obligatory five
year post-retirement waiting period (the qualifications for official 
immortality are established by the Baseball Writers Association of 
America, whose three hundred-odd members conduct a Hall of 
Fame balloting in the off-season each year), I sensed that Gibson 
might be about to slip away into the quiet corridors of baseball 
history. It is always a discomfiting moment for a long-term fol
lower of the game when a favorite player, whose every feat and 
gesture on the field still retain clarity and color, is declared safe for 
embronzement, but the possibility of Bob Gibson's imminent 
apotheosis at Cooperstown came as a shock to me. He seemed too 
impatient, too large, and too restless a figure to be stilled and put 
away in this particular fashion; somehow, he would shrug off the 
speeches and honorifics when they came, just as he had busied 
himself unhappily on the mound when the crowd stopped the 
rush of the game to cheer him at Busch Stadium that afternoon in 
1968. For me, at least, Bob Gibson was still burning to pitch to the 
next batter. But in another, oddly opposite sense it seemed wrong 
to think of Gibson as a participant in the soft, sweet rituals with 
which newly elected baseball immortals are inducted into the Hall 
of Fame at the ceremonial in Cooperstown each August-the 
reading of the players' records and their official citations; their 
speeches of acceptance and gratitude; the obligatory picture-taking, 
with the still-young heroes, in civilian clothes, holding up their 
plaques and standing among the smaller, white-haired, earlier great 
figures who have come back for the occasion: old gents at a re
union, blinking in the hot upstate sunlight-because baseball up 
to now has never quite known what to make of Bob Gibson, and 
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has slightly but persistently failed to pay him his full due as a 
player and as a man. 

With this conviction in mind, I determined early this summer 
to look up Gibson and try to get to know him a little better. I 
wanted to see how he was faring now that he could no longer stare 
down at the batters of the world from the height of the pitcher's 
mound. I knew that he was still living in Omaha, his home town, 
and when I reached him there by telephone he told me to come on 
out if I wanted to. Not a warm invitation, but not a wary one, ei
ther. In the next week or two, I mentioned my forthcoming trip to 
some friends of mine-good baseball fans, all of them-and no
ticed that many of them seemed to have forgotten Bob Gibson's 
eminence and elan, if, indeed, they had ever been aware of them. In 
the history of the game, it seemed, as in his playing days, he already 
stood at a little distance from the crowd, a little beyond us all. But 
then I talked about Gibson with some players-old teammates or 
opponents of his-and they responded more warmly. 

Pete Rose, who talks in the same runaway-taxi style in which 
he runs bases, said, '' I 'm always afraid I'll forget some pitcher when 
I start rating them, because I've faced so many of them. I started 
out against people like Warren Spahn, you know. But the best 
pitcher I ever batted against was Juan Marichal, because he threw 
so many goddam different kinds of good pitches against you. The 
hardest thrower of them all was Sandy Koufax, and the greatest 
competitor was Bob Gibson. He worked so fast out there, and he 
always had the hood up. He always wanted to close his own deal. 
He wasn't no badman, but he never talked to you, because he was 
battling you so hard. I sure as hell don't miss batting against him, 
but I miss him in the game." 

Billy Williams, now a coach for the Cubs, who hit four hun
dred and twenty-six home runs during his sixteen years with that 
team and two years with the Oakland Ns, told me, "Bob Gibson 
always got on with it. He didn't stand around out there and look 
around the park, you know. You always got the same message from 
him: 'Look, I'm goin' to throw this pitch and either you hit it or I 
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get your ass out.' You like a guy like that. The infielders were never 
on their heels out there behind him. Everyone's on their toes, and 
it's a better game for everybody. I used to love the afternoon games 
at Wrigley Field when Gibby pitched against our Fergie Jenkins, 
because you could always plan something early for that evening. 
They hurried. Gibby was as serious as anybody you ever saw, and 
you had to be ready at all times. There was hitters that tried to step 
out on him, to break his pace, but if you did that too often he'd 
knock you down. He let you know who was out there on the 
mound. Made himself felt. He never let up, even on the hottest 
days there in St. Louis, which is the hottest place in the world. Just 
walked out there in the heat and threw the ball past people." 

Tim McCarver said, "He was an intimidating, arrogant
looking athlete. The arrogance he projected toward batters was 
fearsome. There was no guile to his pitching, just him glaring down 
at that batter. He wanted the game played on his own terms. He 
worked very fast, and that pace was part of his personality on the 
mound, part of the way he dominated the game. One of the things 
he couldn't stand was a catcher coming out there to talk to him. In 
my first full year with the Cardinals, when I was only twenty-one 
years old, our manager was Johnny Keane, who was a fanatic about 
having a catcher establish communications with his pitcher. So I 'd 
get a signal from Keane that meant 'Go on out there and settle him 
down,' but then I'd look out and see Hoot glaring in at me.'' Mc
Carver laughed, and shook his head. "Well, sometimes I'd walk out 
halfway, to try to appease both parties ! "  

McCarver is an intimate friend of Bob Gibson's, and he told 
me that Gibson was much the same off the field as on the mound. 
"Bob is relatively shy," he said. "He's a nice man, but he's quiet. He 
doesn't enjoy small talk. He doesn't like to waste his time with 
anything that's weak or offhand. He wants to deal from strength all 
the time. That's why he projects this uppity-black-man figure that 
so many people in baseball seem to hate. He's very proud, you 
know, and he had a ghetto upbringing, so you could understand 
why he was so sensitive to bigotry-up to a point. But we have a 
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great relationship-me, a kid from Memphis, Tennessee, and him 
an elegant black man from Omaha. Any relationship you get into 
with Bob is going to be intense. He's a strong man, with strong 
feelings." 

Joe Torre, the manager of the New York Mets, who played with 
Gibson from 1969 to 1974, is also a close friend. When I called on 
him late in June, in the clubhouse at Shea Stadium, and told him I 
was about to go west to visit Gibson, he beckoned me over to a 
framed photograph on one wall of his office. The picture shows the 
three friends posing beside a batting cage in their Cardinals uni
forms. Torre, a heavy-faced man with dark eyebrows and a falsely 
menacing appearance, and McCarver, who has a cheerful, snub
nosed Irish look to him, are both grinning at the photographer, 
with their arms around the shoulders of Bob Gibson, who is be
tween them; it's impossible to tell if Gibson is smiling, though, be
cause his back is turned to the camera. "That says it all," Torre said. 
"He alienated a lot of people-most of all the press, who didn't al
ways know what to make of him. He has this great confidence in 
himself: 'Hey, I'm me. Take me or leave me.' There was never any 
selling of Bob Gibson. He's an admirable man. On the mound, he 
had very tangible intangibles. He had that hunger, that killer in
stinct. He threw at a lot of batters but not nearly as many as you've 
heard. But he'd never deny it if you asked him. I think this is great. 
There's no other sport except boxing that has such a hard one-on
one confrontation as you get when a pitcher and a hitter go up 
against each other. Any edge you can get on the hitter, any doubt 
you can put in his mind, you use. And Bob Gibson would never 
give up that edge. He was your enemy out there. I try to teach this 
to our pitchers. The more coldness, the more mystery about you, 
the more chance you have of getting them out. 

"I played against him before I played with him, and either way 
he never talked to you. Never. I was on some All-Star teams with 
him, and even then he didn't talk to you. There was the one in Min
nesota, when I was catching him and we were ahead 6-5, I think, in 
the ninth. I'm catching, and Tony Oliva, a great hitter, is leading off, 
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and Gibby goes strike one, strike two. Now I want a fastball up and 
in, I think to myself, and maybe I should go out there and tell him 
this-tell him, whatever he does, not to throw it down and in to 
Oliva. So I go out and tell him, and Gibby just gives me that look of 
his. Doesn't say a word. I go back and squat down and give him the 
signal-fastball up and in-and he throws it down and in, and 
Oliva hits it for a double to left center. To this day, I think Gibby 
did it on purpose. He didn't want to be told anything. So then 
there's an infield out, and then he strikes out the last two batters, of 
course, and we win. In the shower, I say, 'Nice pitching,' and he still 
doesn't say anything to me. Ask him about it. " 

Torre lit a long cigar, and said, "Quite a man. He can seem dis
tant and uncaring to some people, but he's not the cold person he's 
been described as. There are no areas between us where he's with
drawn. Things go deep with him. I miss talking to him during the 
season, and it's my fault, because I'm always so damn busy. He 
doesn't call me, because he never wants to make himself a pain in 
the ass to a friend. But he is my friend. The other day, I got a pho
tograph of himself he'd sent me, and he'd signed it 'Love, Bob.' 
How many other ballplayers are going to do that? How many 
other friends ?" 

Most ballplayers who are discussing a past rival or a teammate 
go directly to the man's craft-what pitches he could hit, his arm, 
his range afield, or (with pitchers) his stuff and what he threw when 
the count was against him. But I had begun to notice that the base
ball people talking about Bob Gibson all seemed anxious to get at 
something deeper; Gibson the man was even more vivid and inter
esting to them than Gibson the great pitcher. Bill White, the well
known TV and radio announcer with the Yankees, played first base 
behind Gibson with the Cards for seven years, and was then traded 
to the Phillies and had to play against him. "He was tough and un
compromising," White told me. "Koufax and Don Drysdale were 
just the same, with variations for their personalities-they had that 
same hard state of mind. But I think a great black athlete is some
times tougher in a game, because every black has had it tough on 
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the way up. Any black player who has a sense of himself, who 
wants to make something of himself, has something of Bob Gib
son's attitude. Gibson had a chip on his shoulder out there-which 
was good. He was mean enough. He had no remorse. I remember 
when he hit Jim Ray Hart on the shoulder-he was bending away 
from a pitch-and broke his collarbone. Bob didn't say anything 
to him. I'd been his roomie for a while on the Cards, but the first 
time I batted against him, when I went over to the Phillies, he hit 
me in the arm. It didn't surprise me at all . "  

And, once again, Mike Shannon: "I  think every superior ath
lete has some special motivation. With Bob Gibson, it wasn't that 
he wanted to win so much as that he didn't want to lose. He hated 
to lose. He just wouldn't accept it." 

It was ninety-seven degrees at the Omaha airport when I 
landed there early one evening in July, and when I called Bob Gib
son from my motel he invited me to come on out and cool off with 
a dip in his pool. He picked me up in his car-a black 1972 Mer
cedes SEL, lovingly kept up, with CB equipment (his call signal is 
Redbird) and terse "BG" license plates. Gibson looked well kept 
up himself, in tailored jeans, a white polo shirt, thin gold spec
tacles, a gold bracelet on his left wrist, a World Series ring, and a 
necklace with a pendant "45" in gold-his old uniform number. 
He is forty-four years old, but only his glasses spoiled the impres
sion that he was perfectly capable of working nine tough innings 
the next afternoon. I asked him what he did for exercise these days, 
and he said, "Nothing." I expressed surprise, and he said, " I  played 
sports hard for thirty years, which is enough. Now I'm tired of all 
that. " No apology, no accompanying smile or joke: no small talk. 
He spoke pleasantly enough, though, in a light, almost boyish 
voice, and when he did laugh-a little later, after we were more 
used to each other-the sound of it made me realize that only in 
the world of sports would he be considered anything but a young 
man. There were some quiet spells in the car during our longish 
drive out to his house, in Bellevue, a comfortable suburban district 
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on the south side of town, but by the time we got there I had lost 
any sense of foreboding that I might have had about imposing my
self on such a famously private man. 

Bob Gibson has done well for himself in Omaha. He was born 
and grew up there in the black North Side ghetto; his mother was a 
laundress, and his father died before he was born. He was the 
youngest of seven children-his three sisters and three brothers are 
all still living-and at the time of his birth the family lived in a 
four-room shack. When he was an infant there, he was bitten on 
the ear by a rat. By the end of his playing days, Gibson was earn
ing more than a hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year, which 
made him one of the two or three best-paid players of his time, and 
he invested his money with care. Today, he is the chairman of the 
board-an interracial board-of the Community Bank of Ne
braska, which he helped get started seven years ago, and which 
does most of its business in the black community of Omaha. He is 
also the co-owner and the active, day-to-day manager of a new and 
successful medium-sized bar-restaurant called Gibby's, a couple of 
blocks away from Creighton University, which Gibson entered as 
a freshman on a basketball scholarship in 1954. Much of Gibson's 
life these days seems new. Gibby's opened in late 1978, and last 
November he was married to Wendy Nelson, whom I met at their 
home, to the accompaniment of frenzied barking from their four
month-old miniature schnauzer, Mia. ("Kill, Mia! " Gibson said 
delightedly. "Kill, girl !")  Wendy Gibson, a composed, striking
looking blond woman in her late twenties, is in the financial division 
of the local telephone company, where she works, by preference, 
on the very early shift, driving to work each day shortly after dawn 
in the family's other Mercedes . (Gibson's previous marriage, to 
Charline Johnson, ended in divorce some years ago; their chil
dren, Renee and Annette, are grown up and have moved away from 
Omaha. A captivating oil portrait of the two girls and their fa
ther-all of them much younger then-hangs in Gibson's study in 
his new house; the artist is an old friend and teammate, Curt 
Flood.) Wendy and Bob Gibson moved into their house last May. 
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It is a spacious, comfortably furnished and carpeted three-story 
contemporary wooden structure, with a sundeck that looks over a 
steep hillside and a thick green growth of oaks and cottonwoods. A 
flight of steps leads down from the deck to a big swimming pool, 
which had had its inaugural only a week before my arrival. Bob 
Gibson is handy. He helped design the new house, and he put in 
the deck stairs and built a raised wooden patio beside the pool, and 
also did most of the landscape work on the grounds, laying in some 
old railroad ties to form a rose garden and planting shrubs and 
young trees everywhere. The pool was built to Gibson's design; its 
sides and bottom are painted black-a da Vinci-like idea of his, 
meant to help the water hold the heat of the sun in the spring and 
fall. Somehow, though, he had not remembered the warmish mid
summer Nebraska sunshine, and when he and I slipped into the 
inky waves, the water temperature stood at ninety-two degrees
only a fraction cooler than the steamy, locust-loud night air. 
"Another mistake," Gibson said mildly. Swimming was a bit like 
sloshing through black-bean soup, but after a couple of turns up 
and down the pool he and I settled ourselves comfortably enough 
on the top steps at the shallow end, with our legs dangling in the 
water, and while Mia sniffed and circled me warily we talked a little 
baseball. 

I asked Gibson if he recalled the low-and-inside pitch he had 
thrown to Tony Oliva in that All-Star Game, against Joe Torre's 
signals. 

"Well, I never really liked being on the All-Star team," he said. 
"I liked the honor of it, being voted one of the best, but I couldn't 
get used to the idea of playing with people from other teams in the 
league-guys who I 'd have to go out and try to beat just a couple 
of days later. I didn't even like having Joe catch me-he was with 
the Braves then-because I figured he'd learn how to hit me. In 
that same game, he came out and told me not to throw the high 
fastball to Harmon Killebrew, because the word was that he ate up 
that pitch." Gibson's voice was almost incredulous as he said this. 
"Well, hell. I struck him out with three high fastballs. But in any of 
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the All-Star games where I got to pitch early" -Gibson was voted 
onto the National League All-Star squad eight times-" I'd always 
dress right away and get out of there in a hurry, before the other 
players got done and came into the clubhouse. I didn't want to 
hang around and make friends. I don't think there's any place in 
the game for a pitcher smiling and joking with the hitters. I was all 
business on the mound-it is a business, isn't it?-and I think 
some of the writers used to call me cold or arrogant because of that. 
I didn't want to be friends with anybody on the other side, except 
perhaps with Willie Stargell-how could you not talk to that guy? 
None of this was meant to scare guys, or anything. It was just the 
way I felt. When Orlando Cepeda was with us, I used to watch him 
and Marichal laughing and fooling around before a game. They'd 
been on the Giants together, you know. But then Cepeda would go 
out and kill Marichal at the plate-one of the best pitchers I ever 
saw-and when it was over they'd go to dinner together and laugh 
some more. It just made me shake my head. I didn't understand it." 

I had been wondering how to bring up the business of his 
knocking down his old roommate Bill White, but now Gibson of
fered the story of his own accord. "Even before Bill was traded, I 
used to tell him that if he ever dived across the plate to swing at an 
outside pitch, the way he liked to, I'd have to hit him," he said. 
"And then, the very first time, he went for a pitch that was this far 
outside and swung at it, and so I hit him on the elbow with the next 
pitch. [Some years earlier, Gibson hit Duke Snider after similar 
provocation, and broke his elbow.] Bill saw it coming, and he yelled 
'Yaah!'  even before it got him. And I yelled over to him, 'You son 
of a bitch, you went for that outside ball! That pitch, that part of 
the plate, belongs to me! If I make a mistake inside, all right, but 
the outside is mine and don't you forget it.' He said, 'You're crazy,' 
but he understood me." 

I mentioned a famous moment when Gibson had hit Tommie 
Agee, of the Mets, on the batting helmet with the very first pitch of 
the first inning of the first Cardinals spring-training game in 1968. 
Agee had come over from the Chicago White Sox and the American 
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League in the previous winter, and when Gibson's first swallow of 
the spring conked him, several Gibson students among the Mets 
and Cardinals baseball writers in the press box at Al Lang Field 
called out, "Welcome to the National League, Tommie !"  (Agee 
went to the hospital for observation, but was found not to have 
suffered serious injury.) 

Gibson was silent for a moment, and then he said, " It's very 
easy to hit a batter in the body with a pitch. There's nothing to it. 
It's a lot harder to hit him in the head. Any time you hit him in 
the head, it's really his own fault. Anyway, that was just spring 

. . ,, trammg. 
Joe Torre had told me that the Agee-plunking was an accident, 

but I noted now that Gibson had not quite denied intention in the 
affair. He had put doubt in my mind, just as Torre had told me he 
would. He still wanted that edge. 

"I did throw at John Milner in spring training once," Gibson 
went on, paddling his legs in the water. "Because of that swing of 
his-that dive at the ball ."  Milner, an outfielder then with the Mets 
and now with the Pirates, invariably takes a full-scale, left-handed 
downtown swing at the ball, as if he meant to pull every pitch into 
the right-field stands. " I  don't like batters taking that big cut, with 
their hats falling off and their buttons popping and every goddam 
thing like that. It doesn't show any respect for the pitcher. That 
batter's not doing any thinking up there, so I'm going to make him 
think. The next time, he won't look so fancy out there. He'll be a 
better-looking hitter. So I got Milner that once, and then, months 
later, at Shea Stadium, Tom Seaver began to pitch me up and inside, 
knocking me down, and it took me a minute to realize that it must 
have been to pay me back for something in spring training. I 
couldn't believe that." . 

There was a little silence at poolside while I digested this. Gib
son sounded almost like a veteran samurai warrior recalling an an
cient code of pain and honor. I suggested that there must be days 
when he still badly missed being out there on the mound, back in 
the thick of things. 
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"No, I have no desire to get out and throw the fastball again," 
he said quietly. "Even if I wanted to, I couldn't. " 

I had noticed that Gibson limped slightly as he walked around 
the pool, and the accounts of some of his baseball injuries and how 
he had reacted to them at the time came back to me. In July of 1967, 
while pitching against the Pirates in St. Louis, he was struck just 
above his right ankle by a line drive off the bat of Roberto Clemente. 
He went down in a heap, but after the Cardinals trainer had treated 
the injury with a pain-deadening spray, Gibson insisted on staying 
in the game. He walked Willie Stargell, retired Bill Mazeroski on a 
pop-up, and then, firing a three-two pitch to Donn Clendenon, 
came down hard on the right leg with his characteristic spinning 
follow-through and snapped the already cracked bone. Dal Maxvill, 
then a Cardinals shortstop and now a Cardinals coach, said to 
me recently, "That was the most extraordinary thing I ever saw 
in baseball-Gibby pitching to those batters with a broken leg. 
Everyone who was there that day remembered it afterward, for al
ways, and every young pitcher who came onto our club while Gib
son was still with us was told about it. We didn't have too many 
pitchers turning up with upset stomachs or hangnails on our team 
after that." 

Gibson came back to win three games against the Red Sox in 
the World Series that fall, but his next serious injury, in midseason 
of 1973, took a heavier toll. Leading off first base in a game against 
the Mets at Shea Stadium, he made a sudden dive back toward the 
base after an infield line drive was caught, but collapsed when his 
right knee buckled. The trainer and the team doctor came out to 
succor him, but Gibson cried "Don't touch it! Don't touch it! " and 
again refused to be taken out of the game. When the inning ended, 
he walked to the mound and began his warmup tosses and fell 
heavily to the ground. The surgeon-Dr. Stan London-who per
formed the cartilage operation the next day said afterward that 
Gibson had the knees of an eighty-year-old man. Gibson recov
ered in time to pitch and win a game that September, and he con
tinued for two more full seasons on the mound, although, as he 
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told me now, he sometimes had to sit in the clubhouse for two 
hours after a game before he felt able to head for the showers. " I'd 
had the left knee drained about seventeen times, too," he said. " I'd 
sit like this"-he hung his head and arms like a broken puppet
"and I 'd think, Why do I put up with this? Why, why?" He laughed 
now, mocking himself. " I  just couldn't give it up," he said. 
"Couldn't let go." 

I asked if he'd become a different kind of pitcher then, using 
changeups and slip pitches, the way many older hurlers do in their 
final seasons. 

"No, I always threw hard," he said. "They didn't use me much 
in my final season, after I 'd announced I was going to retire-I 
never did understand that. But once, when I hadn't pitched in three 
weeks, they brought me into a game against Houston in extra in
nings-! was the last pitcher we had-and I struck out the side on 
nine pitches that were nothing but fastballs. So I still had some
thing left, even at the end. I always had pretty good control, you 
know, so it wasn't like I didn't know what I was doing out there. 
But later that season I gave up a grand-slam home run to Pete La
Cock, of the Cubs, and that told me it was about time for me to get 
off the mound for good." Gibson spoke lightly enough, but at the 
time this home run was an almost insupportable blow to his pride. 
A pitcher who was with the Cubs that year told me that as LaCock 
(who is not exactly famous as a slugger) circled the bases, Gibson 
stalked after him around the base paths, reviling him for what he 
had done. 

"Pitching is about ninety per cent thinking," Gibson went on. 
" I  threw hard when I was younger, but I didn't know how to get 
people out. I don't care how hard you throw, somebody's going to 
hit it if you don't think out there. It's not all that detailed-you 
don't think three or four pitches ahead. But one pitch might set up 
the next two you throw-it depends what the guy does with it. 
You know. If he misses a fastball by a foot, then he'll see another 
one. If he fouls it off or just misses it, he'll probably get a breaking 
ball next. It isn't exactly scientific, or anything." 
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Gibson suddenly laughed in the darkness beside me. "But not 
everybody understands what a pitcher does, " he said. "About his 
control, I mean. I remember when Mike Shannon was moved in 
from the outfield and began playing third base for us-back in the 
middle sixties, it was. He was really nervous over there. He kept 
asking me where I wanted him to play-up or back, near the line 
or away. He wanted instructions. I always told him I didn't give a 
damn where he played unless there was a right-handed batter com
ing up with a man on first and less than two out, but then he 
should be ready, because he'd be getting a ground ball, right to him 
or around his area. And I 'd throw a sinker down and in, and the 
batter would hit it on the ground to Mike, to start the double play, 
and when we came in off the field Mike would look at me with his 
mouth open, and he'd say, 'But how did you know?' He didn't 
have the faintest idea that when I threw that pitch to the batter he 
had to hit it to him there! He didn't know what pitching was all 
about. " 

To go back a little, Gibson also won his second start in the 
1968 Cardinals-Tigers World Series-a 10-1 decision in the fourth 
game, during which he fanned ten batters and whacked a home 
run. It was Gibson's seventh straight World Series victory-an all
time record. The Tigers, however, captured the Series, rallying in 
stimulating fashion after trailing by three games to one, and beating 
Gibson in the memorable finale, when Detroit outfielder Jim 
Northrup, batting with two out and two on in the seventh inning 
of the scoreless game, smashed a long drive that was misjudged by 
Curt Flood in center field, who then slipped on the turf and al
lowed the ball to go over his head for a triple. The Tigers won the 
game by 4-1, and the Most Valuable Player award for the Series 
went to Mickey Lolich, a portly left-handed sinkerball specialist, 
who won the second, fifth, and seventh games. Gibson, however, 
had established a Series record of thirty-five strikeouts (still stand
ing), and a few weeks later he was named the Most Valuable Player 
of the National League for 1968 and became the unanimous winner 
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of the Cy Young Award as the league's best pitcher. The following 
year, 1969, Gibson compiled a 20- 13 record, with an earned-run av
erage of 2. 18,  and in 1970 his 23-7 won-lost mark and 3 . 12 E.R.A. 
won him the Cy Young again. Injuries began to gnaw him after 
that, but he declined only stubbornly, throwing a no-hitter against 
the Pirates in 1971 and running off eleven straight victories in the 
course of a 19- 11 season in 1972. His lifetime earned-run average of 
2.91 runs per game is the ninth-best in baseball history. (Walter 
Johnson's 2.37 leads all comers, while Tom Seaver, at 2 .62, and Jim 
Palmer, at 2.73, stand third and fourth on the all-time list at this 
writing.) 

Many observers (including this one) believe that Gibson's 1 . 12 
earned-run average in 1968 is one of the Everests of the game, rank
ing with Joe DiMaggio's fifty-six-consecutive-game hitting streak 
in 1941 and Hack Wilson's hundred and ninety runs batted in in 
1930. Gibson's record, however, was not much noted or celebrated 
in its time, partly because it was achieved in a summer during 
which the pitchers in both leagues established a mesmerizing dom
inance over the batters. The leagues' combined batting average fell 
to an all-time low of .237, and twenty-one per cent of all games 
played were shutouts. Many pitchers came up with startling per
formances that summer. Gaylord Perry, of the Giants, and Ray 
Washburn, of the Cardinals, threw no-hit games on successive days 
at Candlestick Park; Jerry Koosman, a rookie, won nineteen games 
for the Mets; Denny McLain, as I have noted, won thirty-one 
games for the Tigers; and Don Drysdale, of the Dodgers, ran off 
fifty-eight and two-thirds consecutive shutout innings-a record 
that still stands. At the end of the year, the baseball fathers studied 
these figures and determined to rebalance the game by shaving five 
inches off the height of the mound (reducing it to ten inches), and 
by closing up the upper and lower limits of the strike zone. Gib
son's golden season may always appear a mite tarnished by these 
circumstances, but even a brief rundown of his 1968 summer out
ings suggests that in that single season he came as close to some 
ideal of pitching as most of us are ever likely to witness or wish for. 
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Younger fans may argue for Ron Guidry's marvellous 25-3 season 
for the Yankees in 1978, when he threw nine shutouts and wound 
up with a 1 .74 earned-run average. Others will cite Steve Carlton's 
one-man-band performance in 1972, when he finished with an 
earned-run average of 1 .97 and a record of 27-10-all this for a 
frightful last-place Phillies team that won only fifty-nine games in 
all-while geezers may bring up Carl Hubbell's 23-12 and 1 .66 
earned-run mark for the Giants in 1933. But no matter: these great 
case studies of the game are forever moot. 

On May 28, 1968, Bob Gibson lost to the Giants, 3-1 , and saw 
his record for the year decline to three victories and five defeats. 
Surprisingly, however, his earned-run average of 1 .52 for the young 
season was fifth in the National League at this point-an oddity 
explicable by the fact that his teammates had supplied him with a 
total of four runs in the five games he lost: starvation fare. On June 
2nd, Gibson pitched the Cardinals into first place {this was before 
the leagues had been subdivided into East and West sectors) with 
a 6-3 victory over the Mets; the final Mets run-a homer by Ed 
Charles-came in the seventh inning. It was also the final run that 
Gibson surrendered in the month of June, for he threw shutout 
games in his next five outings. Only the last of these brought him 
much attention from the national press, and that came because re
porters had noticed that his next appearance, on July 1 st, would be 
against the Dodgers in Los Angeles, and that his mound opponent 
there would be Don Drysdale, whose record shutout skein of fifty
eight and two-thirds innings had been set over a span of six games 
in late May and early June. A matchup between the two seemed ex
citing indeed, for Drysdale, who was six feet five and threw almost 
sidearm, had a hostile scowl, a devastating fastball, and a reputation 
for knocking down batters he didn't care for: another intimidator. 
Gibson by now had forty-eight scoreless innings to his credit, but 
the tension of the famous confrontation vanished in the very first 
inning, when two Dodgers singled and Gibson, while pitching to 
Ron Fairly, let go a wild pitch that allowed Len Gabrielson to score 
from third base. Gibson had lost the duel with Drysdale and a shot 
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at his record, but he won the game, by 5-l. He then pitched a 
shutout against the Giants, beat Houston by 8-1,  and afterward 
shut out the Mets and the Phillies in succession. On July 30th, once 
again facing the Mets, Gibson surrendered a run with two out in 
the fourth inning, when Ed Charles scored on a double by Eddie 
Kranepool-the same Ed Charles who had homered against him 
on June 2nd. In that span-from June 2nd to July 30th-Gibson 
had given up two earned runs (and two runs in toto) in ninety-six 
and two-thirds innings. 

Gibson won that Mets game, and he did not lose a game, in 
fact, until August 24th, when he fanned fifteen Pirates but lost, 
6-4, after giving up a three-run homer to Willie Stargell. Between 
May 28th and August 24th, Gibson had won fifteen straight games, 
ten of them shutouts. He threw two more shutouts in his next 
two outings, and somebody figured out that in the course of three 
straight games in August, Gibson's infielders had to make only 
eight assists. (His shortstop, Dal Maxvill, told a reporter, " It's like 
having a night off out there when he's pitching.") Possibly tired by 
now-or perhaps a bit understimulated, since his club had run 
away with the league by this point, having established a fourteen
and-a-half-game lead over the second-place Reds by August 1 st
Gibson lost three games in September, one of them to the no-hitter 
by Gaylord Perry. His final victory, on September 27th, was a 1-0 
decision over the Astros-his thirteenth shutout. His season was 
over; the World Series and the Tigers were just ahead. 

A further thin cement of statistics will finish the monument. 
Gibson completed twenty-eight of the thirty-four games he started 
in 1968, and was never removed in the middle of an inning-never 
knocked out of the box. His 1 . 12 earned-run average is second 
only to the all-time low of 1.01 , established by the Red Sox' Hub 
Leonard in 1914, and it eclipsed the old National League mark of 
1 .22, set by Grover Cleveland Alexander in 1915. Gibson's thirteen 
shutouts are second only to the sixteen that Alexander achieved the 
following summer. But those very low early figures, it should be 
understood, must be slightly discounted, for they were established 
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in the sludgy, Pleistocene era of the game, when aces like Leonard 
and Alexander and Walter Johnson and the White Sox' Red Faber 
regularly ran off season-long earned-run averages of two runs or 
less per game, thanks to the dead ball then in use. The lively ball, 
which came into the game in 1921,  when the owners began to no
tice how much the fans seemed to enjoy watching a young out
fielder (and former pitcher) named George Herman Ruth hit 
towering drives into the bleachers, put an end to the pitchers' hold 
over the game, and none of the four worthies I have cited ever 
pitched consistently in the less-than-three-runs-per-game level 
after 1922. Bob Gibson, we may conclude, was the man most re
sponsible for the next major change in the dimensions of the 
sport-the lowering of the mound and the shrinkage of the strike 
zone that came along in 1969. Gibson, like all pitchers, complained 
bitterly when these new rules were announced, but Bob Broeg, the 
sports editor of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and the dean of Cardi
nals sportswriters, told him he had only himself to blame. "I said, 
'Goddam it, Gib, you're changing the game! "' Broeg told me not 
long ago. " 'It isn't fun anymore. You're making it like hockey.' " 

On another day, Omaha sl?wly came to a broil under a lazy 
white sun while Gibson and I ran some early-morning errands in 
his car-a visit to his bank, a stop at the drive-in window of another 
bank, where he picked up the payroll checks for Gibby's-and 
wound up at the restaurant, where the daytime help greeted the boss 
cheerfully. Gibson seemed in an easy frame of mind, and he looked 
younger than ever. I recalled that many of his teammates had told 
me what good company he was in the dugout and on road trips
on days when he wasn't pitching. He was a comical, shrill-voiced 
bench jockey, and a grouchy but lighthearted clubhouse agitator, 
who was sometimes known to bang a bat repeatedly and horribly 
on the metal locker of a teammate who was seen to be suffering 
the aftereffects of too many ice-cream sodas the previous evening. 
While he drove, Gibson, with a little urging, recalled how he had 
pitched to some of the prime hitters of his day-inside fastballs to 
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Willie Mays (who feasted on breaking pitches), belt-high inside de
liveries to Eddie Mathews, low and away to Roberto Clemente, and 
so on. He said that Frank Robinson used to deceive pitchers with 
his plate-crowding (Robinson was a right-handed slugger of fear
some power, whose customary stance at the plate was that of an im
patient subway traveller leaning over the edge of the platform and 
peering down the tracks for the D train), because they took it to 
mean that he was eager for an inside pitch. "Besides," he said, 
"they'd be afraid of hitting him and putting him on base. So they'd 
work him outside, and he'd hit the shit out of the ball. I always tried 
him inside, and I got him out there-sometimes. He was like Willie 
Mays-if you got the ball outside to Willie at all, he'd just kill you. 
The same with Clemente. I could throw him a fastball knee-high on 
the outside corner seventeen times in a row, but if I ever got it two 
inches up, he'd hit it out of sight. That's the mark of a good hitter
the tiniest mistake and he'll punish you. Other batters-well, some
body like Joe Adcock was just a guess hitter. You'd pitch him up 
and in, and he'd swing and miss every time. He just didn't give a 
damn. I don't know what's the matter with so many hitters-it's 
like their brains small up." He shook his head and laughed softly. 
"Me, too. I got beat by Tommy Davis twice the same way. In one 
game, I 'd struck him out three times on sliders away. But I saw that 
he'd been inching up and inching up toward that part of the plate, 
so I decided to fool him and come inside, and he hit a homer and 
beat me, one-oh. And then, in another game, I did exactly the same 
thing. I tried to outthink him, and he hit the inside pitch for a 
homer, and it was one-oh all over again. So I could get dumb, too." 

I said that he didn't seem to have made too many mistakes in 
the summer of '68. Gibson thought for a moment or two and said, 
"You can't say it was a .fluke, although some people have said that. 
Just say it was totally unusual. Everything I threw that year seemed 
to go where I wanted it. Everything was down, all year. I was never 
that good again, because they went and changed the rules on me. 
The next year was a terrific struggle. I had a good season, but I 
never worked so hard in my life, because so many of my breaking 
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pitches were up. I'll never know, but I doubt very seriously I'd 
have had another one-point-one-two E.R.A., even if they'd left the 
mound where it was. I'd like to think I'd really perfected my pitch
ing to that point, but I'll never know." 

The talk shifted to pitchers, and Gibson (echoing Pete Rose) 
said he thought that Juan Marichal had been the best hurler of their 
time, because of his absolute control . "I had a better fastball and a 
better slider, but he was a better pitcher than me or Koufax," he 
said. Among contemporary pitchers, he had warm things to say 
about the Phillies' Steve Carlton, once a young teammate of his on 
the Cards. "He's always had a great arm," he said. "And if you have 
a good arm and you're in the game long enough, you're going to 
learn how to pitch. He sure knows how now. What makes a player 
great to me is longevity." 

I named some other mound stars of the sixties and seventies, 
and Gibson shrugged and shook his head. "I guess I was never 
much in awe of anybody," he said. "I think you have to have that 
attitude if you're going to go far in this game. People have always 
said that I was too confident, but I think you'll find that most guys 
who can play are pretty cocky." The locution "He can play" -as 
in "Carl Yastrzemski can play a little" -is a throwaway line, the 
professionals' designation for star-quality athletes. "They're not 
sitting around worrying about who they're going to pitch against 
or bat against the next day. You hear a lot of talk about the pressure 
of the game, but I think most of that comes from the media. Most 
guys don't let things worry them. Pressure comes when you're not 
doing well. I've always thought that you only really enjoy baseball 
when you're good at it. For someone who isn't at the top of the 
game-who's just hanging on somewhere on down the totem 
pole-it's a real tough job, every day. But when I was playing I 
never wished I was doing anything else. I think being a professional 
athlete is the finest thing a man can do." 

I asked about the source of his great confidence in himself, 
and he said, "I 've always been that way. After all, I was playing 
basketball with grown men when I was thirteen years old. I always 
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thought I was good enough to play with anyone. I don't know 
where that came from." 

When Gibson was playing baseball, he was considered one of 
the two or three very best athletes in the game. His early basketball 
experience had come when he was a water boy with an itinerant 
black basketball team, the Y Travellers (named for Omaha's North 
Branch Y.M.C.A.), which was coached by his grown-up oldest 
brother, Josh; whenever the Travellers ran up a comfortable lead 
over some local Nebraska or Iowa all-star club, Josh would send 
his kid brother into the game, just to rub things in a little. Bob Gib
son won city and statewide basketball honors at Technical High 
School, in Omaha, and a few in baseball, too (he was a catcher in 
the beginning), and he broke every basketball record at Creighton, 
where he was the first black student to be given a basketball schol
arship-and, for that matter, to play on the team. After leaving 
Creighton, he played for the Harlem Globetrotters during the 
1957-58 season, after he had signed on as a pitcher with the Cardi
nals organization. "It was all right being with the Trotters," Gibson 
told me, "but I hated that clowning around. I wanted to play all the 
time-I mean, I wanted to play to win." 

In spite of Gibson's spinning, staggering pitching motion, 
which certainly did not leave him in the squared-away, weight-on
both-feet attitude that coaches recommend as the proper post
delivery fielding stance for the position, he was agile enough out 
there to win the Gold Glove award as the best defensive pitcher in 
his league every season from 1965 through 1973. Fans and writers 
and players still talk about some of his fielding plays in the same 
awestruck tones they use for the seventeen-strikeout Series game. 
In one play (I can still see it) in the 1964 World Series, he scampered 
over and plucked up a hard-hit ball struck by Joe Pepitone that had 
nailed him on the hip and caromed halfway to third base; Gibson 
leaped and turned one hundred and eighty degrees in midair and 
made an overhead throw to first-a basketball one-handed fall
away jumper-that nipped Pepitone at the bag. There was also a 
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nationally televised game in which he ran down a ball that a Giants 
batter had bounced over his head out on the mound; Gibson 
caught up with it while running full tilt away from the plate and to
ward second base, and he flipped it, underhand and right-handed 
and away from his body {try it), to first for the out. Tim McCarver, 
who weighs a solid hundred and ninety pounds, told me that one 
day when he and Gibson were horsing around on the field, Bob 
had suddenly seized him and lifted him above his head at arm's 
length, holding him aloft like some Olympic weight lifter at the 
end of a clean and jerk. "The man is somewhat startling," Mc
Carver said. 

Gibby's is a welcoming sort of place-a squared-off, three
sided bar downstairs, with strips of stained-glass decoration on the 
far wall and a short flight of steps up to the sun-filled upper level, 
where there are some comfortable wooden-backed dining booths 
and hanging plants everywhere. On a busy night-on Saturdays, 
for instance, when a jazz group comes in to play-Gibby's has 
room for about a hundred and thirty diners and twenty more cus
tomers at the bar. I was not surprised to learn that Gibson had had 
a hand in the restaurant's design and construction. He is there every 
day, starting at eight in the morning, when he turns up to check the 
books for the previous night's business, to inspect the incoming 
meat and produce {the menu is modest, and is built around steaks 
and shrimp and delicious hamburgers), and generally to keep an 
eye on things. "I want to make sure nobody is throwing out the 
forks with the garbage," he said lightly. He went to bartenders' 
school for three months before Gibby's opened-not so much to 
learn how to mix cocktails, although he can now whip up eighty 
different drinks, as to learn how veteran waiters and bartenders can 
fleece a rookie owner. "What I should have done was to become an 
accountant, " he said. "About ninety per cent of the job is damned 
paperwork." Gibby's clientele is an interesting mixture of races and 
ages and sexes-a "neat crowd," according to the owner ("neat" is a 
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favorite word), and perhaps the only such cosmopolitan mixture 
in Omaha. The waiters are mostly young black men, and the bar
tenders mostly young black women. Gibson is a calm and ap
proachable boss; the staff seems to care about him, and vice versa. 
When a small, very young waitress began putting coins into a cig
arette machine near us, Bob said reprovingly, "Those aren't for 
you, are they?" (They weren't.) Later on, he let slip that the previ
ous week he had taken the four-year-old daughter of one of his fe
male bartenders out to his new pool for the afternoon when her 
mother couldn't find a babysitter. At the last moment, he also 
asked the daughter of one of his regular customers to come along, 
too. "I used to have little girls myself, " he said to me. A lot of the 
arriving diners and drinkers at Gibby's say hello to him in an easy, 
friendly way, but there isn't much hearty bar chatter with the host. 
Not many people would feel impelled to buddy up to Bob Gibson. 
I suggested that he must be exposed to a good deal of barside base
ball expertise at his place of work, and he said, "Who wants to talk 
to fans? They always know so much, to hear them tell it, and they 
always think baseball is so easy. You hear them say, 'Oh, I was a 
pretty good ballplayer myself back when I was in school, but then 
I got this injury . . .  .' Some cabdriver gave me that one day, and I 
said, 'Oh, really? That's funny, because when 1 was young I really 
wanted to be a cabdriver, only I had this little problem with my 
eyes, so I never made it.' He thought I was serious. It went right 
over his head." 

Gibson's impatience with trifling or intrusive strangers ac
counted for considerable coolness between him and the media dur
ing his playing days-a mistrust that may even keep him out of the 
Hall of Fame for a year or two, since some members of the Baseball 
Writers Association have been known to allow personal pique to 
influence their judgment. (Each writer selects up to ten names 
of eligible former players he thinks worthy of the Hall of Fame, 
and a player must be named on seventy-five per cent of the ballots 
in order to be immortalized.) A couple of years ago, when Willie 
Mays first came up for election, twenty-three members of the 
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B.W.A. resolutely omitted him from their ballots. A good many St. 
Louis reporters still recall when in 1967 Gibson had the cast re
moved from his broken leg and then, annoyed by their clubhouse 
importunings and questions, taped a sheet of paper to his shirtfront 
on which he had written " 1 .  Yes, it's off; 2. No, it doesn't hurt; 3 .  I 
don't know how much longer"; and so on. The club was in a pen
nant race, of course, and Gibson's condition was a matter of daily 
concern to Cardinals fans everywhere, so his broadside was not 
taken in good part. 

"I don't like all this personal contact with the press," Gibson 
told me. "The press expects everyone to be congenial. Everyone's 
not congenial ! They want to put every athlete in the same category 
as every other athlete. It's as if they thought they owned you." I 
had been told of a St. Louis television reporter who had once done 
something to offend one of Gibson's teammates and had then tried 
to reassure Gibson about their relationship. "You know I'll never 
do anything to hurt you, Bob," he said. Gibson looked at him in
credulously and said, "Why, hell, the only way you could ever hurt 
me is if you happened to be a pretty good fastball hitter! " One 
longtime Cardinals writer said to me, "Bob was a thorny, obdurate 
personality, and there weren't too many people who were crazy 
about him. If he'd had a little more give to him, he could have 
owned this city. If he'd had Lou Brock's personality, he'd still be 
working for the Cardinals somewhere." 

There is a standoff here. The price of Bob Gibson's owning St. 
Louis seems to be his agreeing-in his mind, at least-to let the 
press own him. I have considerable sympathy for any writer who 
had to ask Bob Gibson some sharp, news-producing questions 
two or three times a week over the span of a decade or more, but 
wanting Gibson with a sunny, less obdurate temperament would 
be to want him a less difficult, less dangerous man on the mound
not quite a Bob Gibson, not quite a great pitcher. The man is indi
visible, and it is the wonder of him. It is my own suspicion that 
both sportswriters and fans are increasingly resentful of the fame 
and adulation and immense wealth that are now bestowed so 
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swiftly upon so many young professional athletes, and are envious 
of their privileged and apparently carefree style of living. The re
sentment is a half-conscious appreciation of the fact that they 
themseh-es-the fans and the media people, that is-have to a great 
degree created these golden youths, and because of that there is in
deed a wish to own them; to demand ceaseless, inhumanly repeated 
dazzling performances from them on the field, and to require ab
solute access to their private lives as well. Most athletes, who are 
very young when they first come to prominence and, for the most 
part, have a very limited experience of the world, respond to these 
demands either with a convulsive, wholly artificial public "image" 
of affability, or (more often, of late) with surliness or angry silence. 
Bob Gibson did neither. Somehow, he has always kept his distance 
and his strangeness, and there is something upright and old
fashioned about such stubborn propriety. He is there if anyone 
really wants to close that space-the whole man, and not a piece of 
him or an image of him-but many of us may prefer not to do so, 
because at a distance ( from sixty feet six inches away, perhaps) he 
stands whole and undiminished, and beyond our envy: the athlete 
incarnate, the player. 

Gibson had allowed me to close this space a little by his will
ingness to talk about himself, and I had begun to sense the intensity 
of relationships with him that Tim McCarver had told me about, 
and the absence of any withdrawn places in him that Joe Torre had 
mentioned. There is reason to believe that he has allowed himself to 
become more approachable since he left the game. Bob Broeg, who 
covered Gibson from his first day in spring training as a rookie, in 
1958, to his retirement, at the end of the 1975 season, said to me, 
"Bob didn't know how his personality worked against him. I don't 
think I wrote many things about him over the years that weren't 
appreciative of his great skills-he and Dizzy Dean were the two 
best pitchers I ever saw here-but he was always indifferent to me. 
One day, late in his career, I was in the clubhouse with him, and he 
was as closed off as ever, and I finally said, 'You've never said a kind 
or personal word to me in the years I've known you. '  I walked 
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away, and he chased me all the way across the room to ask what I 
meant. I 'd pinked him, and he was extremely upset. He just didn't 
realize how cold he could be in everyday relationships." 

But other intimates of Gibson's from his Cardinals days have a 
very different view of him. Gene Gieselmann, the team's trainer
he is thirty-three years old but looks much younger-counts Gib
son among his closest and warmest friends. "My memories of base
ball are all shiny where he's concerned," he said. "I cherish him. I 
think his problems with people go back to his never having had a 
father. He never knew him, you know. He dearly loved his mother, 
but I don't think he was very close to anyone else in his family. 
So when somebody, especially a white person"-Gieselmann is 
white-"showed him over a long period of time that he could be 
more than just a trainer or more than just another ballplayer, and 
that there could be something deeper in their relationship-well, 
that meant a lot to him, and then he showed how sensitive and gen
erous he really was." 

Gibson is a compulsive truthteller, and he appears to have a 
wry understanding of the burdens of that self-imposed role. At one 
point, he was talking with me about the difference between himself 
and Joe Torre when it came to dealing with writers and other 
strangers, and he said, "Joe knows everybody, and he recognizes 
them right away. I don't. I always had a hard time remembering 
people's names and recognizing their faces." There was a moment 
of silence, and then he added, "That's only half of it. I didn't care. 
And if I think some body's wrong I'm going to say it. " 

I suddenly recalled an incident some years ago involving Gib
son and another player, a well-known American League infielder, 
who were members of a small troupe of ballplayers making a post
season tour of military bases in the Pacific. Gibson's roommate on 
the trip was a public-relations man with one of the major-league 
teams, who was acting as an escort and travel agent for the group. 
Early in the trip, the infielder let drop some plainly anti-Semitic re
marks about the P.R. man, who was Jewish, and Gibson stopped 
him in midsentence and advised him to keep his distance and not to 
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talk to him for the remainder of the trip. "And if I ever pitch against 
you," Gibson said levelly, " I'm going to hit you on the coconut 
with my first pitch." Fortunately (or perhaps unfortunately), the 
two never did play against each other. 

Gibson told me that racism had been easy to find when he 
came into baseball. When he first reported to the Cards' spring
training camp, in St. Petersburg, in 1958, he presented himself at 
the Bainbridge Hotel, where the club was quartered, and asked for 
his room, but he was guided out a side door, where a taxi picked 
him up and drove him to the house of a black family on the other 
side of town; the same arrangement had been made for all the 
team's black players. (Three years later, the entire club moved to a 
different, unsegregated hotel in St. Pete.) Earlier, when he was an 
eighteen-year-old sophomore at Creighton, Gibson and the rest of 
the college's basketball team had gone to Oklahoma by train for a 
game against the University of Tulsa, and on the way Gibson was 
told that he wouldn't be able to eat or sleep with his teammates 
there. "I cried when I was told that," Gibson said to me. " I  
wouldn't have gone if I'd known. I wasn't ready for that." 

At one point, I said to Gibson that when I had seen him play I 
had always been very much aware of the fact that he was a black 
athlete; somehow, his race had always appeared to be a consider
able part of what he brought to the mound when he went to work 
out there. 

He didn't respond-he simply said nothing at all-and I un
derstood that my remark was not a question that anyone could 
easily respond to; it was not a question at all. But a little later he 
mentioned the many times he had been harassed by semi-official 
white people-hotel clerks and traffic cops and the like-who later 
began fawning on him when they learned that he was the Bob Gib
son, the famous pitcher. "It's nice to get attention and favors," he 
said, "but I can never forget the fact that if I were an ordinary black 
person I'd be in the shithouse, like millions of others. "  He paused a 
moment, and then added, '' I'm happy I'm not ordinary, though." 

All this was said without surface bitterness or cynicism but 
with an intensity that went beyond his words. Some days later, Bill 
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White, who is also black, commented on this tone of Gibson's. "He 
was always so proud," he said to me. "You could see it in his face 
and in the way he met people and talked to them. He never 
dropped it. I used to tell him, 'You can't be as tough on people as 
you are-it hurts you.' And he would say, 'You can do that, take 
all that, but I can't.' We didn't agree. But, of course, you never 
know what it's been like for another person. Some people have the 
ability to forget these things, but Bob Gibson always had the abil
ity to make everybody remember what he had been through."  

Gibson and I spent the afternoon at the restaurant, and he and 
Wendy had me to dinner at their house that night: steaks and mus
tard greens, prepared by the Gibsons together, and a Cabernet 
Sauvignon. (He is a demanding, accomplished cook; when he was 
playing, he invariably got his own meals at home when he returned 
from road trips and road cooking.) It was our last evening. Bob 
showed me some of the nineteenth-century American antiques he 
collects-a delicate bevelled-glass-front walnut secretary, an im
mense Barbary Coast-style sideboard, and so on-and took me 
into a basement room where he keeps his HO-gauge model
railroad set: an entire railhead in miniature, with yards and sidings 
and a downtown terminal, complete with surrounding streets and 
buildings. He said he didn't use the trains much anymore. The three 
of us took another swim in the pool, and Bob and I played a little 
noisy one-o' -cat with Mia in the living room with an old tennis 
ball. Gibson was relaxed and playful, but, as always, there was a si
lence about him: an air not of something held back but of a space 
within him that is not quite filled. At one point, I asked him if he 
liked Omaha, and he said, "Not all that much. It's all right. It's 
what I know." Then I asked if he liked the restaurant business, and 
in the same brusque way he said, "It isn't much, but it sure is bet
ter than doing nothing." 

I knew that Gibson had had a brief career in sports television 
with the American Broadcasting Company, shortly after his retire
ment as a player. He was a "color man" with ABC's "Monday 
Night Baseball," and on one occasion he conducted an impromptu, 
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nationally televised interview with the Pittsburgh Pirates' John 
Candelaria, just after Candelaria had pitched a no-hit game. Gib
son's questions centered on the future financial rewards of Cande
laria's gem, but this insidey banter between co-professionals was 
evidently not a line of sports talk that the network brass approved 
of, and Gibson's media career declined after that, although he has 
since done some baseball broadcasts with the HBO cable network. 
It was a disappointment to him. 

When Gibson was out of the room for a moment, I said to 
Wendy that I sensed something missing or incomplete in Bob, and 
she said, "Yes, he's still looking for something, and I don't know if 
the right thing for him will ever come along. It's sad." 

Last winter, Gibson made inquiries with the Cardinals and the 
Royals and the Mets and the Giants in the hope of landing a job as 
a pitching coach; interest was expressed, but nothing quite worked 
out. One difficulty may be the very modest salaries of big-league 
coaches, but when I talked to Bob about his joining some team in 
this capacity I got the feeling that he might be willing to make a 
considerable financial sacrifice in order to get back into the game. 
Several of Gibson's old friends and teammates told me later that 
they had heard of his wish to get back into baseball, and without 
exception they hoped he would. They said that the game would be 
better off with a man of Gibson's character back in uniform. But 
some of them went on to express their doubt that he would be sat
isfied with a job of such limited rewards as that of a pitching coach. 
"It won't be enough for him," one man said. "Nothing will ever be 
enough for him now." 

" I  don't miss pitching," Gibson said to me on that last evening, 
"but I can't say that I don't miss the game. I miss it a little. There's 
a lot I don't want to get back to. I don't want the fame or the 
money or all that attention. I always hated all the waiting around a 
pitcher has to do. I used to wish I could press a button the minute 
I'd finished a game and make the next four days just disappear. I 
sure as hell don't miss the travelling. I think it's the life I miss-all 
the activity that's around baseball. I don't miss playing baseball but 
I miss . . .  baseball. Baseball. Does that sound like a crazy man?" 
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For the first time i n  our long talks, he seemed a bit uncertain. 
He did not sound crazy but only like a man who could no longer 
find work or a challenge that was nearly difficult enough to nur
ture his extraordinarily demanding inner requirements. Maybe 
there was no such work, outside of pitching. Baseball is the most 
individual and the most difficult of all team sports, and the hand
ful of young men who can play it superbly must sense, however 
glimmeringly, that there will be some long-lasting future payment 
exacted for the privileges and satisfactions they have won for them
selves. Like other team sports, baseball cannot be played in middle 
age; there is no cheerful, companionable afternoon to the game, as 
there is for old golfers and tennis players and the like. A lot of ex
ballplayers become sentimental, self-pitying, garrulous bores when 
they are cut off from the game. Some of them, including some great 
stars, go to pteces. 

Thinking of what Wendy had said, I told Bob Gibson that I 
was sometimes aware of a sadness in him. 

"Sad?" he said uncomprehendingly. "No, I'm not sad. I just 
think I 've been spoiled. When you've been an athlete, there's no 
place for you to go. You're much harder to please. But where I am 
right now is where the average person has been all along. I'm like 
millions of others now, and I 'm finding out what that's like. I don't 
think the ordinary person ever gets to do anything they enjoy 
nearly as much as I enjoyed playing ball. I haven't found my niche 
now that that's over-or maybe I have found it and I don't know 
it. Maybe I'll still find something I like as much as I liked pitching, 
but I don't know if I will. I sure hope so." 

Maybe he will. Athletes illuminate our imagination and raise 
our hopes for ourselves to such an extent that we often want the 
best of them to become models for us in every area of life-an 
unfair and childish expectation. But Bob Gibson is a tough and 
resolute man, and the unique blend of independence and pride and 
self-imposed isolation in his character-the distance again-will 
continue to serve him in the new and even more difficult contest he 
is engaged in. Those who know him best will look to him for some
thing brilliant and special now, just as they have always done. Even 
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those of us who have not been spoiled by any athletic triumphs of 

our own and the fulfillment of the wild expectations of our early 

youth are aware of a humdrum, twilight quality to all our doings of 

middle life, however successful they may prove to be. There is a loss 

of light and ease and early joy, and we look to other exemplars
mentors and philosophers: grown men-to sustain us in that loss. 

A few athletes, a rare handful, have gone on, once their day out on 
the field was done, to join that number, and it is possible-the ex

pectation will not quite go away-that Bob Gibson may be among 

them someday. Nothing he ever does will surprise me. 



The Web of the Game 

1981 

An afternoon in mid-May, and we are waiting for the game to 
begin. We are in shadow, and the sunlit field before us is a thick, 
springy green-an old diamond, beautifully kept up. The grass 
continues beyond the low chain-link fence that encloses the out
field, extending itself on the right-field side into a rougher, feature
less sward that terminates in a low line of distant trees, still 
showing a pale, early-summer green. We are almost in the country. 
Our seats are in the seventh row of the grandstand, on the home 
side of the diamond, about halfway between third base and home 
plate. The seats themselves are more comforting to spirit than to 
body, being a surviving variant example of the pure late-Doric 
Polo Grounds mode: the backs made of a continuous running row 
of wood slats, divided off by pairs of narrow cast-iron arms, within 
which are slatted let-down seats, grown arthritic with rust and 
countless layers of gray paint. The rows are stacked so closely upon 
each other (one discovers) that a happening on the field of suffi
cient interest to warrant a rise or half-rise to one's feet is often 
made more memorable by a sharp crack to the kneecaps delivered 
by the backs of the seats just forward; in time, one finds that a dan
druff of gray paint flakes from the same source has fallen on one's 
lap and scorecard. None of this matters, for this view and these 
stands and this park-it is Yale Field, in New Haven-are renowned 
for their felicity. The grandstand is a low, penumbrous steel-post 
shed that holds the infield in a pleasant horseshoe-curved embrace. 
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The back wall of the grandstand, behind the uppermost row of 
seats, is broken by an arcade of open arches, admitting a soft back 
light that silhouettes the upper audience and also discloses an over
head bonework of struts and beams supporting the roof-the pi
geonland of all the ballparks of our youth. The game we are waiting 
for-Yale vs. St. John's University-is a considerable event, for it is 
part of the National Collegiate Athletic Association's northeast re
gional tournament, the winner of which will qualify for a berth at 
the national collegiate championships in Omaha in June, the World 
Series of college baseball. Another pair of teams, Maine and Cen
tral Michigan-the Black Bears and the Chippewas-have just 
finished their game here, the first of a doubleheader. Maine won it, 
10-2, but the ultimate winner will not be picked here for three 
more days, when the four teams will have completed a difficult 
double-elimination tournament. Good, hard competition, but the 
stands at Yale Field are half empty today. Call them half full, be
cause everyone on hand-some twenty-five hundred fans-must 
know something about the quality of the teams here, or at least 
enough to qualify either as a partisan or as an expert, which would 
explain the hum of talk and expectation that runs through the 
grandstand even while the Yale team, in pinstriped home whites, is 
still taking infield practice. 

I am seated in a little sector of senior New Haven men-Town
ies rather than Old Elis. One of them a couple of rows in front of 
me says, "They used to fill this place in the old days, before there 
was all the baseball on Tv. "  

His neighbor, a small man in  a tweed cap, says, "The biggest 
crowd I ever saw in here-the biggest ever, I bet-was for a high
school game. Shelton and Naugatuck, about twenty years ago." 

An old gent with a cane, seated just to my left, says, "They 
filled it up that day the Yankees came here, with Ruth and Gehrig 
and the rest of them. An exhibition game." 

A fan just beyond the old gentleman-a good-looking man in 
his sixties, with an open, friendly face, a large smile, and a thick 
stand of gray hair-leans toward my neighbor and says, "When 
was that game, Joe? 1930? 1932 ?" 
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"Oh, I can't remember," the old man says. "Somewhere in 
there. My youngest son was mascot for the Yankees that day, so I 
could figure it out, I suppose." He is not much interested. His eyes 
are on the field. "Say, look at these fellows throw! " he says. "Did 
you see that outfielder peg in the ball ?" 

"That was the day Babe Ruth said this was about the best
looking ballpark he'd ever seen," the man beyond says. "You re
member that." 

" I  can remember long before this park was built," the old man 
says. " It was already the Yale ballfield when I got here, but they put 
in these stands later- Who is this shortstop ? He's a hefty-looking 
bird." 

"How many Yale games do you think you've seen, Joe?" the 
smiling man asks. 

"Oh, I couldn't begin to count them. But I haven't seen a Yale 
team play in-I don't know how long. Not for years. These fel
lows today, they play in the Cape Cod League in the summers. 
They let the freshmen play here now, too. They recruit them more, 
I suppose. They're athletes-you can see that." 

The Yale team finishes its warmup ritual, and St. John's-light
gray uniforms with scarlet cap bills and scarlet socks-replaces it 
on the field. 

"St. John's has always had a good club," the old man tells me. 
"Even back when my sons were playing ball, it was a good ball 
team. But not as good as this one. Oh, my! Did you see this catcher 
throw down to second ? Did you see that! I bet you in all the years 
I was here I didn't have twenty fellows who could throw." 

"Your sons played here?"  I ask him. "For Yale?" 
"My son Joe was captain in '41 ," he says. "He was a pitcher. He 

pitched against my son Steve here one day. Steve was pitching for 
Colgate, and my other son, Bob-my youngest-was on the same 
Colgate team. A good little left-handed first baseman." 

I am about to ask how that game turned out, but the old man 
has taken out a small gold pocket watch, with a hunting case, which 
he snaps open. Three-fourteen. "Can't they get this started ?" he 
says impatiently. 
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I say something admiring about the watch, and he hands it to 
me carefully. "I 've had that watch for sixty-eight years," he says. " I  
always carried it in  my vest pocket, back when we wore vests. "  

The little watch has a considerable heft to it: a weight of au
thority. I turn it over and find an inscription on the back. It is in 
script and a bit worn, but I can still make it out: 

P RE S E NT E D  TO J O E  W O O D  

B Y  H I S  F R I E N D  A .  E .  S MI T H  

I N  A P P R E C I AT I O N  O F  H I S  S P L E N D I D  

P I T C H I N G  W H I C H  B R O U G HT T H E  

WO RLD
'

S C H AM P I O N S H I P  

TO B O ST O N  I N  1 9 1 2 . 

"Who was A. E. Smith, Mr. Wood?"  I ask. 
"He was a manufacturer. " 
I know the rest. Joe Wood, the old gentleman on my left, was 

the baseball coach at Yale for twenty years-from 1923 to 1942. 
Before that, he was a sometime outfielder for the Cleveland Indi
ans, who batted .366 in 1921 . Before that, he was a celebrated right
handed pitcher for the Boston Red Sox-Smokey Joe Wood, who 
won thirty-four games for the Bosox in 1912, when he finished up 
with a record of 34-5, pitching ten shutouts and sixteen consecutive 
victories along the way. In the World Series that fall-one of the 
two or three finest ever played-he won three of the four games he 
pitched, including the famous finale: the game of Hooper's catch 
and Snodgrass's muff and Tris Speaker's killing tenth-inning single. 
Next to Walter Johnson, Smokey Joe Wood was the most famous 
fastballer of his era. Still is, no doubt, in the minds of the few sur
viving fans who saw him at his best. He is ninety-one years old. 

None of this, I should explain-neither my presence at the 
game nor my companions in the stands-was an accident. I had 
been a fervent admirer of Smokey Joe Wood ever since I read his 
account of his baseball beginnings and his subsequent career in 
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Lawrence Ritter's "The Glory of Their Times," a cherished, classic 
volume of oral history of the early days of the pastime. Mr. Wood 
was in his seventies when that book was published, in 1966, and I 
was startled and pleased a few weeks ago when I ran across an ar
ticle by Joan Whaley, in Baseball Digest, which informed me that 
he was still hale and still talking baseball in stimulating fashion. He 
was living with a married daughter in New Haven, and my first 
impulse was to jump in my car and drive up to press a call. But 
something held me back; it did not seem quite right to present my
self uninvited at his door, even as a pilgrim. Then Ron Darling and 
Frank Viola gave me my chance. Darling, who was a junior at Yale 
this past year, is the best pitcher ever to take the mound for the 
Blue. He is better than Johnny Broaca, who went on to pitch for 
the Yankees and the Indians for five seasons in the mid-nineteen
thirties; he is better than Frank Quinn, who compiled a 1 .57 career 
earned-run average at Yale in 1946, '47, and '48. (He is also a better 
all-around ballplayer than George Bush, who played first base and 
captained the Elis in 1948, and then somehow drifted off into poli
tics instead of baseball.) Darling, a right-handed fastball thrower, 
won eleven games and lost two as a sophomore, with an earned
run average of 1 .31 ,  and this year he was 9-3 and 2.42, with eighty
nine strikeouts in his ninety-three innings of work-the finest 
college pitcher in the Northeast, according to major-league scouts, 
with the possible exception of Frank Viola, a junior left-handed 
curveball ace at St. John's, who was undefeated this year, 9-0, and 
had a neat earned-run average of 1 .00. St. John's, a Catholic univer
sity in Queens, is almost a baseball powerhouse-not quite in the 
same class, perhaps, as such perennial national champions or chal
lengers as Arizona, Arizona State, Texas, and Southern California, 
whose teams play Sun Belt schedules of close to sixty games, but 
good enough to have gone as the Northeast's representative to the 
national tournament in Omaha in 1980, where Viola defeated the 
eventual winner, Arizona, in the first round. St. John's, by the way, 
does not recruit high-school stars from faraway states, as do most 
of these rival college powers; all but one player on this year's 
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thirty-three-man Redmen squad grew up and went to school in 
New York City or in nearby suburbs. This 1981 St. John's team ran 
off an awesome 31-2 record, capturing the Eastern College Metro 
(Greater New York, that is) elimination, while Yale, winning its last 
nine games in a row, concluded its regular season with a record of 
24- 12- 1 ,  which was good enough to win its first Eastern Intercol
legiate League championship since 1956. (That tie in Yale's record 
was a game against the University of Central Florida, played dur
ing the Elis' spring-training tour in March, and was called because 
of darkness after seven innings, with the score tied at 21-21. Darling 
did not pitch that day.) The two teams, along with Central Michi
gan (Mid-America Conference) and Maine (New England Confer
ence), qualified for the tournament at New Haven, and the luck of 
the draw pitted Yale (and Darling) against St. John's (and Viola) 
in the second game of the opening doubleheader. Perfect. Darling, 
by the way, had indicated that he might be willing to turn profes
sional this summer if he were to be picked in an early round of the 
annual amateur draft conducted by the major leagues in mid-June, 
and Viola had been talked about as a potential big-leaguer ever 
since his freshman year, so their matchup suddenly became an 
obligatory reunion for every front-rank baseball scout east of the 
Ohio River. (About fifty of them turned up, with their speed guns 
and clipboards, and their glowing reports of the game, I learned 
later, altered the draft priorities of several clubs.) 

Perfect, but who would get in touch with Mr. Wood and per
suade him to come out to Yale Field with me for the game? Why, 
Dick Lee would-Dick Lee, of course. Richard C. Lee (he was the 
smiling man sitting just beyond Smokey Joe in our row) is a former 
Democratic mayor of New Haven, an extremely popular (eight 
consecutive terms, sixteen years in office), innovative officeholder 
who, among other things, presided over the widely admired urban 
renewal of his city during the nineteen-sixties and, before that, 
thought up and pushed through the first Operation Head Start 
program (for minority-group preschoolers) in the country. Dick 
Lee knows everybody in New Haven, including Smokey Joe 
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Wood and several friends of mine there, one of  whom provided me 
with his telephone number. I called Lee at his office (he is assistant 
to the chairman of the Union Trust Company, in New Haven) and 
proposed our party. "Wonderful ! "  he cried at once. "You have 
come to the right man. I'll bring Joe. Count on me! "  Even over the 
telephone, I could see him smiling. 

Dick Lee did not play baseball for Yale, but the nature of his 
partisanship became clear in the very early moments of the Yale-St. 
John's game. "Yay! " he shouted in a stentorian baritone as Ron 
Darling set down three St. John's batters in order in the first. "Yay, 
Ron baby! " he boomed out as Darling dismissed three more bat
ters in the second, fanning the last two. "Now c'mon, Yale! Let's get 
something started, gang! Yay! "  Lee had told me that he pitched for 
some lesser-known New Haven teams-the Dixwell Community 
House sandlot team and the Jewish Home for Children nine {the 
Utopians), among others-while he was growing up in the ivyless 
Newhallville neighborhood. Some years later, having passed up 
college altogether, he went to work for Yale as its public-relations 
officer. By the time he became mayor, in 1953, the university was 
his own-another precinct to be worried about and looked after. A 
born politician, he appears to draw on some inner deep-water 
reservoir of concern that enables him to preside effortlessly and af
fectionately over each encounter of his day; he was the host at our 
game, and at intervals he primed Joe Wood with questions about 
his baseball past, which he seemed to know almost by heart. 

"Yes, that's right, I did play for the Bloomer Girls a few 
games," Mr. Wood said in response to one such cue. "I was about 
sixteen, and I was pitching for our town team in Ness City, Kansas. 
The Bloomer Girls were a barnstorming team, but they used to 
pick up a few young local fellows on the sly to play along with 
them if they needed to fill out their lineup. I was one of those. I 
never wore a wig, though-! wouldn't have done that. I guess I 
looked young enough to pass for a girl anyway. Bill Stern, the old 
radio broadcaster, must have used that story about forty times, but 
he always got it wrong about the wig." 
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There was a yell around us, and an instantly ensuing groan, as 
Yale's big freshman catcher, Tony Paterno, leading off the bottom 
of the second, lined sharply to the St. John's shortstop, who made a 
fine play on the ball. Joe Wood peered intently out at the field 
through his thickish horn-rimmed spectacles. He shook his head a 
little. "You know, I can't hardly follow the damned ball now," he 
said. "It's better for me if I'm someplace where I can get up high 
behind the plate. I was up to Fenway Park for two games last year, 
and they let me sit in the pressbox there at that beautiful park. I 
could see it all from there. The groundskeeper has got that field just 
like a living room." 

I asked him if he still rooted for the Red Sox. 
"Oh, yes," he said. "All my life. A couple of years ago, when 

they had that big lead in the middle of the summer, they asked me 
if I'd come up and throw out the first ball at one of their World Se
ries games or playoff games. But then they dropped out of it, of 
course. Now it looks like it'll never happen." 

He spoke in a quiet, almost measured tone, but there was no 
tinge of disappointment or self-pity in it. It was the voice of age. He 
was wearing a blue windbreaker over a buttoned-up plaid shirt, 
made formal with a small dark-red bow tie. There was a brown 
straw hat on his bald head. The years had imparted a delicate thin
ness to the skin on his cheeks and neck, but his face had a deter
mined look to it, with a strong chin and a broad, unsmiling mouth. 
Watching him, I recalled one of the pictures in "The Glory of Their 
Times " -a team photograph taken in 1906, in which he is sitting 
cross-legged down in front of a row of men in baggy baseball pants 
and lace-up, collared baseball shirts with "NESS CITY" across the 
front in block letters. The men are standing in attitudes of cheerful 
assurance, with their arn:ts folded, and their mushy little baseball 
gloves are hanging from their belts. Joe Wood, the smallest player 
in the picture, is wearing a dark warmup shirt, with the sleeves 
rolled halfway up his forearms, and his striped baseball cap is 
pushed back a little, revealing a part in the middle of his hair. There 
is an intent, unsmiling look on his boyish face-the same grave de-
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meanor you can spot in a subsequent photograph, taken in 1912, in 
which he is standing beside his Red Sox manager, Jake Stahl, and 
wearing a heavy woollen three-button suit, a stiff collar, a narrow 
necktie with a stickpin, and a stylish black porkpie hat pulled low 
over his handsome, famous face: Smokey Joe Wood at twenty-two. 
(The moniker, by the way, was given him by Paul Shannon, a 
sportswriter for the Boston Post; before that, he was sometimes 
called Ozone Wood-"ozone" for the air cleaved by the hapless 
batters who faced him.) The young man in the photographs and the 
old man beside me at the ballpark had the same broad, sloping 
shoulders, but there was nothing burly or physically imposing 
about him then or now. 

"What kind of a pitcher were you, Mr. Wood?" I asked him. 
"I had a curve and a fastball," he said. "That's all. I didn't even 

have brains enough to slow up on the batters. The fastball had a 
hop on it. You had to be fast to have that happen to the ball ."  

I said that I vividly recalled Sandy Koufax's fastball, which 
sometimes seemed to jump so violently as it crossed the plate that 
his catcher had to shoot up his mitt to intercept it. 

"Mine didn't go up that far. Just enough for them to miss it." 
He half turned to me as he said this, and gave me a little glance and 
an infinitesimal smile. A twinkle. "I don't know where my speed 
came from," he went on. " I  wasn't any bigger or stronger-looking 
then than I am now. I always could throw hard, and once I saw I 
was able to get batters out, I figured I was crazy enough to play 
ball for a living. My father was a criminal lawyer in Kansas, and be
fore that out in Ouray, Colorado, where I first played ball, and my 
brother went to law school and got a degree, but I didn't even 
graduate from high school. I ate and slept baseball all my life." 

The flow of recollection from Joe Wood was perhaps not as 
smooth and rivery as I have suggested here. For one thing, he 
spoke slowly and with care-not unlike the way he walked to the 
grandstand at Yale Field from the parking lot beyond left field, 
making his way along the grass firmly enough but looking where 
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he was going, too, and helping himself a bit with his cane. Nothing 
infirm about him, but nothing hurrying or sprightly, either. For 
another, the game was well in progress by now, and its principals 
and sudden events kept interrupting our colloquy. Ron Darling, a 
poised, impressive figure on the mound, alternated his popping 
fastballs with just enough down-breaking sliders and an occasional 
curveball to keep the St. John's batters unhappy. Everything was 
thrown with heat-his strikeout pitch is a Seaver-high fastball, but 
his slider, which slides at the last possible instant, is an even dead
lier weapon-but without any signs of strain or anxiety. He threw 
over the top, smoothly driving his front (left) shoulder at the bat
ter in picturebook style, and by the third or fourth inning he had 
imposed his will and his pace on the game. He was rolling. He is a 
dark-haired, olive-skinned young man (he lives in Millbury, Mas
sachusetts, near Worcester, but he was born in Hawaii; his mother 
is Chinese-Hawaiian by birth) with long, powerful legs, but his 
pitcherlike proportions tend to conceal, rather than emphasize, his 
six feet two inches and his hundred and ninety-five pounds. He 
also swings the bat well enough (.331 this year) to play right field 
for Yale when he isn't pitching; in our game he was the designated 
hitter as well as the pitcher for the Elis. 

"That's a nice build for a pitcher, isn't it?"  Joe Wood murmured 
during the St. John's fifth. Almost as he spoke, Darling executed a 
twisting dive to his right to snaffle a hard-hit grounder up the 
middle by Brian Miller, the St. John's shortstop, and threw him out 
at first. ("Hey-hey! " Dick Lee cried. "Yay, Ronnie !") "And he's an 
athlete out there," Wood added. "The scouts like that, you know. 
Oh, this fellow's a lot better than Broaca ever was." 

Frank Viola, for his part, was as imperturbable as Darling on 
the mound, if not quite as awesome. A lanky, sharp-shouldered 
lefty, he threw an assortment of speeds and spins, mostly sinkers 
and down-darting sliders, that had the Yale batters swinging from 
their shoe tops and, for the most part, hammering the ball into the 
dirt. He had the stuff and poise of a veteran relief pitcher, and the 
St. John's infield-especially Brian Miller and a stubby, ebullient 
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second baseman named Steve Scafa-performed behind him with 
the swift, almost haughty confidence that imparts an elegance and 
calm and sense of ease to baseball at its best. It was a scoreless game 
after five, and a beauty. 

"What was the score of that game you beat Walter Johnson in, 
in your big year?"  Dick Lee asked our guest between innings. 

We all knew the answer, I think. In September of 1912, Walter 
Johnson came to Fenway Park (it was brand-new that year) with 
the Senators and pitched against young Joe Wood, who then had a 
string of thirteen consecutive victories to his credit. That summer, 
Johnson had established a league record of sixteen straight wins, so 
the matchup was not merely an overflow, sellout affair but perhaps 
the most anticipated, most discussed non-championship game in the 
American League up to that time. 

"We won it, 1 -0," Joe Wood said quietly, "but it wasn't his 
fault I beat him that day. If he'd had the team behind him that I did, 
he'd have set every kind of record in baseball. You have to remem
ber that Walter Johnson played for a second-division team almost 
all through his career. All those years, and he had to work from the 
bottom every time he pitched." 

"Were you faster than he was?"  I asked. 
"Oh, I don't think there was ever anybody faster than Walter," 

he murmured. 
"But Johnson said just the opposite ! "  Dick Lee cried. "He said 

no one was faster than you!" 
"He was just that kind of fellow, to say something like that," 

Wood said. "That was just like the man. Walter Johnson was a great 
big sort of a pitcher, with hands that came clear down to his knees. 
Why, the way he threw the ball, the only reason anybody ever got 
even a foul off him was because everybody in the league knew he'd 
never come inside to a batter. Walter Johnson was a prince of 
men-a gentleman first, last, and always." 

It came to me that this was the first time I had ever heard any
body use the phrase "a prince of men" in a non-satiric fashion. In 
any case, the Johnson-Wood argument did not really need settling, 
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then or now. Smokey Joe went on to tie Johnson with sixteen 
straight victories that season, an American League record, subse
quently tied by Lefty Grove and Schoolboy Rowe [and, in 2001 , by 
Roger Clemens]. (Over in the National League that year, Rube 
Marquard won nineteen straight for the Giants-a single-season 
mark first set by Tim Keefe of the Giants in 1888 and untouched as 
yet by anyone else.) Johnson and Wood pretty well divided up the 
A.L. mound honors that summer, when Johnson won thirty-two 
games and lost twelve, posting the best earned-run average (1 .39) 
and the most strikeouts (three hundred and three), while Wood won 
the most games and established the best winning percentage with his 
34-5 mark (not including his three World Series wins, of course). 

These last figures are firmly emplaced in the baseball crannies 
of my mind, and in the minds of most students of the game, be
cause, it turned out, they represent the autumn of Joe Wood's 
pitching career as well as its first full flowering. Early in the spring 
of 1913, he was injured in a fielding play, and he was never near to 
being the same pitcher again. One of the game's sad speculations 
over the years has been what Joe Wood's status in the pantheon of 
great pitchers would be if he had remained sound. I did not need 
any reminder of his accident, but I had been given one just the 
same when Dick Lee introduced me to him, shortly before the 
game. We had stopped to pick up Mr. Wood at his small, red
shuttered white house on Marvel Road, and when he came down 
the concrete path to join us I got out of Lee's Cadillac to shake the 
hand that once shook the baseball world. 

"Mr. Wood," I said, "this is a great honor." 
"Ow-ow! " he cried, cringing before me and attempting to 

extricate his paw. 
"Oh, oh . . .  I'm terribly sorry," I said, appalled. " Is it-is this 

because of your fall off the roof?"  Three years ago, at the age of 
eighty-eight, he had fallen off a ladder while investigating a leak, 
and had cracked several ribs. 

"Hell, no ! "  he said indignantly. "This is the arm I threw out in 
1913 ! "  



The Web of the Game • 225 

I felt awful. I had touched history-and almost brought it to 
its knees. 

Now, at the game, he told me how it all happened. "I can't re
member now if it was on the road or at Fenway Park," he said. 
"Anyway, it was against Detroit. There was a swinging bunt down 
the line, and I went to field it and slipped on the wet grass and went 
down and landed on my hand. I broke it right here." He pointed to 
a spot just below his wrist, on the back of his freckled, slightly 
gnarled right hand. "It's what they call a subperiosteal fracture. 
They put it in a cast, and I had to sit out awhile. Well, this was in 
1913, right after we'd won the championship, and every team was 
out to get us, of course. So as soon as the cast came off, the man
ager would come up to me every now and then and want to know 
how soon I was going to get back to pitching. Well, maybe I got 
back to it too soon and maybe I didn't, but the arm never felt right 
again. The shoulder went bad. I still went on pitching, but the fast
ball had lost that hop. I never threw a day after that when I wasn't 
in pain. Most of the time, I'd pitch and then it would hurt so bad 
that I wasn't able to raise my hand again for days afterward. So I 
was about a halftime pitcher after that. You have to understand that 
in those days if you didn't work you didn't get paid. Now they lay 
out as long as they need to and get a shot of that cortisone. But we 
had to play, ready or not. I was a married man, just starting a fam
ily, and in order to get my check I had to be in there. So I pitched." 

He pitched less, but not much less well. In 1915, he was 15-5 for 
the Red Sox, with an earned-run average of 1 .49, which was the best 
in the league. But the pain was so persistent that he sat out the en
tire 1916 season, on his farm, near Shohala, Pennsylvania, hoping 
that the rest would restore his arm. It did not. He pitched in eight 
more games after that-all of them for the Cleveland Indians, to 
whom he was sold in 1917-but he never won again. 

"Did you become a different kind of pitcher after you hurt 
your arm?" I asked. "More off-speed stuff, I mean?" 

"No, I still pitched the fastball." 
"But all that pain-" 
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"I tried not to think about that." He gave me the same small 
smile and bright glance. "I just loved to be out there," he said. "It 
was as simple as that." 

Our afternoon slid by in a distraction of baseball and memory, 
and I almost felt myself at some dreamlike doubleheader involving 
the then and the now, the semi-anonymous strong young men 
waging their close, marvellous game on the sunlit green field before 
us while bygone players and heroes of baseball history-long gone 
now, most of them-replayed their vivid, famous innings for me in 
the words and recollections of my companion. Yale kept putting 
men aboard against Viola and failing to move them along; Rich 
Diana, the husky center fielder (he is also an All-Ivy League half
back), whacked a long double to left but then died on second-the 
sixth stranded Eli base runner in five innings. Darling appeared to 
be struggling a little, walking two successive batters in the sixth, 
but he saved himself with a whirling pickoff to second base-a 
timed play brilliantly completed by his shortstop, Bob Brooke
and then struck out St. John's big first baseman, Karl Komyathy, 
for the last out. St. John's had yet to manage a hit against him. 

In the home half of the sixth, Yale put its leadoff batter aboard 
with a single but could not bunt him along. Joe Wood was dis
tressed. "I could teach these fellows to bunt in one minute," he 
said. "Nobody can't hardly bunt anymore. You've got to get your 
weight more forward than he did, so you're not reaching for the 
ball. And he should have his right hand higher up on the bat." 

The inning ended, and we reversed directions once again. "Ty 
Cobb was the greatest bat-handler you ever saw," Wood said. "He 
used to go out to the ballpark early in the morning with a pitcher 
and work on hitting the ball to all fields, over and over. He batted 
that strange way, with his fists apart, you know, but he could have 
hit just as well no matter how he held it. He just knew what to do 
with a bat in hand. And baserunning-why, I saw him get on base 
and steal second, steal third, and then steal home. The best. A lot of 
fellows in my time shortened up on the bat when they had to-
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that's what the St. John's boys should try against this good pitcher. 
Next to Cobb, Shoeless Joe Jackson was the best left-handed hitter 
I ever saw, and he was always down at the end of the bat until there 
were two strikes on him. Then he'd shorten up a little, to give him
self a better chance. " 

Dick Lee said, "That's what you've been telling Charlie Polka, 
. 

' 
. 

J ' " tsn t tt, oe. 
"Yes, sir, and it's helped him," Wood said. "He's tried it, and 

now he knows that all you have to do is make contact and the ball 
will fly a long way." 

Both men saw my look of bewilderment, and they laughed 
together. 

"Charlie Polka is a Little League player," Dick Lee explained. 
"He's about eleven years old." 

"He lives right across the street from me," Wood said. "He 
plays for the 500 Blake team-that's named for a restaurant here in 
town. I 've got him shortened up on the bat, and now he's a hitter. 
Charlie Polka is a natural."  

"Is that how you batted?"  I asked. 
"Not at first," he said. "But after I went over to Cleveland in 

1917 to join my old roommate, Tris Speaker, I started to play the 
outfield, and I began to take up on the bat, because I knew I'd have 
to hit a little better if I was going to make the team. I never was any 
wonder at the plate, but I was good enough to last six more years, 
playing with Spoke." 

Tris Speaker (Wood had called him by his old nickname, 
Spoke) was the Joe DiMaggio or Willie Mays of the first two 
decades of this century-the nonpareil center fielder of his day. 
"He had a beautiful left-handed arm," Joe Wood said. "He always 
played very shallow in center-you could do that in those days, 
because of the dead ball. I saw him make a lot of plays to second 
base from there-pick up what looked like a clean single and fire 
the ball to second in time to force the base runner coming down 
from first. Or he could throw the ball behind a runner and pick 
him off that way. And just as fine a man as he was a ballplayer. He 



228 • Game Time 

was a Southern gentleman-well, he was from Hubbard, Texas. 
Back in the early days, when we were living together on the beach 
at Winthrop during the season, out beyond Revere, Spoke would 
sometimes cook up a mess of fried chicken in the evening. He'd 
cook, and then I'd do the dishes . "  

Listening to this, I sensed the web of baseball about me. Tris 
Speaker had driven in the tying run in the tenth inning of the last 
game of the 1912 World Series, at Fenway Park, after Fred Merkle 
and Chief Meyers, of the Giants, had let his easy foul pop fall un
touched between them. A moment or two later, Joe \Vood had won 
his third game of the Series and the Red Sox were champions. My 
father saw that game-he was at Harvard Law School at the time, 
and got a ticket somehow-and he told me about it many times. 
He was terrifically excited to be there, but I think my mother must 
have relished the famous victory even more. She grew up in Boston 
and was a true Red Sox fan, even though young women didn't go 
to many games then. My father grew up in Cleveland, so he was an 
Indians rooter, of course. In 1915, my parents got married and went 
to live in Cleveland, where my father began to practice law. Tris 
Speaker was traded to the Indians in 1916-a terrible shock to Red 
Sox fans-and Joe \Vood came out of his brief retirement to join 
him on the club a year later. My parents' first child, my older sister, 
was born in Cleveland late in 1916, and the next year my father 
went off to Europe-off to the war. My mother once told me that 
in the summer afternoons of 1917 she would often push a baby car
riage past League Park, the Indians' home field, out on Linwood 
Avenue, which was a block or two away from my parents' house. 
Sometimes there was a game going on, and if she heard a roar of 
pleasure from the fans inside she would tell herself that probably 
Tris Speaker had just done something special. She was lonely in 
Cleveland, she told me, and it made her feel good to know that Tris 
Speaker was there in the same town with her. "Tris Speaker and I 
were traded to Cleveland in the same year,"  she said. 

A yell and an explosion of cheering brought me back to Yale 
Field. \Ve were in the top of the seventh, and the Yale second base-
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man and captain, Gerry Harrington, had just leaped high to snatch 
down a burning line drive-the force of it almost knocked him 
over backward in midair. Then he flipped the ball to second to 
double off a St. John's base runner and end the inning. "These fel
lows came to play! " Dick Lee said. 

Most no-hitters produce at least one such heaven-sent gift 
somewhere along the line, and I began to believe that Ron Darling, 
who was still untouched on the mound, might be pitching the game 
of his young life. I turned to ask Mr. Wood how many no-hitters 
he recalled-he had seen Mathewson and Marquard and Babe Ruth 
(Ruth, the pitcher, that is) and Coveleski and the rest of them, after 
all-but he seemed transfixed by something on the field. "Look at 
that! " he said, in a harsh, disbelieving way. "This Yale coach has his 
own coaches out there on the lines, by God! They're profession
als-not just players, the way I always had it when I was here. ·The 
coach has his own coaches . . .  I never knew that." 

"Did you have special coaches when you were coming up with 
the Red Sox?" I said, hoping to change his mood. "A pitching 
coach, I mean, or a batting coach?" 

He didn't catch the question, and I repeated it. 
"No, no," he said, a little impatiently. "We talked about the 

other players and the pitchers among ourselves in those days. We 
players. We didn't need anybody to help us." 

He was staring straight ahead at the field. I thought he looked 
a bit chilly. It was well past five o'clock now, and a skim of clouds 
had covered the sun. 

Dick Lee stole a glance at him, too. "Hey, Joe, doesn't this 
Darling remind you a little of Carl Hubbell on the mound ?" he 
said in a cheerful, distracting sort of voice. "The way he picks up 
his front leg, I mean. You remember how Hubbell would go way 
up on the stretch and then drop his hands down by his ankles be
fore he threw the ball ?" 

"Hubbell ?" Joe Wood said. He shook his head, making an ef
fort. "Well, to me this pitcher's a little like that fellow Eckersley," 
he said slowly. "The way he moves forward there." 
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He was right. Ron Darling had exactly the same float and glide 
that the Red Sox' Dennis Eckersley conveys when he is pitching 
well. 

"How do today's players compare with the men you played 
with, Mr. Wood ?"  I asked. 

"I'd rather not answer that question," he said. He had taken 
out his watch again. He studied it and then tucked it away care
fully, and then he glanced over at me, perhaps wondering if he had 
been impolite. "That Pete Rose plays hard," he added. "Him and 
a few more. I don't like Pete Rose, exactly, but he looks like he 
plays the game the way we did. He'd play for the fun of it if he 
had to." 

He resumed his study of the field, and now and then I saw him 
stare again at the heavyset Yale third-base coach on our side of the 
diamond. Scoreless games make for a long day at the ballpark, and 
Joe Wood's day had probably been longer than ours. More than 
once, I had seen him struggle to his feet to catch some exciting play 
or moment on the field, only to have it end before he was quite up. 
Then he would sit down again, leaning on his cane while he low
ered himself. I had more questions for Mr. Wood, but now I tried 
to put them out of my mind. Earlier in the afternoon, he had re
marked that several old Yale players had dropped in at his house 
before the game to say hello and to talk about the old days. "People 
come by and see me all the time," he had said. "People I don't even 
know, from as far away as Colorado. \'Vhy, I had a fellow come in 
all the way from Canada the other day, who just wanted to talk 
about the old days. They all want that, somehow. It's gone on too 
long." 

It had gone on for him, I realized, for as long as most lifetimes. 
He had played ball for fourteen years, all told, and people had 
been asking him to talk about it for nearly sixty years. For him, 
the last juice and sweetness must have been squeezed out of these 
ancient games years ago, but he was still expected to respond to 
our amateur expertise, our insatiable vicariousness. Old men are 



The Web of the Game • 23 1 

patronized in much the same fashion as athletes; because we take 
pride in them, we expect their intimacy in return. I had intruded 
after all. 

We were in the eighth now . . .  and then in the ninth. Still no 
score, and each new batter, each pitch was greeted with clappings 
and deepening cries of encouragement and anxiety from the stands 
and the players alike. The close-packed rows hummed with cease
less, nervous sounds of conversation and speculation-and impa
tience for the denouement, and a fear of it, too. All around me in 
our section I could see the same look of resignation and boredom 
and pleasure that now showed on my own face, I knew-the look 
of longtime fans who understand that one can never leave a very 
long close game, no matter how much inconvenience and exasper
ation it imposes on us. The difficulty of baseball is imperious. 

"Yay! Yay!"  Dick Lee cried when Yale left fielder Joe Dufek led 
off the eighth with a single. "Now come on, you guys ! I gotta get 
home for dinner." But the next Yale batter bunted into a force play 
at second, and the chance was gone. "Well, all right-for break
fast! " Lee said, slumping back in his seat. 

The two pitchers held us-each as intent and calm and pur
poseful as the other. Ron Darling, never deviating from the purity 
of his stylish body-lean and leg-crook and his riding, down
thrusting delivery, poured fastballs through the diminishing day
light. He looked as fast as ever now, or faster, and in both the ninth 
and the tenth he dismissed the side in order and with four more 
strikeouts. Viola was dominant in his own fashion, also setting 
down the Yale hitters one, two, three in the ninth and tenth, with a 
handful of pitches. His rhythm-the constant variety of speeds and 
location on his pitches-had the enemy batters leaning and sway
ing with his motion, and, as antistrophe, was almost as exciting to 
watch as Darling's flair and flame. With two out in the top of the 
eleventh, a St. John's batter nudged a soft little roller up the first
base line-such an easy, waiting, schoolboy sort of chance that the 
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Yale first baseman, O'Connor, allowed the ball to carom off his 
mitt: a miserable little butchery, except that the second baseman, 
seeing his pitcher sprinting for the bag, now snatched up the ball 
and flipped it toward him almost despairingly. Darling took the 
toss while diving full-length at the bag and, rolling in the dirt, beat 
the runner by a hair. 

"Oh, my! "  said Joe Wood. "Oh, my, oh, my! "  
Then in the bottom of the inning Yale suddenly loaded the 

bases-a hit, a walk, another walk (Viola was just missing the cor
ners now)-and we all came to our feet, yelling and pleading. The 
tilted stands and the low roof deepened the cheers and sent them 
rolling across the field. There were two out, and the Yale batter, 
Dan Costello, swung at the first pitch and bounced it gently to 
short, for a force that ended the rally. Somehow, I think, we knew 
that we had seen Yale's last chance. 

"I would have taken that pitch," I said, entering the out in my 
scorecard. "To keep the pressure on him." 

" I  don't know," Joe Wood said at once. "He's just walked two. 
You might get the cripple on the first pitch and then see nothing 
but hooks. Hit away." 

He was back in the game. 
Steve Scafa, leading off the twelfth, got a little piece of Darling's 

first pitch on the handle of his bat, and the ball looped softly over 
the shortstop's head and into left: a hit. The loudspeakers told us 
that Ron Darling's eleven innings of no-hit pitching had set a new 
N.C.A.A. tournament record. Everyone at Yale Field stood up
the St. John's players, too, coming off their bench and out onto the 
field-and applauded Darling's masterpiece. We were scarcely 
seated again before Scafa stole second as the Yale catcher, Paterno, 
bobbled the pitch. Scafa, who is blurrily quick, had stolen thirty
five bases during the season. Now he stole third as well. With one 
out and runners at the corners (the other St. John's man had 
reached first on an error), Darling ran the count to three and two 
and fanned the next batter-his fifteenth strikeout of the game. 
Two out. Darling sighed and stared in, and then stepped off the 
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mound while the St. John's coach put in a pinch-runner at first
who took off for second on the very next pitch. Paterno fired the 
ball quickly this time, and Darling, staggering off the mound with 
his follow-through, did not cut it off. Scafa came ten feet down the 
third-base line and stopped there, while the pinch-runner suddenly 
jammed on the brakes, stranding himself between first and second: 
a play, clearly-an inserted crisis. The Yale second baseman glanced 
twice at Scafa, freezing him, and then made a little run at the hung
up base runner to his left and threw to first. With that, Scafa in
stantly broke for the plate. Lured by the vision of the third out just 
a few feet away from him on the base path, the Yale first baseman 
hesitated, fractionally and fatally, before he spun and threw home, 
where Scafa slid past the tag and came up, leaping and clapping, 
into the arms of his teammates. That was the game. Darling struck 
out his last man, but a new St. John's pitcher, a right-handed fire
bailer named Eric Stampfl, walked on and blew the Elis away in 
their half. 

"Well, that's a shame," Joe Wood said, getting up for the last 
time. It was close to six-thirty, but he looked fine now. "If that 
man scores before the third out, it counts, you know," he said. 
"That's why it worked. I never saw a better-played game any
place-college or big-league. That's a swell ballgame." 

Several things happened afterward. Neither Yale nor St. John's 
qualified for the college World Series, it turned out; the University 
of Maine defeated St. John's in the final game of the playoffs at New 
Haven (neither Viola nor Darling was sufficiently recovered from 
his ordeal to pitch again) and made the trip to Omaha, where it, 
too, was eliminated. Arizona State won the national title. On June 
9th, Ron Darling was selected by the Texas Rangers at the major
league amateur-player draft in New York. He was the ninth player 
in the country to be chosen. Frank Viola, the thirty-seventh pick, 
went to the Minnesota Twins. (The Seattle Mariners, who had the 
first pick this year, had been ready to take Darling, which would 
have made him the coveted No. 1 selection in the draft, but the club 
backed off at the last moment because of Darling's considerable 
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salary demands. As it was, he signed with the Rangers for a 
hundred-thousand-dollar bonus.) On June 12th, the major-league 
players unanimously struck the twenty-six big-league teams. The 
strike has brought major-league ball to a halt, and no one can pre
dict when play will resume. Because of this sudden silence, the St. 
John's-Yale struggle has become the best and most vivid game of 
the year for me, so far. It may stay that way even after the strike 
ends. " I  think that game will always be on my mind," Ron Darling 
said after it was over. I feel the same way. I think I will remember 
it all my life. So will Joe Wood. Somebody will probably tell Ron 
Darling that Smokey Joe Wood was at the game that afternoon and 
saw him pitch eleven scoreless no-hit innings against St. John's, and 
someday-perhaps years from now, when he, too, may possibly 
be a celebrated major-league strikeout artist-it may occur to him 
that his heartbreaking 0-1 loss in May 1981 and Walter Johnson's 
0-1 loss at Fenway Park in September 1912 are now woven to
gether into the fabric of baseball. Pitch by pitch, inning by inning, 
Ron Darling had made that happen. He stitched us together. 



Takes :  Penmen 

2002 

Fans and writers expect a lot of the players-we're looking for 
the exceptional, every day, and great quotes after-and we're in 
need of baseball archetypes, as well. The eccentric reliever has al
most held his own here, while other familiar figures-the wise, 
white-haired manager; the back-country coach (a Kansas City 
Royals old-timer, talking to me one day about George Brett's line 
drives, said, "Everything he hits goes through the infield like a 
stream of milk"), and the boy-phenom slugger or strikeout artist
have been slipping from sight, smoothed into nullity by ESPN, 
Just for Men, the Bible, and tattoos. Modern-day closers scare 
you with their heat and size-the storky Robb Nen, the pale and 
musing Troy Percival, or the camp-trailer-wide Rich Garces-but 
oddball isn't in their repertory. None of them have startled their 
teammates in the fashion of Dick Hall, a sidearming righty reliever 
with Earl Weaver's Orioles in the sixties (and a graduate of Swarth
more), who once whipped out a slide rule during a rain delay and 
quickly produced a close estimate of the number of raindrops 
falling within the foul lines at Memorial Stadium. Dennis Eckers
ley, soon to matriculate at the Hall of Fame, had a unique vocabu
lary-money was "iron" and booze was "oil," while his "walk-off 
piece" for the sudden game-ending home run has already gone into 
the language of baseball-to match his flying hair and flowing, ex
citable delivery. Roger MacDowell, a prime bullpen prankster and 
cheerer-upper with the terrific, mid-eighties Mets, once came onto 
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the field at Dodger Stadium with his uniform pants over his head 
and upper body, his uniform shirt buttoned in place around his 
legs, his mitt on one foot, his laced-up spikes on his hands, and a 
stuffed, smiley-face pillow-case head, complete with Mets cap, 
dangling below: an upside-down ballplayer, ready for action. 

The "Nasty Boys" bullpen trio who helped the Cincinnati 
Reds achieve a World Championship in 1990 featured a cumulative 
strangeness that could have toured the hard-rock band circuit: 
Norm Charlton, a strong-jawed, thick-shouldered, silver-blond lefty 
fastball-forkball-slider dominator (with a degree in Political Science 
and Religion and Physical Education from Rice University); Rob 
Dibble, a sullen fastballer whose heater regularly exceeded a hun
dred miles an hour on the gun (his 12.8 strikeouts-per-nine-innings 
ratio in 1990 was the highest in baseball history); and closer Randy 
Myers, the ex-Met longterm subscriber to Soldier of Fortune maga
zine who had only lately stopped wearing camouflage underwear 
under his uniform. 

Dibble was sore about something that October of 1990-I 
think he felt unrecognized, if that's possible-and talked unceas
ingly throughout the playoffs (when the Reds eliminated the 
Pirates, in six games) and the Series sweep over the Oakland Ath
letics. At those noisy autumn games, it was as if he had been mag
ically piped into some vast underground source of gas, and any 
reporter whose notebook was running low could pull in at the 
pump and fill up. When I found him in the clubhouse one night, he 
was in his customary Mario Lemieux Pittsburgh Penguins game 
shirt, and ready to spout: " I  never ice. I take painkillers-Darvon 
when I get up, and then Medipren and that Canadian stuff, 2-2-2's. 
They're all legal. I take them during the day and then I never have 
to worry about my arm. I come to the park and my arm never 
hurts at all. I know you're supposed to take food with painkillers, 
but I never eat breakfast. I throw up blood a lot and then I take 
a Pep to-Bismol. " (Dibble pitched on for five more years, with or 
without breakfast, and is now visible on summer evenings as a 
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baseball analyst with ESPN. He seems fine-healthy but somehow 
less interesting.) 

Dan Quisenberry, the splendid Kansas City Royals sub
mariner, was eccentric only in his delivery-a swallowlike, 
harmless-looking thing that rose abruptly from a few inches above 
dirt-level on the mound, then changed its mind in mid-passage and 
crossed the plate in a downward glide, just catching a corner of the 
strike zone as it passed the batter's knees. It was fun to watch and 
to write about, I found: "His ball in flight suggests the kiddie-ride 
concession at a country fairgrounds-all swoops and swerves but 
nothing there to make a mother nervous; standing close to it, your 
first response is a smile. " Batters found him more irritating than 
amusing: the four-hop ground ball or measly, squirming single was 
about all they could manage against him, and Quis rode the pitch 
(and an extremely tough-minded approach to his work) to an 
eleven-year career, with a 2.76 earned-run average and two hun
dred and forty-four saves. 

Off the field, he was gentle and curious, with signs of a smile al
ways hovering under his pinkish mustache. Plus funny. I still want 
to commission an embroiderer to make me a wall-sampler out of 
his "I have seen the future and it's very much like the present, only 
longer. " I wrote a piece about Quis, and then tried to hang around 
him some more as a friend. When he was getting ready to retire
he finished up with the Cardinals and briefly with the 1990 Gi
ants-he asked me if I thought he could become a poet some day. 
I was a New York editor and he wanted to know his chances. I said 
sure, Quis, anything you try will come out great, but in my heart I 
thought no, never. I didn't want him to run into disappointment. 

I was wrong about this, it turned out. Quisenberry stayed on in 
Kansas City after he'd hung them up-he and his wife and two 
kids had a nice house in the suburb of Leawood-and his accumu
lating poems, a hundred of them, came out in a book, "On Days 
Like This," which was published in 1998, the same year as his 



238 • Game Time 

unexpected death from a brain tumor. The surprise of his writings 
was overtaken but not surpassed by the surprise of his departure. 
As one would expect, there are some good baseball poems in the 
book, including "Ode to Ben Oglivie," which is addressed to his 
old Red Sox and Brewers nemesis, who doted on lowball stuff. My 
favorite Quis poem, though, finds him finished with baseball but 
not sorry about it. Absolutely himself: 

Breakfast of Champions 

sat down with the old-timers 
the 80-year-old hall-of-farner 
tellin a story about a dinner 
honoring black kids and 
him bein the only goddam rebel around 

and the other fella who hit that 
homerun forty years ago 
that everyone heard about 
he said the park wasn't 
no bigger than this cafe 

and the guy chewin on bacon 
a three-sport letterman at LSU 
played big league ball 1 8  years 
managed another seven 
spoke of sharpening his cleats 
and fightin in the clubhouse 
talked with his mouth full 

i listened, stared at their gnarled hands 
ate my granola 
carved the cantaloupe 
drank skim milk 
and ordered some more decaf 
told no stories 



Takes: Payback 

2002 

Jack Buck, the veteran Cardinals announcer, died the other day, 
and when the news came I instantly flashed back to a summer eve
ning in 1988, when he nailed me to the mast. We'd run into each 
other at Shea Stadium before a Cardinals-Mets game, and he asked 
if I'd mind doing five minutes on the radio with him, just before 
the first pitch. I agreed, of course-we were friends of long stand
ing-and once the interview began I was gratified when he quickly 
mentioned that I had a new baseball book out. He went on a bit 
about my baseball smarts and my deft ways in turning the midsen
tence pivot, and I thanked him. 

Then he said, "Roger, I enjoyed your writing, as always, but I 
thought there were places in this book where you got sort of long." 

Excellent, I thought: the man isn't just strewing roses here. 
What a pro! I laughed and said well, perhaps I did sometimes get 
caught up in a game story and let it run on a bit. 

"Yes, I know," Buck said, "but this was different. Sometimes 
your book seemed really, really long to me." 

Puzzled, I tried to keep the smile in my voice (we were on the 
air), but looked at him with fresh attention. Interesting, I said care
fully. Maybe I did need to go back and look at some of these chap
ters again. 

"Yes, maybe, you should," he said, glistening with delight. "A 
good book, of course, but a real long one." 
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What was this ? A famous broadcaster and a so-called friend 
knifing me out in the open like this ? Skewering a pal, laying him 
bare before an audience of millions? My mouth opened but only a 
strangled sound came out. Then the light went on. I fell back in my 
chair, while Jack aimed a silent "Gotcha! " pistol at my head and 
pulled the trigger. He wrapped up the interview in friendly fashion, 
and told his Cardinals fans he'd be right back. They would never 
know what this had been about, but we did. 

The previous summer, I had written a New Yorker piece about 
the Baseball Hall of Fame, at Cooperstown, which had ended with 
a description of the 1987 Induction Day ceremonies. Catfish 
Hunter, Billy Williams, and the great Negro Leagues infielder Ray 
Dandridge were admitted, and Jack Lang, of the New York Daily 
News, had been voted in as the winner of the J.G. Taylor Spink 
Award for old scribes. "The sun shone," I wrote "and the speeches 
and encomiums were sweet and boring and almost not too long. 
The Commissioner reminded us that Catfish Hunter had played 
for both Charles Finley and George Steinbrenner (they were both 
there, down front with the VJ.P.s), which was enough in itself, he 
said, to put a man into the Hall of Fame. Jack Lang was teary, and 
Jack Buck (the voice of the Cardinals, who received the Ford C. 
Frick Award for his long career in baseball broadcasting) was 
lengthily grateful. . . .  " 

Jack Buck's pleasure in the baseball instant-the sudden 
chance perceived-was unsurpassed, and once on the air, of course, 
he was just right. Never long. 



Wings of Fire 

1998 

Pity the pitchers. Fences in the new ballparks have crept closer; 
weight work and nutritional supplements and steroids are beefing 
up the batters to Schwarzeneggerian proportions, while the strike 
zone, as called by umpires bending low to follow the down
dropping split-finger pitch, has shrivelled to doily size, with its bot
tom hem almost at ankle level, exactly where the hitters want it. 
Mark McGwire, the Cardinals' pink-bearded basher, may have 
struck the tonal chord for this young 1998 season when he rapped a 
home run in each of his team's first four games. (Only Willie Mays 
had ever done this before.) Or was it Junior Griffey hitting a pair of 
two-run homers in two successive games against the Red Sox? 

If the sport has needed a balancing figure to represent the other 
side of things-the sweating, embattled view from the mound, that 
is-it has found him, cast in bronze, in the person of Bret Saber
hagen, a fourteen-year veteran right-hander who began this season 
for the Red Sox in brisk fashion, rushing off to a 4-0 record in his 
first four starts, with a league-leading 1 .96 earned-run average. 
Saberhagen has been a known high-quality performer, to be sure, 
winning two Cy Young Awards while with the Royals in the eight
ies, but all this appeared to have ended for him three years ago, 
when, pitching for the Colorado Rockies, he blew out his shoulder 
in devastating fashion, severing a group of ligaments collectively 
known as the capsule-a horrific pitching injury never previously 
encountered in the profession. David Altchek, a distinguished New 
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York orthopedist who also serves as team physician to the Mets, 
performed a complex two-hour restorative surgery but warned 
Saberhagen, who is thirty-four, not to expect to resume his career. 
Saberhagen would have none of that, and now, after two years of 
almost unimaginable rehabilitation, he has come back all the way, 
and then some. His triumph makes a point not only about athletic 
perseverance but about the hazards and chronic anxieties that af
flict all pitchers these days-their rising numbers on the disabled 
list, an across-the-board increase in arm and shoulder breakdowns 
and surgeries, the postponed or cancelled careers of some once
promising rookie flingers, and the departure of so many worn
down older mound stars from their accustomed place in the middle 
of things. The list of high-priced surgical patients restored to action 
this season also includes Hideo Nomo, the Dodger fireballer, who 
was pitching again after an off-season elbow operation; David 
Cone, who had shoulder repairs for the second time in two years; 
and John Smoltz, of the famously durable Braves rotation, who 
had bone chips and calcium deposits removed from his elbow. 
Others were not so lucky. On almost every morning during spring 
training, those little agate lines in the back columns of the sports 
pages would carry pitching news that made you wince or sigh. 
Bryan Harvey, a nine-year relief ace with the Angels and the Mar
lins, threw one pitch, felt something pop in his surgically repaired 
shoulder, and ended his comeback on the spot. Roger McDowell, a 
redoubtable reliever and charmer, once of the Mets, announced his 
retirement after undergoing three shoulder surgeries in the past 
two years, while the towering Ben McDonald, once a local hero in 
Baltimore, was released by the Brewers after a nine-year career re
plete with injuries and rehabs. And Jose Rijo, a fiery M.V.P. in the 
1990 World Series, who has endured five arm and shoulder opera
tions in the past three years, got an O.K. from the Reds to start 
throwing again, but carefully. When Opening Day came along, 
there were forty-four officially disabled pitchers on the team ros
ters, with most of them in various degrees of recovery from elbow 
or shoulder invasions. 
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Pitchers everywhere were talking about their arms this spring. 
Jeff Brantley, an exuberant reliever whom I encountered just after 
he had thrown in a little B-game for the Cardinals at their new 
camp, in Jupiter, Florida, happily waggled his ice-bagged arm for 
me, because last year he could barely use it. His forty-four saves 
for the Reds tied for most in the National League in 1996, but he 
hurt too much after that to keep up. When Dr. James Andrews, a 
celebrated orthopedic surgeon in Birmingham, Alabama, opened 
his shoulder last June, he determined that Brantley had been pitch
ing with a torn labrum (a shoulder cartilage) for at least the past 
five years. "When you go out to pitch, you pitch," Brantley told 
me. "You can throw through soreness-! pitched great. There's a 
certain amount of uncomfortability that you're going to have to 
overcome. The amount of damage you do depends on how long 
you're going to get the money and how much money you're going 
to get. When the ninth inning comes along, you just go out there 
and suck it up. My arm was sore, it hurt front and back, and when 
the time came when I couldn't throw anymore I knew it was time 
to go for surgery. I couldn't move it at all. It would get out to 
here"-he pointed in midair, as if hailing a cab-"and just stop."  
He laughed. 

Al Leiter, the dashing thirty-two-year-old lefty starter who 
came over to the Mets this year, told me that there was pain and 
then there was normal soreness. He should know: he is a hard 
thrower who runs up a lot of strikeouts and bases on balls. Last 
fall, he started the seventh game of the World Series for the Florida 
Marlins and fanned seven batters while holding the Indians to two 
runs; the Marlins won the classic in eleven innings. 

"There are times now that I'm older when I feel a twinge or 
two," Leiter said, "but you just block that out. You've gotta get 
that man out, you know. You can't walk off the mound. " 

What was normal soreness, I wanted to know. 
"Normal soreness comes the day you pitch and the day after. 

It's achy-sore. It feels like somebody punched you in the arm 
about fifty times." 
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I had to talk to Rick Honeycutt by phone: he was home in Ten
nessee this spring-out of baseball, after twenty years in the ma
jors. He is a left-hander, with a ducking screwball, and for the past 
decade he had been a highly respected late-innings specialist; he ap
peared in eighteen post-season games for the successful 1988-92 
Oakland Athletics. With the Cardinals last year, he was sidelined 
for the entire season, and after he decided to hang up his spikes he 
underwent surgery to prepare him for everyday life: a ligament 
transplant in his left elbow that would free him up to open doors, 
drive a car, and play a little golf again. 

Honeycutt paused when I asked how many operations he had 
required in all. "Let's see," he said. "Maybe it's four-you sort of 
lose track. Most shoulder surgeries are only for wear and tear. But 
I was a sinker-slider guy and I threw it both ways." He meant that 
he rotated his wrist clockwise in mid-pitch, which is natural for 
lefties, and also rotated it to the left-the screwball delivery, which 
is not. " I  was torquing it from the inside out and also from the out
side in, and that's hard on your arm." 

As I pressed Honey for details-! was beginning to feel like an
other resident on "E.R. "-he seemed anxious to assure me that he 
hadn't been hurting every day. " I  lived on medication pretty much," 
he said. " I  took anti-inflammatories like Indocin and Volteran-you 
can't mi.x those with Advil, you know-and maybe some cortisone 
now and then. One year I think I had seven or eight cortisone 
shots." Honeycutt spoke without bitterness or irony; none of the 
pitchers I talked to sounded surprised about their travails. He was 
missing the game a great deal-"having my withdrawal," as he put 
it-and Brantley, as I have noted, had been ecstatic to be back 
throwing again. \Vhen I suggested to AI Leiter that his was one of 
the few million-dollar professions that could end without warning, 
in the space of a single pitch, he agreed. "The only parallel," he of
fered, "would be going down in a corporate helicopter crash." 

The rap on present-day pitchers is that they don't work often 
enough, don't stay out there very long, can't throw strikes, and 
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won't cut loose with the fastball; they also break down, get too 
much money, listen only to their agents, and aren't anything like 
our memories of Ol' (fill in blank), who threw eight or nine in
nings every fourth day, and lasted with the home club for twenty 
years. Those were the days. 

Well, maybe. Baseball is never as simple as we think it has been, 
and the present arms crisis is stuffed with more than the usual para
doxes and contradictions. One general manager told me that he 
wonders whether the pitchers aren't throwing the same number of 
pitches over their lifetimes that they used to but in a different pat
tern: far fewer while they're growing up, and a lot more later, when 
better conditioning and high salaries keep them on in the game. 
Yes, pitchers pitch in a five-man rotation now, and expect to go five 
or maybe six innings per start; and relievers have specialties, which 
include long and middle relief, setup man, and closer. They are not 
failed or second-level starters, as they were in the old days, I mean; 
most of them have been working at their own quirky line since 
high school. Everyone in baseball is aware of Greg Maddux and 
Tom Glavine and Smoltz and the rest of that fabulously successful 
Braves rotation, but it was the 1996 World Champion Yankees who 
established once again that a deep and various relief corps can be as 
important as the guys you start with. What this means in psychic 
terms is that all the pitchers-starters, relievers, closers-expect to 
go at top gear all the time. 

What you notice on the tube in so many games nowadays is 
that the mild old situations of baseball have become claustrophobic, 
and that the pitchers appear to be working in a condition of pro
longed semi-crisis. They attack that little strike zone with fast
balls-sometimes up in the nineties on the clock-and also lean 
heavily upon the high-risk slider (high risk for arms, that is) and a 
variety of other pitches as well, which they try not to throw for 
strikes, in the hope that the batter will make an out on a pitch he 
should have left alone. The split-finger fastball and the circle 
change-so called because it's thrown with the pitcher's forefinger 
and thumb making a circle (the traditional "O.K." sign)-are the 
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current flings du jour. Many of these diving, pausing sorts of 
pitches will be taken for a ball, or nubbed or bonked for a foul, 
running up the count, slowing the game, and making the middle
aged fan long for Tom Seaver's or Vida Blue's old high-riding fast
ball through the upper story of the strike zone. 

Those days won't come back. David Cone, the Yankee ace, told 
me that he'd been watching videos of old-time games and had been 
amazed by the way pitchers looked then. "That real high leg kick, 
the fluid motion, the higher mounds, the higher strike zone-why, 
Yogi Berra was almost standing up, it looked like," he said. "All that 
had such an impact on how pitchers pitched." 

The mound was lowered from its official fifteen inches to ten 
after the 1968 season, in order to cheer up the hitters: that was the 
year Bob Gibson put together an earned-run average of 1 . 12 in 
the National League and only one hitter, Carl Yastrzemski, reached 
the .300 level in the American. Cone describes the present strike 
zone as being side-to-side, when it used to be up-and-down, and 
believes that the lower mound requires pitchers to risk arm damage 
as they stride out and reach out farther in their deliveries in order 
to move the ball within its low target area. "That's got to be more 
stress on your joints," he said. Other pitchers agree, including Rick 
Honeycutt, who also believes that many contemporary mounds 
aren't properly kept up or given the ideal front slope, with the same 
detrimental result that Cone mentioned. Honeycutt's solution to 
the aching-arm syndrome is to have the leagues appoint Nolan 
Ryan to the post of official mound supervisor. "Wherever Nolan 
went, the mounds were great," he said. 

The typical young pitcher (call him Tip) out there right now is 
bigger than Tom Seaver or Vida Blue, and is possibly in better 
shape than they were; he works all year round at his isometrics and 
stretching exercises, his light-weights regimen and elastic-tube rep
etitions (which will build up the rotator cuff to resist injury). He is 
looked after by a corps of professional trainers, dietitians, and or
thopedists unimagined twenty years ago, who have recourse to a 
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battery of expensive weight machines, digitalized images of Tip in 
action (a stick figure pitching on the screen, seen from above, from 
in front, from the side), and the magnetic-resonance-imaging ma
chine, which is the critical resource of contemporary sports medi
cine. Tip is a valuable property, and he knows it. He wants nothing 
to do with the good old days; he has heard those horror stories, 
even from some of the older pitchers on his own team, and he has 
seen the zipperlike monster scars on the shoulders and chests and 
elbows of some of his team's immortals as they were changing into 
their uniforms before Old Timers' Day. 

I know the stories, too; I heard them everywhere this spring. 
Ben McDonald, pitching at the age of seventeen for his Louisiana 
high-school team in a state semifinal, threw two hundred and ten 
pitches in a fourteen-inning game; the next afternoon, he was sum
moned back in relief in the third inning. In 1989, AI Leiter, then a 
Yankee, threw a hundred and sixty-two pitches at the Stadium 
against the Twins on a cold April night; Leiter says his manager, Dal
las Green, told him that he'd wanted to "stretch him out" a little. 
Leiter broke down in his second start after that, and underwent 
rotator-cuff surgery in early September. "He stretched me out, all 
right," Leiter said to me in Florida. Doc Gooden, no longer the free
throwing Lochinvar of that glorious 24-4 season in 1985, was kept in 
a chilly afternoon Mets game against the Expos in April of 1991 (I 
was there) for more than a hundred and forty pitches; the Mets' man
ager, Bud Harrelson, explained that he had kept Gooden in the game 
because he was still at full velocity. Doc required labrum and rotator
cuff repairs early in September, and did not pitch again that year. 
There is darker stuff as well-whispers of gothic hurts which skim 
about the clubhouse like wraiths. Gil Patterson, a legendary fast
balling prospect with the Yankees in the mid-seventies, had eight op
erations on his pitching arm, then turned around and learned to 
throw left-handed; in the tale, he got it up to 85 m.p.h. on the gun 
from that side but unaccountably had trouble with his control. 

Tip is lucky, because his manager and general manager certainly 
aren't going to risk his future on a single big-game stretch-out 
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(except, just possibly, with some club, late in September or early in 
October, in a set of innings that his team really needs to win to stay 
in this particular playoff chase or championship playoff or-wow!
the World Series at last). And if Tip should run into hard times and 
feel something sharp and nasty chewing at his shoulder or his 
elbow-an insult confirmed and clarified by the M.R.I .-the sur
gery he receives will be swift and expert and, in all likelihood, 
arthroscopic: a little window-hole fix-up or clean-out to ward off 
more serious trouble down the line. 

Good, but why does Tip break down at all ? Why, just two 
years ago, did all three of the Mets' arriving prodigy pitchers
Jason Isringhausen, Paul Wilson, and Bill Pulsipher-corne crash
ing down with disabling injuries ? Why did an equally spectacular 
rookie foursome of the early nineties-the Athletics' Todd Van 
Poppel, Don Peters, Kirk Dressendorfer, and David Zancanaro, 
first-round draft choices all-come to so little in the majors ? 
Where are the Bob Fellers and Warren Spahns and Bob Gibsons of 
this generation? Where's the next Roger Clemens or Nolan Ryan 
coming from? How do they differ from Tip, over there, icing his 
arm in front of his locker? 

They were older, for one thing-in years or in bodies, or 
both-when they made it up to the show. Feller, it's true, was only 
seventeen when he joined the Indians, in 1936, and began vaporiz
ing American League batters, but he had come straight off his fa
ther's farm in Van Meter, Iowa, and already had the physique of a 
field hand. Bob Gibson, a great athlete, played for the Harlem 
Globetrotters before he got to the Cardinals. Spahn went off to the 
Army in 1943 and didn't pitch his first full year for the Boston 
Braves until he was twenty-six. Nolan Ryan had put in more than 
five hundred innings, over five seasons, by the time he turned 
twenty-five, but it was late in the day before he got that powerful 
and elegant motion put together-" beautiful mechanics, " in the 
parlance-and began striking out three hundred batters a year (and 
walking two hundred more) for the Angels. Roger Clemens-well, 
Roger is a tree. (Just stand next to him: you'd need to count rings.) 
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All these past and imminent Hall of Famers had powerful legs as 
well as powerful arms-legs you wouldn't believe if you'd grown 
up in a mall, like today's strong, frail athletes. 

I have heard gruff old scouts complain that today's young 
pitchers would never be capable of the brutal self-punishment of a 
Clemens, who rebuilt himself in amazing fashion before the 1997 
season, his fourteenth in the majors, in preparation for his 21-7 
year with the Blue Jays and a fourth Cy Young, or of a Steve Carl
ton, the dominating recent Phillies left-hander, who used to twist 
his arm repeatedly in a container filled with uncooked rice as a 
means of keeping his forearm tuned up to the demands of his killer 
slider, but this charge feels unfair. No, where the newcomers fall 
short, through no fault of their own, is in athletic ability. There 
simply aren't enough prime arms to go around: thanks to expan
sion, there are at least a hundred and fifty pitchers now on big
league rosters who would otherwise be toiling in the semi-obscurity 
of the minors. Meantime, the always limited number of teen-age 
genius athletes-the same Superbods who once went only into pro
fessional baseball-can contemplate a vastly expanded sports mar
ket, where fabulous careers in football, basketball, hockey, tennis, 
golf, track and field, and, yes, soccer are also available to them. 
Only a handful of them still pick the old pastime. 

Both the Athletics and the Mets have given intense thought 
to the multiple setbacks of their celebrated young hopefuls, and 
although the soul-searchings continue, neither club has been able 
to find a flaw in its overall program. Rather, each came to the con
clusion that some of these great prospects had arrived with prior 
damage to their arms, or were at deep risk because of inbred awk
wardnesses in their deliveries-poor mechanics. These young men 
were treated with extravagant care, but, like so many of their con
temporaries, they missed the standard five or six years' seasoning in 
the minors that they could have expected a few decades ago. Most 
players who make it to the majors now get there after two or three 
years in minor-league ball at best, where, if they are pitchers, they 
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have been handled with particular tenderness. When they reach the 
majors, they find themselves under the gun, with unpredictable re
sults. The A's president, Sandy Alderson, pointed out to me that 
the risk actually goes up if they are extremely talented, because 
great young pitchers who get to throw a lot of major-league in
nings when they are in their early twenties are the ones most likely 
to suffer a career-ending or altering serious injury-Doc Gooden 
and Fernando Valenzuela, for instance. Indeed, he said, projecting 
the fate of brilliant young pitchers, who are scouted everywhere 
while they're still in high school, has become so chancy that more 
and more clubs are passing them up in the early rounds of the draft, 
because of the breakdowns and the money wasted in their signing 
and development. Those three young Mets suffered different turns 
of ill fortune, for reasons beyond anyone's control. Isringhausen, 
who throws (or threw) a high-risk knuckle-curve, had suffered 
prior damage to his medial collateral ligament, and it was operated 
on in January; he also broke his pitching hand while irritably 
smashing a trash container after a bad performance last April. Then 
he was found to have tuberculosis. Still on the Mets' long-term 
D.L., he is back home in Illinois and is undergoing rehab. Paul Wil
son, a composed, strikingly handsome right-hander, had an un
common reaction to minor arthroscopic shoulder surgery two 
years ago, which began to limit his ability to throw. He had a bad 
scare in early March this year, in a B-game down at Port St. Lucie, 
when severe pain kicked up in the same place in his shoulder. 
Everyone there was struck dumb, suspecting the worst, an end to 
his career, but an M.R.I., up in New York, revealed that some ad
hesions around his scar had torn loose, and that he would be all 
right, after all. I was on hand the morning he came back into camp, 
and the clubhouse hugs and yells and the look on the clubhouse 
faces-from the batboys to the coaches and managers and even the 
writers-made it like Christmas. 

Dr. Altchek, who is forty-one and has the long chest and eager 
look of a young reliever, told me that the incidence of surgery
inducing injuries is greater among young pitchers than among pro-
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fessional football players, and also that pitching is a more violent ac
tivity for the elbow and the shoulder than anything experienced in 
football. "The minor-league-to-major-league structure is a pyra
mid, and what's involved for the players within it is a real Darwin
ian process, " he said. "A lot of kids I get to see are enormously 
talented, but they can't hold up. It isn't their talent that breaks 
down-it's their bodies. It takes a unique combination of talent and 
body-fibre type to make it all the way." Pulse-Bill Pulsipher
broke down: I saw it happen two years ago at Port St. Lucie, when 
he came out of a game in mid-inning, holding his left arm to one 
side in an awkward way, and with a mixed look of pain and anger 
and disbelief on his face. I can't say I was surprised, for I had first 
seen his cavalry-charge pitching style in Pittsfield, in the Class A 
New York-Penn League, in 1992, when he was eighteen. Lanky and 
glowering, he threw left-handed heat with a flurrying sidearm rush 
of arms and legs that blew away the batters and made you laugh and 
gasp at the same time. You looked forward to seeing him again, up 
the line in baseball, but rather thought it wouldn't happen. Moving 
along in the minors, he ran into elbow damage-a partial medial
collateral-ligament tear that had begun at some earlier point. He 
rested the elbow over the 1995-96 off-season, but completed the in
jury when he impetuously decided to air out his arm in that spring 
game. Dr. Andrews, the Birmingham specialist who did the Brant
ley procedure, performed a replacement operation on Pulsipher (a 
Tommy John innovation pioneered by Dr. Frank Jobe, of Los An
geles), removing a tendon from his forearm and stitching it into 
place inside the elbow. Pulse went into rehabilitation for a full year, 
and suffered a difficult sort of season last summer. Pitching in games 
at four minor-league levels, from Rookie League to Class AAA, he 
encountered inordinate, baffling problems with his control
thirty-eight bases on balls in twenty-four innings at Norfolk, for 
instance. Cautiously, the Mets' coaches were trying to calm down 
his delivery a little, hoping to save a potentially great career by eas
ing his explosive ways out there. He also consulted Dr. Allan Lans, 
a psychiatrist who directs the Mets Employee Assistance Program. 
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It came out that Pulsipher was suffering from anxiety brought 
about by his lack of control and by the odd way his new arm was 
performing. Nothing felt right to him. He couldn't grip the ball 
right, he couldn't find where to release it, he couldn't pick up the 
catcher. Lans put him on Prozac. Pulse had a terrific spring this 
time, giving up only two runs over the sixteen innings he worked, 
and when I talked to him once again in Port St. Lucie he was ener
getic in speech, as before-eager to get on with it, man. He has red
dish, narrow features, and an almost theatrical burning gaze. "My 
control problems weren't all in my arm," he said at once. " I  had 
something going on in my head at the same time. Now I'm taking 
Prozac. I've changed my motion-I'm not slinging it so much from 
the side. It feels normal now, and the way I used to throw doesn't. 
When I got hurt, it wasn't because I was overexcited. I just had an 
injury. If I'd had better mechanics, it might not have happened. 
Anyway, I'm still a young man." 

Pulse was sent back to Norfolk when the spring season ended. 
He was upset about it, of course, but the Mets had laid on a new 
fifth starter, from Japan, Masato Yoshii, and there wasn't another 
starter's slot available. The coaches assured Pulsipher that this was 
the right step for him; they wanted to "get Norfolk out of his bi
ography," as they put it. He is expected back, perhaps late this 
summer, and everyone on the Mets is pulling for him. 

Eager young pitchers need a lot of luck just now-most of all 
in the people who are in charge of their careers. Bob Apodaca, the 
Mets' pitching coach, may be just the right fit for Pulsipher, not 
only because he is unblustery in manner-he has a dark, thought
ful gaze and speaks with a teacher's precision-but because he spe
cializes in slowing things down. Last year, when the Mets surprised 
themselves and everyone else with their strong third-place finish in 
the powerful National League East, Apodaca turned around sev
eral careers among the Mets' hurlers, often by urging a little less 
heat, a little more patience. He taught a changeup to the fastballer 
Dave Mlicki, and now he is working on the same thing with AI 
Leiter. "Farters and grunters" is his term for full-bore, maximum 
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effort pitchers like these, and now the two can even laugh at them
selves a little. 

"You try to educate pitchers, but you also observe," Apodaca 
told me. Describing the proper, elbow-saving delivery for a slider, 
he said, "You don't want to pare it like an orange, you want to slice 
it," and it came to me later that every Mets pitcher probably carries 
this poster-clear image in his mind now. Apodaca seemed calm 
about the lsringhausen-Wilson-Pulsipher debacle. "The list of 
these injuries goes on everywhere," he said. " It's nothing that we're 
teaching. It's an industry-wide problem. " 

Speaking of Pulse, he said, "You don't tinker with natural abil
ity. Pulsipher doesn't land with a nice, closed foot, he lands on an 
open foot. We're not going to change that, but we've got a better 
handle on the pacing of his delivery and the calmness of it. He had 
that quick, violent delivery that almost forced his fastball into a 
slider, pitch after pitch. He was getting around the ball, which puts 
such a strain on the elbow. Now he can do everything with a base
ball, because we're not interested in where it's going when it crosses 
the plate but how he delivers it. Stay within your strength. Be 
sound mechanically. " 

Apodaca sounded so reasonable that I said something about 
how these pitching problems-all these pains and breakdowns
looked like a dark cloud that might go away someday, but he 
wasn't optimistic. 

"I don't think we're going to see any end to it, because these 
kids are so strong and so violent," he said. "The combative strain is 
always there. It's such a violent act to throw a baseball. There isn't 
a machine invented by man that can duplicate the G-force that's 
initiated by the arm action of a throw. We're asking their bodies to 
absorb this, but it's in their genes to throw hard. We're always 
going to see shoulder injuries and elbow injuries, as long as there is 
baseball, and we're going to go right on making the surgeons rich. "  
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There are baseball fans, it must be admitted, who don't like 
Tim McCarver's stuff. After they've listened to the celebrated base
ball analyst working another World Series game, say, or a Fox 
Saturday Baseball Game of the Week, or a WNYW Yankees game, 
with Bobby Murcer, or, before that for many years, a Mets yawner 
or triumph with Ralph Kiner as sidekick, certain friends of mine 
have found fault. A few of them sound apologetic about it, as if 
they have failed Tim somehow; others plain can't stand him. Be
cause I don't understand any of this, I have been at pains to listen 
to their whinings, which can be easily summarized: Tim McCarver 
likes to talk. He laughs and enjoys himself at ballgames. He makes 
jokes-puns, even. He uses fancy words. He's excitable-he gets 
carried away by the baseball. He's always going on and on about 
some little thing. He thinks he knows how the game should be 
played. He knows too much. 

Well, yes. Tim McCarver loves to talk. He is the only person I 
know who says "albeit" out loud ("That drive also reached the left
field stands, albeit about a hundred feet lower"). He also says 
"ergo" and "to reiterate" quite a lot, and is a master of the sub
junctive mid-sentence tense-switch: "Had he broken for the ball 
immediately, he makes the play." Quotes from Milton or Shake
speare arrive without preamble-not just easy sporting tropes like 
"tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow" or "Cry 'Havoc!'  and 
let slip the dogs of war" but a mid-game "Love's Labor's Lost" 
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dredging, "Mirth cannot move a soul in agony," which he once 
produced, extempore, to describe Cubs players during a losing 
streak. 

The answer to another, more abstract rap on Tim-"He's so 
smart, who does he think he is, anyway?"-isn't as easy, but, if 
pressed, the man himself might murmur that he's a pretty fair 
noticer. 

"The last thing Hank Aaron always did before he stepped into 
the batter's box was to clear his throat," McCarver said to me not 
long ago. "He went 'h' cch . . .  h'mm' -a little double cough that only 
the umpire and catcher could pick up. You heard it every time. The 
only other player who did that was Mike Schmidt, the great Phillies 
third baseman, and he made exactly the same sound. Two Hall of 
Fame sluggers with the same trademark. Isn't that remarkable?" 

McCarver caught his first major-league game for the Cardinals 
in 1959, at the age of seventeen, and played his last with the Phillies 
in 1980, but contemporary fans can be forgiven if they sometimes 
view his intervening nineteen-hundred-odd games with the Cards 
and Phillies (with brief stopovers at the Expos and Red Sox) as no 
more than a useful warmup for his real career. During the countless 
TV hours I have spent in his company over the past sixteen or sev
enteen years of regular (I was going to say "non-stop") Mets and 
Yankees listening, I have rarely heard him mention his own ap
pearances in a couple of All-Star Games, his participation in three 
League Championship series, or the three World Series he played 
in (he batted .478 for the winning Cardinals in the 1964 Series, 
against the Yankees, and won the fifth game with a tenth-inning 
three-run homer); when he does bring back some particular two
and-two Bob Gibson slider he called for or an ancient, still chew
able bases-loaded contretemps, it is only to elucidate the game at 
hand, the one he is talking about. Aaron's little cough came up in a 
conversation this spring, when he was extolling the catcher's front
row view of things. "For a catcher, you know, everything is so 
crystal clear," he said. "As a broadcaster, you see the game the same 
way he does, only a couple of stories higher. " 
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The catcher-commentator hookup pleased him, and his voice 
went up a notch or two, sliding into the alto as he went on about 
his job. "Where else do you get the opportunity to talk about what 
your mind has preserved ?" he said. "Every little thing you've seen 
or noticed-you have no idea how much you're storing. It's in
stinct for me to watch where the center fielder is playing, depend
ing on the count on the batter. Curt Flood, our center fielder on 
the Cardinals, used to quiz me about our pitchers and the signs I'd 
put down and where I'd set up behind the batter with each count 
and situation. I can see myself looking out at Curt Simmons" -a 
veteran left-handed pitcher on the same club-"and there in the 
background is Flood in motion, slipping toward the right-center
field gap with the pitch. He did this every time, he moved with 
every pitch. You know, I haven't said this yet" -said it on the air, 
he meant-"but the center fielder is the only defensive player who 
never sets up straight away. He puts himself off one shoulder or the 
other of the pitcher, in order to get that jump. The only exception 
is Ken Griffey, Jr.-the only one I've ever seen who gets away with 
that. " Later on, in the telecast of a Mariners-Yankees game I caught 
a few days after this conversation, McCarver made this exact point 
about Griffey. 

The little colloquy is pure Tim. A subject, the catcher's view of 
things, yields a theme-catchers and pitchers and center fielders
with illustrative variations, followed by a refurbished baseball truth 
that one somehow hasn't quite noticed before (center fielders don't 
set up straight away), and a closing vivid exception or lesson (Grif
fey is unique). The narrator's happiness in pursuing the point has 
enticed you along, and you feel wiser and somehow younger as a 
result. McCarver, trim at fifty-seven, has a catcher's classic strong 
jaw and thick hands, and looks to be in good enough shape to 
catch a late inning or two in an emergency, but it is his voice that 
slips into uniform in mid-game. He is affable and charming, but his 
youthful, excitable tone, which still shows touches of his native 
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Tennessee-"Lahn drahve! "-when he is running down a play or 
an idea, is one of the star turns of modern sport. 

Baseball is the ultimate one-thing-then-another-thing diver
sion, and what you want for a companion in its meanderings is a 
man who enjoys the slow parts as much as the rapids. I can still 
bring back McCarver's thrilled, precise reportings from the As
trodome during the agonizing Mets-Astros National League 
Championship's sixth game there in 1986, and when I dropped this 
lure before him the other day he sprang after it in characteristic 
fashion. But then, shifting, he brought up another kind of game
a Mets-Braves night meeting in Atlanta, on July 4, 1985-which 
remains his own favorite Mets disorder. "July 4th and 5th, actu
ally," he said. 

"Gooden started. Double rain delay. Keith Hernandez batted 
for the cycle. Their pitcher, Rick Camp, ties it with a home run in 
the bottom of the eighteenth-his only major-league home run. 
Then the Mets win with five runs-they still hold the record for 
most runs scored in the top of the nineteenth inning. Ted Turner 
shot off the fireworks at three-fifty-eight in the morning. There 
was a Shriners' convention in Atlanta that day, and when we get 
back to the hotel at something like four-forty in the morning their 
motor scooters were parked in the lobby. Bizarre ! "  

Only later did it come to me that Tim and his fellow Mets 
broadcasters had to have kept talking for the better part of eight 
hours that night-a trek he had brought back for me all in italics. 

Early each year, in this recurring winter dream, I find myself 
strapped down on a table in the Baseball Laboratory, with an iron 
cap affixed to my head and electrodes hooked up to my toes and 
torso, while Dr. Pretorius, the mad scientist, bustles about in his 
white coat, pushing buttons and pulling levers that will deliver the 
most recent shocks and jolts of baseball news to my quivering psy
che. "Shall ve begin?" he said in the latest episode, back last March, 
as he consulted his giant clipboard and punched in the latest horrid 
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data. "Ready? Herr Mo Vaughn has left the Red Sox. He is ein Ana
heim Angel now." 

He flipped a giant switch, completing the circuit into my fan
brain. Bells clanged, blinding bolts of static crackled upward, and 
an array of instrument needles swung into the red. A thin curl of 
smoke arose from my left ear, but I didn't blink or stir. "Hmm," 
murmured Dr. P., regarding me contemptuously. " Is this lab animal 
kaput?" Further spirit-sapping trials were zapped into me-David 
Wells had left the Yankees; the umpires were filing a labor grievance 
to protest a proposed alteration in the strike zone-but brought 
forth barely a groan. 

"Vun more," the doctor said, an Ernest Thesiger sneer of dis
appointment twisting his face. He twiddled again, then read out the 
final experiment. "After sixteen years, the Mets haff dropped Tim 
McCarver as their television analyst. He is McGone." 

"No, no ! "  I shouted, kicking and flailing under my bonds. 
"Not that! It can't be! Aaaarghh! ! "  A long scream shattered the 
night. 

The Mets have never quite explained their decision, which was 
delivered to McCarver by telephone. Rumors remain that it was 
Mets manager Bobby Valentine who pulled the trigger, because of 
McCarver's persistent and terrifyingly clear presentations, over the 
air, of some awaiting pickle or tactical miasma that the smiling 
skipper might have just brought upon himself with his latest pitch
ing or pinch-hitting move. McCarver's mental swiftness and situ
ational foresight are legendary; he is a congenital first-guesser. 
During a Reds-Pirates league-championship game in 1990, he cor
rectly foresaw an awaiting disaster a full inning away, after Reds 
manager Lou Piniella, late in the day, had inserted a new catcher 
and new pitcher into the lineup in what Tim believed to be the 
wrong order. Lou didn't exactly appreciate the call, which played 
out exactly the way McCarver had foreseen, but when he learned 
that Tim had made the point before the event, not after, he calmed 
down. It isn't surprising that McCarver has had overtures to man-
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age or to become a general manager (from the Expos, the Twins, 
and the Cardinals), nor that he passed them up. 

The Mets replaced McCarver in the booth with their most fa
mous family member, Tom Seaver, and Tim, accepting an offer 
from George Steinbrenner, moved along to the Yankees, where he 
has teamed up smoothly with the reliable, low-key incumbent, 
Bobby Murcer, for forty-seven games over Channel 5. Under
standably, the two have not yet attained the Zen-like pauses and 
meshings of the long Kiner connection. The real mystery about 
Tim's firing, of course, is how the Mets management could have 
failed to sense that in an era of fluctuating rosters, expanding 
franchises, and perpetually decamping high-priced stars it is the 
resident radio and TV broadcasters who preserve the sense of fa
miliarity and stability and character which we once attached to our 
favorite players, and to their team. The voices of Red Barber and 
Mel Allen, Curt Gowdy, Phil Rizzuto, Vin Scully, and Ernie Har
well are sewn into memory not just to the teams and heroes and 
games they talked into life but to the exact places and times of day 
and time of life in which we heard them, year after year. I need 
only think of the murmurous, unhopeful Ned Martin ("There's a 
foul, carved to right") to bring back my own summer sufferings 
over the Red Sox through the sixties and seventies, sometimes with 
a glimpse of me, in my bunk below decks, tilting my little portable 
to one side or the other in the dark to hold the signal from Fenway 
Park or far Comiskey, while the sloop I was aboard swung slowly 
at its anchor. Television shuts us indoors, to be sure, but the men 
and women in the booth-more expert now than ever before
keep their hold on the fan and the sport. Harry Caray died last 
year, and was mourned by many people who had never been to 
Wrigley Field; his son Skip is a play-by-play fixture in Atlanta, and 
his grandson Chip does the same work for the Cubs; Jack Buck's 
son Joe now teams with McCarver on Fox network games. The daily 
coverage of Braves games over the TBS Superstation, and Cubs and 
White Sox games over WGN, along with ESPN's Sunday-night 
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games and Wednesday doubleheaders, have brought platoons of 
fresh announcers and game analysts into every sports-alert Ameri
can home. The iron-tonsilled Ernie Harwell and Vin Scully are still 
at it, and if I list some other favorites of mine-Ralph Kiner, the re
tired Hank Greenwald, Jim Kaat (another Yankee Stadium fixture), 
the classically calm Joe Morgan, and Tim McCarver-it is not to 
dismiss dozens of others across the land, each of whom means all 
the game to somebody. 

For young Tim McCarver, growing up in Memphis, it was 
Harry Caray, then chortling and braying for the Cardinals over 
KMOX, who was the model. "There was such a frivolity all the 
time," he recalls. "One of the things that's enjoyable about a broad
caster is the very fact that he prepares and then lets it go. There was 
something unbridled about Harry's passion." 

McCarver, in turn, sometimes sounds like an unbridled twelve
year-old-a bright kid lit up not just by baseball but by his own 
vocabulary and the rush of his thoughts. This spring, pointing out 
that the head groundskeeper at Tiger Stadium is a woman, Heather 
Nabozny, he suggested that the often traditional anthem for the 
fifth-inning infield sweep might be called "Y.W.C.A." if played 
there. Lately, I haven't heard him roll out the classic nicknames he 
has sometimes affixed to certain pitches-"Sir Charles," for the 
masterful curve of a Doc Gooden or Darryl Kile; the "Dewdrop 
Inn," for a late-breaking curve; and "Linda Ronstadt," for a super 
fastball (after her "Blue Bayou," which, uh, well, it just blew by 
you, the batter)-but they'll be back. On the other hand, Tim also 
once managed a triumphant "Cone burned the Candaele at both 
ends" (faintings in the booth) when David Cone easily struck out 
the Astros' infielder Casey Candaele in 1992. Not bad, but not 
close to the moment in a Giants-Cubs game, back in the late eight
ies, when a Giants catcher, Kirt Manwaring, barely avoided a pick
off throw at first base with a leap back to the bag. "One Giant step 
for Manwaring," as Tim smoothly offered. On a Saturday this May, 
after the young White Sox third baseman Greg Norton ripped a 
two-run homer against the Yankees' Ramiro Mendoza, Tim dis-
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cussed the pitch and the flaw in Mendoza's delivery with Bobby 
Murcer, and then cried "Noh-ton ! Noh-ton! "  in mock pain. Ralph 
Kramden had entered the booth. 

The son of a Memphis police officer, and the fourth of five chil
dren, McCarver became a multi-letter local football and baseball 
star. He attributes his athletic and intellectual persistence to his fa
ther, and his affinity for classical texts to a couple of teachers, 
Brother William and Kevin Gavin, at the Christian Brothers High 
School. On the point of accepting a football scholarship to Notre 
Dame or the University of Tennessee, Tim became a Cardinal in
stead, accepting a signing bonus of seventy-five thousand dollars. 
(He came within a whisker of signing with the Yankees.) Once in 
the majors, he continued his studies over seven post-seasons at 
Memphis State and the University of Oklahoma, from which his 
wife, Anne, had graduated. (The McCarvers, who have recently 
separated, are the parents of two grown daughters.) A regular with 
the Cardinals at twenty-one, in time he attached himself instinc
tively to grandees like Bob Gibson and Joe Torre, who were im
placable in the field and suavely at home with sommeliers around 
the league. "Of course, Tim was a favorite," Torre said not long 
ago. "He had that intelligence and a great outlook. He was always 
teaching us ways to win." He recalls McCarver, his road roomie, 
coming in after a vinous night and climbing into bed with "The 
Gulag Archipelago." 

Another friend, Steve Hirdt, the executive vice-president of the 
Elias Sports Bureau, the official statistician for Major League Base
ball, says, "Tim is unapologetic about bringing an intellectual per
spective to the game. He won't dumb down. Better than anyone, 
he understands that baseball has this great capacity that allows fans 
to play along in their minds. He has also stayed current with the 
players of the day, and connects his opinion about the specific 
play-whether to bunt or not bunt, that sort of thing-with the 
abilities of the batter and the infielders he's looking at. He's as well 
prepared as anyone I've ever dealt with." 
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On McCarver's pre-game warmups, he stops off at visiting
team locker rooms, where, more often than not, he finds a manager 
he has played alongside of or batted against, or a coach who was a 
clubhouse bridge partner. He may be working up a little riff on the 
actual value of Frank Thomas's on-base percentage, or the pickoff 
move of a Toronto left-hander he doesn't know well, and the old
boy network always helps out. "Getting ready is preparation by 
immersion," Tim said, "but only about ten per cent of what you 
get is used. If you have something ready, it'll come out in a natural 
way. You can't be waiting to bring it up." 

He had told me earlier about a moment in a 1996 Yankees
Braves World Series game at Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium, 
when he noticed Braves bench coach Jim Beauchamp gesturing 
from the dugout to shift his outfielders into proper position. " I  
wondered how Jim could be  sure when he had got them placed 
right," McCarver said. "That's a deep dugout-how did he know?" 
Seeking out Beauchamp-they'd been Cardinals teammates-Tim 
learned that he'd waved directions to his left fielder until the player 
stood on an invisible surveyor's line extending out to a point be
tween the headlights of an automobile depicted on a Chevron bill
board above the left-field wall; then he placed his right fielder in the 
same fashion, perching him between the double " 0 "  of a Hooters 
ad out beyond. Now they were straight away. 

" It's such great stuff-you'd love to Telestrate it," Tim said 
(the Telestrator is an electronic gizmo that allows announcers to 
draw helpful arrows and underlinings on the screen image), "but it 
ended up on the cutting-room floor. It never came up. Now that 
whole ballpark is gone." 

What McCarver is most alert to, however, is the game itself. 
Since his presence on the scene is nuanced and unaggressive-he 
has avoided the macho flaunting of statistics which afflicts some of 
the younger practitioners-we don't always pick up on the life
time database of playing and remembering which he can bring to 
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bear within a little conversational reminder of what's up, how the 
count on the batter has suddenly altered the situation, how a de
fensive shift has been executed or blunted. Working with Joe Buck 
and Bob Brenly, he was in remarkable form during the latter stages 
of the Yankees-Padres World Series last fall, when every late de
ployment of the doomed and worn-down San Diego pitchers and 
batters by their manager, Bruce Bochy, appeared to run into the 
exact disaster that McCarver had seen lurking around a corner just 
ahead. "No game analyst ever had a better World Series," Steve 
Wulf, the executive editor of ESPN: The Magazine, said to me after 
it was over. McCarver, in any case, has incorporated some of this 
deep-dish knowledge and intuition into three baseball books, "Oh, 
Baby, I Love It! " (1987, with Ray Robinson); "Tim McCarver's 
Baseball for Brain Surgeons and Other Fans" (1998, with Danny 
Peary); and "The Perfect Season" (1999, also with Peary), in which 
the fibre, as in breakfast food, comes cunningly packaged with 
flavor. 

Keeping close tabs on Tim McCarver, as I've been doing this 
year, I have come to realize that though the prime stuff is always 
there he never needs to force it. For him, instinctively, the game 
outweighs awe for the celebrity star or puff for the awaited, 
overtouted new record-a condition which permits critical dis
tance and enthusiasm in equal measure. Late in July, he was un
merciful with the Indians' celebrated second baseman Robbie 
Alomar when he unexpectedly attempted a two-out bunt, with a 
base runner on first-bunting for himself, that is, and not the team. 
"I don't care who you are, " McCarver said. "That's a terrible play 
by a great player. " But two innings later, when Alomar began a 
double play in which he flipped the ball out of his glove to his 
shortstop, Omar Vizquel, who took it bare-handed and got off the 
throw to first in the same gesture, Tim was reduced to an exclama
tory torrent that lasted right through the replays: "Unbelievable. 
That was unbelievable! . . .  Watch: Throws with gloved hand, catches 
with bare hand. Unbelievable ! "  
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During the Yankees' unexpected late-summer hitting drought, 
McCarver and Murcer (and director Bill Webb) provided illustra
tions of the bad habits that reliable batters like Derek Jeter and 
Tino Martinez can fall into when things aren't going their way-in 
particular, dropping their hands when at the plate, out of over
eagerness. Watching Scott Brosius doing the same thing against the 
Royals one afternoon, Tim said, "Hitters have to trust their hands 
just like guys who blow the trumpet." The criticism was offered in 
McCarver's familiar upbeat manner, with the same alertness of 
tone in an unimportant inning that he had brought to bear during 
the final chords of the World Series. 

A 12-4 drubbing of the Yanks by the White Sox, back in May, 
has stayed with me. Early on in the small debacle, McCarver 
lightly confected a "Rhode Island leaguer" (after the Texas leaguer, 
which drops in front of an outfielder) out of a tiny infield pop, 
though Bobby Murcer took him to task for it. When the Yanks, 
who were in a losing streak, again fell behind and a few fans began 
to boo, Tim reminded us that the amazing 1998 champions had 
never encountered hard times-they were "struggle-proof." Still, 
he said, we should not have allowed ourselves to expect that this 
year's Yanks would be a continuation of last year's: "Like that 101 
Journalism course which I never took: 'Never assume.' " He was 
not much impressed with Chili Davis's leadoff solo home run in 
the fourth-"a tourniquet to a big inning"-and somewhere 
worked in the startling statistic that American League hitters last 
year had batted a collective .386 on the 2-0 count. 

He was almost affectionate with the floundering Yankees 
("Nothing ever eats at Paul O'Neill inside: it's all outside! ") until 
Tino Martinez got himself thrown out at home plate in the seventh, 
while trying to score from second base. "They shouldn't have done 
it ! "  McCarver said, shocked. "You cannot be thrown out at home, 
trailing 9-4." As usual, he was aggrieved by a bad play but not by 
a bad game. He never blames baseball. 

A few days after this, I said to McCarver that this had felt like 
an old Mets game, back in one of their dreary stretches in the early 
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D.1vid Cone, the �·eteran Yankee 1-ight-bander, bad a miserable 
time of it in 2000, his fifteenth season in the majors. Only the year 
before, he had pitched a pe1fect game against the Montreal Expos in 
late july, but be peifonned indifferently after that. This season, his 
bread-and-butter pitch, the slider, mysteriously deserted him, and 
he absorbed some rmcharacteristic pormdings and early departures. 
Manager joe Ton·e kept him in the sta1ting rotation, bo'i.i.-'e-.;er, and 
at times he appeared on the -�·erge of recapturing his old fonn. Then 
bad luck or the long b,11l 'u.:ordd disappoint him once again. Late in 
july, at a time -�·ben the team bad solidified its hold on first place in 

the American League East after the late acquisition of the '4<'eteran 
sluggers jose Canseco and Da·vid justice, the Yanks sent Cone do-wn 
to their training facility in Tampa, to 'i.i.-'Ork on some fundamentals 

�·ith a coach, Billy Connors. Cone's record by this time stood at 
1-10, -�·ith a 6.88 eamed-nm avemge. He -�·as thirty-eight years old. 

The refurbished Yankees had been v:inning in July, e,·en while 
Cone had gone south (in both ways), and they maintained a cruise
control pace now as the midsummer weeks went by, holding a di
visional lead over the Red Sox that staved stuck between three and 
five games. More S.U.V. than juggernaut, they rarely won more 
than three in a row and ne,·er lost more, but you could look out the 
windows, so to speak, and begin to enjoy the ride. Shortly after 
D.n-id got back from Tampa-he was there for a little over a 
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week-the clubhouse was delighted by the arrival of the amiable 
all-purpose infielder Luis Sojo, an old friend and teammate who 
had been in temporary residence with the Pirates. He'd been let go 
after the 1999 campaign-according to one story because George 
Steinbrenner didn't like his habit of leaving the top button of his 
uniform unbuttoned. Sojo, a Venezuelan, is thirty-four but looks 
as if he'd put on a much older guy's body that morning by mistake. 
Seamed and saggy, forever smiling, he could sit uncomplaining on 
the bench by the hour or day or week, then deliver solid innings at 
almost any infield position, plus (as the Mets will not forget) the big 
base hit. Later in this season, there was speculation that Sojo might 
actually be older than his announced age, but the players liked the 
idea that he'd added a year or two to his data somewhere along the 
line, the better to fit his face. 

The Yankee tone-no hangers-on, no TV in the main part of 
the clubhouse, no blasting CD portables-was working on the 
new personnel. Canseco, a grownup Bash Brother with a lifetime 
four hundred and forty homers, became a part-timer or d.h. with
out a murmur, and Justice, never known for his immodesty when 
he played with the Indians and Braves, was finding that attitude 
was not a requirement here. Playing every day in left or right or as 
a left-handed d.h., uncoiling on the inside pitch from his upright, 
shoulder-pointing stance and lacing it long, he led the Yankee of
fense for the rest of the distance, with twenty homers by the end 
and sixty runs batted in. He had a couple of two-homer days, and 
supplied the afterpiece in the team's most electrifying finish of the 
year, at the Stadium on August 8th-a lead-off, first-pitch ninth
inning homer by Bernie Williams, against the Oakland closer Jason 
Isringhausen, which tied the game at 3-3, and then Justice's shot 
into the right-center-field bleachers on the very next delivery, 
which won it. You could see it again via the late-night replays, or, 
almost better, on Isringhausen's line in the box score the next day: 
"(L)" for loser, " 0 "  for innings or parts of innings pitched, and the 
same "2" five times over-hits, runs, earned runs, home runs, and 
pitches delivered and disbelieved. 
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Almost as unlikely for Bronxian fans was the arrival onstage of 
Glenallen Hill. If you were writing a baseball novel or musical 
you'd throw away a passage like this, while congratulating yourself 
for your characters' vibrant names. David justice, tah-dah! . . .  
Glenallen Hill, sounds like a single malt! Hill, who joined the Yan
kees after service with five different teams in his twelve-year career, 
startled his teammates with the shortest batting stroke since Mike 
Tyson. A righty hitter, he took an almost open stance, with the bat 
poised somewhat forward, then completed his brusque business 
with a cut that used no more than a third of the available distance. 
It was like someone idly banging shut a closet door while walking 
down the hall. "I 've never seen anyone hit like Glenallen," Joe 
Torre said. Hill announced himself with a first-at-bat homer, then a 
pinch-hit, nimh-inning grand slam against the Twins, at the Metro
dome, and later sent a poke into the rarely visited center-field black 
seats at the Stadium. His .411 and ten clingers made him the Amer
ican League Player of the Month for August, and toward the end of 
that run you'd see his teammates edging up toward the front of the 
dugout for each of his plate appearances, and then whooping and 
falling about with laughter whenever another shot-Bonkk: else
where!-went out. 

Indoors, Hill would return from shower to locker with a towel 
enfolding his middle in the style of an Egyptian pharaoh and a 
modish pigskin ditty bag slung from one shoulder. His torso cuts 
down dramatically from his enormous shoulders to a mini-waist 
and tyke's tokus-a nice top-level sample, in an era of player bods 
unimaginable to Babe Ruth or Johnny Mize. Hill affected short 
tangerine-colored dreadlocks when he first arrived with the Yanks, 
but after a conversation with the manager quickly converted to the 
low-upkeep David Justice-Yul Brynner pate mode. Joe admitted 
later that this was his first do-consultation. 

Justice is high-style, too. Leaving work one afternoon after a 
day game, he wore yellowish mini-shades, a round canvas hat pulled 
down to his ears, knee-length baggy shorts, and a silky outer shirt, 
umucked and unbuttoned, of a sensational orange. Outstanding, 
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but when Glenallen walked out, a few minutes later, he was less 
dramatic in similarly oversized shorts and shirt, but ahead, I'd say, 
by 3.7 points in the critical Not Really Trying division. This battle, 
like the R.B.I. and dinger stats, went on all summer. 

Stuff like this reminds you how young the players really are. 
Weekends now, there were little kids rocketing around in the club
house-Jason Grimsley's three towheaded sons always led the 
pack-and the fathers, dropping a soft word or gesture into the ac
tion, became playground dads, a role for them that we writers 
never imagine. I got the same reminder whenever I came by a 
couple of players heading off for the weight room or the batting 
cage, hours before game time, in their gym shorts and sneakers and 
cutoff tops-Jorge Posada with a bat, Mike Stanton with a weight 
bar in one hand. "Morning," they offered, going by, fresher and 
more hopeful than they'd looked late last night: inbound com
muters now. Another day, Derek Jeter brought over a letter from 
his thick daily stack and asked Scott Brosius for help with the 
handwriting. Then Chris Turner read it, too-there's a lot of inter
est in Derek's mail. "I am a sixty-eight-year-old widow," they 
made out, line by line, "and I would like you to accompany my 
eighteen-year-old great-niece to her graduation dance. She is a 
good person and so are you." And Brosius recalled a letter he'd 
had, maybe last year, from a woman who'd wanted him to fix up 
a date for her daughter with Derek. "Who am I in there, the 
grandpa?" he said indignantly. 

Later on, a batboy, Luigi Castillo, stopped by Cone's locker 
for a minute, to talk about his cut fastball-Luigi's, not David's. 
He's seventeen but looks younger-a five-foot-something pitcher 
in the Jaws Division of the Bronx Little League, who plays at 
Roberto Clemente Field, in Crotona Park. When I asked what 
"Jaws" stood for, he said he didn't know. Before this, he pitched on 
a team called Lola's All Stars. The last time I heard, Luigi's E.R.A. 
was 2.38. A year ago, after he and Cone began to throw together in 
the outfield, David showed him how to hold his curveball loosely, 
with a little gap showing between the thumb and forefinger. When 
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Luigi took it into a game, the first batter said, "Jesus, where did 
that come from?" On that hot Sunday last year when David had to 
sit out a rain delay in the middle of his perfect game, he grabbed 
Luigi the moment the sky began to lighten and threw with him, 
out beside the tarps, to stay loose. "He's my idol and my role 
model," Castillo said to me. "He's given me a little of his talent to 
go with my talent. "  

Another day, and the writers-George King of the Post; Larry 
Rocca, of Newsday; Ken Davidoff, of the Record; Anthony Mc
Carron, of the News; the Post's Ursula Reel; Bill Madden, the News 
columnist, among others-are standing around in the middle of 
the clubhouse once again, facing in different directions like gulls on 
a beach. They know this place better than their own living rooms, 
and their eyes roam across the ranged player cubicles in search of 
an unwary occupant-or, worse, a player talking to another writer. 
But this is midsummer, and there isn't enough news to keep the 
mutual nuclear deterrence on full alert. Most of the players hang in 
their lounge or the training room, which are off limits, but we all 
know their slots here: Cone and Chuck Knoblauch on opposite 
sides of the short hallway that leads to Joe's office and the coaches' 
room beyond, and the agreeable Mike Stanton and the useful Jorge 
Posada farther up on the right-hand side. (Cone's locker faces a 
column, affording an illusory sense of privacy, and it feels as if 
much of my summer has been spent there, with my back against 
the fake-stucco column-fa�ade, while Cone sits and talks and I 
stand and write.) Bernie Williams has the elite corner space, back 
near the front door-the suite once occupied by Mattingly-and 
Paul O'Neill supervises us all from the head of the room, on the 
same flank with Roger Clemens and Mariano Rivera. To the left 
side, near the showers, is El Duque country, while Derek Jeter's 
spot, farther up, is getting so crowded after games that he'll prob
ably be moved next year. 

Just now I overhear Michael Kay, the broadcaster, discussing 
the stock market with a clubhouse attendant named Joe Lee and 
Jason Zillo, the assistant director of media relations and publicity. 
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Lee, who has a terrific smile, is a senior at Fordham majoring in fi
nance. "Give me two million at a quarter below prime and I'll-" 
he says, but I turn away, swooning. 

Don Zimmer is in the big leather chair just inside the door of 
Joe's office, an upright bat in his pink hands. The top button of his 
uniform pants is comfortably unbuttoned. He's been talking about 
the dog tracks, as usual, and about friends of his in cities all around 
the country. "St. Pete?" he says at one point. " I'm huge in St. Pete." 
Then he gets back to baseball, where he's got fifty-three years in. 
We've been wondering whether David Cone's problems come 
down to his age in the end, and Zim says, "Age is a crazy thing-I 
never paid no attention to it. If you're twenty-two and can't pitch 
you're no use to me. If you're forty and can't pitch it's the same. 
I've seen pitchers who were done at thirty-two and others just get
ting going. Some get a little age and they start changing what they 
do every time out, but that don't mean anything. Yaz and Cal Rip
ken changed their swings every week for their whole career, and 
Will Clark's never changed his. Don't worry about it-show me 
what you got." 

Up in the press box, every night ends the same way. Herb 
Steier, a retired Times sports copy editor, comes to every game and 
sits motionless in the third row, his hands in front of him on the 
long table. He doesn't keep score but watches the action intently, 
with bright, dark eyes. When the ninth inning comes, he gets up 
and stands by the railing behind the last row of writers, near the 
exit, and after the potential final batter of the game has been an
nounced, Bob Sheppard, the ancient and elegant Hall of Fame an
nouncer, comes out of his booth and stands next to him, with a 
book under his arm. (He reads novels or works of history between 
announcements.) Eddie Layton, the Stadium organist, is there, too, 
wearing a little skipper's cap. Eddie has a private yacht-well, 
it's a mini-tug, called Impulse-that he keeps on the Hudson, up 
near Tarrytown. He gets a limo ride to the Stadium most days from 
his apartment in Queens-it's in his contract-and a nice lift 
home with Bob Sheppard and Herb Steier at night. Eddie and Bob 
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Sheppard make a bet on every single Yankee game-the time of the 
game, the total number of base runners, number of pitches by 
bullpen pitchers, whatever-but won't tell you which one of them 
is ahead. The stakes are steady: a penny a game. 

Steier is Sheppard's neighbor, out in Baldwin, Long Island, and 
he drives him to work every day and home again at its end; they're 
old friends. Sheppard, a stylish fellow, is wearing an Argyle sweater 
and espadrilles tonight. This is his fiftieth year on the job at Yankee 
Stadium, and once in a while I ask him to enunciate a player's name 
for me, just for the thrill of it. " 'Shige-to-shi Ha-se-ga-wa,' , he'll 
respond, ringing the vowels. It sounds like an airport. 

The instant the last batter strikes out or pops up or grounds out 
Sheppard and Steier and Layton do an about-face and depart at a 
slow sprint. Out the door they go and turn right in the loge-level 
corridor, still running. A few kids out there are already rocketing 
down the tilted runways. "Start spreadin' the noooss . . .  " comes 
blaring out from everywhere (the Yanks have won again), but Bob 
and Herb and Eddie have turned right again, into the quiet elevator 
lobby, where the nearer car awaits them, its door open. Down they 
go and out at street level, still at a careful run. Herb's car, a beige 
1995 Maxima, is in its regular slot in the team parking lot, just 
across the alley-the second car on the right. They're in, they're 
out, a left turn up the street, where they grab a right, jumping onto 
the Deegan, heading home. The cops there have the eastbound traf
fic stopped dead, waiting for Bob Sheppard: no one else in New 
York is allowed to make this turn. Two minutes, maybe two
twenty, after the game has ended and they're gone, home free, the 
first of fifty thousand out of the building, every night. 

Cone's first start after Tampa-Saturday afternoon, August 
5th, against the Mariners-came in two parts. Working with a 
pared-down, tauter motion, he threw early strikes to the tough 
Seattle batters but kept running up his pitch counts thereafter, 
straining for the K. At one stretch he went to the full count against 
eight straight batters. Much was at stake, and there was something 
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like a groan or a sigh in the press rows when Alex Rodriguez 
pounced on a fastball that had drifted over the plate and drove it 
into the right-field stands for the second and third runs of the 
mmng. 

Down by 3-2, Cone now persevered, perhaps recalling the 
look on Joe Torre's face when he'd taken him up the tunnel be
tween innings for a talk about body language. But Torre kept him 
in the game for a full six-no more runs, six strikeouts, and a star
tling hundred and thirty-seven pitches. When Cone fanned Mike 
Cameron in the fifth, the announcement came that it had been his 
twenty-five-hundredth career strikeout-a level he shares only 
with Clemens and Randy Johnson, among all active pitchers-and 
the fans delivered a sustained full minute of applause: an ovation, of 
all things. They'd been waiting weeks for the chance. The Yanks 
lost the game in the end, going down in the ninth, 6-5 (Doc 
Gooden took the loss), and leaving David's horrible W-L record 
intact. " It's frustrating," he said. "I  feel as if I 'm this far from lock
ing in a good groove." He held up his fingers, barely apart. 

Cone looked thinner than he had in the spring, and I suspected 
that his season was getting to him away from the park now, too. 
Always an insomniac, he'd been short of sleep for weeks. It wasn't 
like the old days, when pain in his arm or shoulder woke him up 
every night, and when painkillers bothered his stomach, and sleep
ing pills left him down and dopey. He had no pain at all this year
he felt great-and that, in turn, added to his broodings in the dark. 
Maybe he needed pain in order to throw right . . .  Some nights now, 
he'd pop an Ambien, which was good for four hours' sleep, but 
then he'd find himself awake again at dawn and still thinking about 
this year and his record. His mind would go over the places where 
a couple of Yankee runs would have turned things his way and 
made his miserable season look a bit more respectable; he knew 
these games and innings and pitches by heart. On a similar perfor
mance record that I'd been keeping, I found nine games, out of his 
twenty-two starts from April 12th to August 20th, in which for
tune had dealt him a chilly hand. He'd lost two of those games, 
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departing behind by one and two runs. The Yanks won three games 
and lost two in which he'd also pitched well but did not gain the 
decision, and, more painfully, they'd lost two in which he left with 
a lead that was then squandered. In these nine selected games
which do not include far worse outings of his, let's be clear-Cone 
was an official 0-2 over fifty-seven innings, with fifty-four hits sur
rendered and an earned-run average of 3.15.  In that spell, the Yanks 
had scored nineteen runs on his behalf, or 3.0 per game. This built
in unfairness is a commonplace in baseball, to be sure, brooded 
over by guys who are becalmed in a season or only suffering 
through brief slumps. Bert Blyleven, talking to David in July, re
minded him that it wasn't how you pitched but which games you 
pitched that mattered. This is Nembutal backward: a guaranteed 
formula for sleeplessness. 

Luck turns bad for hitters, too, of course. Paul O'Neill, bat
tling a midsummer hip injury and a Gobi-like aridity at the plate, 
hit some predictable scorchers straight into the glove of a waiting 
infielder. "Never mind, Paulie," David said in the dugout after one 
such setback. "Next time, that's a chinker that falls in. " But the fol
lowing day he came by O'Neill's locker and said, "Remember 
what I said last night? Well, fuck that-you're never going to get 
that hit back again." 

David told me now that he'd return next year, no matter what. 
He didn't know where-probably it wouldn't be with the Yan
kees-but he wasn't going to go out on this note. But Lynn Cone, 
David's wife, said that he was considering retirement: it was on his 
mind all the time. "He's a basket case, " she said one day. " I  tell him 
he's got to put stuff like this away until the end of the season. No
body can deal with everything at the same time this way, night 
after night. But you know David. " 

Lynn had been there through the hard games. I couldn't count 
the times I 'd found her, well after midnight, standing amid a scat
tering of relatives and cops and Stadium attendants just inside the 
press gate looking thin and beautiful in a stylish leather jacket, with 
perfect makeup and her shining hair slicked back-as she waited 
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for her husband to appear at the top of the stairs after another hor
rible day at the plant. One night there, she waved me over to say 
that she'd called his old teammate Chili Davis and asked him to call 
David back-he needed a lift. Chili came through, but when David 
asked where he was headed next he said, "Maui-living the life." 
When David got off the phone he said, "Why am I doing this ? 
Why am I still killing myself like this ?"  

Cone asked me now and then what I thought about retirement, 
and I'd said I just hoped he wasn't going to be one of those guys 
who go through life after baseball with the conviction that they can 
still strike out the side. The great Steve Carlton, who is fifty-six 
now, was famously rumored to believe this, and Jim Palmer, when 
we'd talked at Shea, said that only a little hamstring injury had kept 
him from a longer career. He had retired in 1984 but later changed 
his mind, and when he started up again in spring training, seven 
years later, he'd found that he still had his great stuff. " I  could still 
get batters out, except that I got hurt," he said. But guys who'd 
been at the Orioles' camp in Sarasota that spring-Tom Boswell, 
the Washington Post columnist, was one of them-said this wasn't 
true at all: Palmer had been atrocious. 

Mark Gubicza, David's long-term friend and teammate with 
the Royals, quit baseball in 1998, and is a budding sports TV star, 
making regular appearances on Fox's "Baseball Today" show, on 
the West Coast. He believes that David would find the transition 
tougher than he can imagine. "Maybe you never get over it," Gubie 
told me. "If somebody came to me tomorrow and said, 'Listen, we 
need you to pitch this one big game on Sunday,' I 'd be there in a 
heartbeat. It's in your blood." 

I kept trying to think of something useful to say to David, to 
help him make up his mind, but I couldn't come up with the right 
examples. Dreams and pride suffused the field. Jim Bouton, still 
pitching in a semi-amateur circuit at the age of fifty-eight, had told 
me that he'd stopped just lately when batters at that level began to 
take him deep. One doofus who'd just hit a home run off a knuck
ler of his actually produced the ball after the game and asked for a 
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certifying autograph. Bouton obliged but felt compelled to add 
"aluminum bat" in parentheses under his name. 

It must be torture to give up something tough and demanding 
that you once did extremely well, I finally said to David. If butch
ers and lawyers and schoolteachers felt this way, how could pitch
ers and tenors and Presidents be expected to pull it off-people 
who lived off the crowds and thrilling repeated challenges, and 
weren't old yet except within their professions? How would you 
ever get used to that? I said I could remember Dennis Eckersley 
talking about this, at the moment after he'd hung them up at the 
close of a twenty-four-year career. When I went back to some old 
notes of mine to hunt out Eck's lines, I could almost see his long 
legs propped up on his locker in the grottolike clubhouse at Fen
way Park that Sunday, and his eyes burning like flashlights as he 
spoke: "I've thought about it a lot-I mean a lot. There's no get
ting around the fact that it's going to be devastating. It's like 
dying-you know it's inevitable but no matter how you get ready 
for it you're not ready." 

But Cone surprised me once again. He didn't believe that illu
sions about his strikeouts or sliders would haunt him, once he de
cided to retire. It was the other way around. "I've always been a 
super-realist," he said. " I  go over things in my mind-1 can't 
let them alone. It's how bad I've been that gets me. I could use a 
little fantasy right now. Guys who can kid themselves are much 
better off." 

David had been smoking more. He smoked Marlboro Lights. I 
almost never saw him light up, even when he was at home, but 
Lynn said he'd stopped inviting me to drive up to the Stadium with 
him or back home after a game, as he sometimes had, because he 
smoked in the car and didn't want me to know. When I asked him 
how many cigarettes a day he smoked, he said more lately but less 
than a pack; Lynn said he was way up over that by now. Cone did 
tell me that his doctor, John Olichney, had recently prescribed 
Zyban, a mild anti-depressant that would help you get off nicotine 
when you were ready. One of its side effects was powerful dreams, 



Style • 277 

and then, here in August, David said that only the night before he'd 
found himself pitching for the Red Sox, in a dream. It was all per
fectly clear-the green wall behind him and the red letters on the 
uniform. " It wouldn't be bad there, at that," he said musingly. 
"That would be a change-pitching with those fans on my side. 
And I like Jimy Williams as a manager. I've always wondered what 
living in New England would be like . . .  " The dream had become 
an option for him. He was there already, pitching with better luck 
in a year when he could win. 

And then he won. Next time out, handed a welcome seven-run 
lead against the A's, he gave up two runs over six innings, with 
eight strikeouts. He had tempo, he had poise. With two on in the 
fifth, he fanned the side. The 12-6 victory took him off the 
schneid-his first win in sixteen starts. On the road after this, he 
beat the Texas Rangers, 10-2, on a sweltering night in Arlington
with strikeouts of Rafael Palmeiro, on a first-class slider, and Frank 
Catalanotto, on the split, as Whiffs of the Day. 

On the phone-I was in Maine, writing and worrying-he no 
longer sounded puzzled or haunted. Lynn had come along on this 
trip. They'd gotten in some nice pool time at Anaheim, and they 
were looking forward to a family dinner with an uncle of hers who 
lived in San Dimas. 

Great, I said, but what was going on ? How come he suddenly 
looked so workmanlike, so suave? What kind of body language 
was this ? 

'' I'm national news," he said. " 'Cone Ends Slump! '  It's been 
one hell of a dry spell." 

He said that what excited him right now was the fastball, which 
had more life to it, even though the numbers were still mostly in 
the eighties. It didn't show on the gun but there was late movement 
to it at last. 

Did Billy Connors do all this ? I asked. 
"He was certainly part of it," David said. "He'd asked me to vi

sualize the way it felt back when I was throwing good and winning 
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games. He particularly wanted me to keep my hands farther away 
from my body in the middle of the delivery." 

I said this sounded like the opposite of what his old friend Tony 
Ferreira had been telling him, a million years ago in Florida, and 
David laughed and said, "Yeah, this always happens." The new, 
trimmed-down delivery wasn't quite second nature to him so far, he 
went on. It was almost as if he'd had to learn a whole new muscle 
memory. 

His father, Ed Cone, had come to New York before this swing 
west, and the two of them had gone over some videos from 1986 
and 1987 which reminded them how deliberate he'd once been on 
the rubber, and how vital it was for him not to rush things when he 
was ahead in the count. This was going to become part of his new 
pattern now, too, he hoped. 

While his dad was still in the city, he and Ed had gone up to 
Columbia-Presbyterian to visit Darryl Strawberry, who'd had to 
come up from Tampa for more cancer surgery. This time, a tumor 
near one of his kidneys had been taken out. Straw's room, in Mc
Keen Pavilion, was just down the hall from the room where David 
had been after his aneurysm operation, and where he'd listened to 
Doc Gooden pitch his no-hitter. Charisse Strawberry was there 
with her husband; it was like a Mets family reunion. Darryl kept 
talking about David's problems. 

Sunday, August 20th, Yankee Stadium 

Whitey Ford, my favorite Yankee alumnus, came back to the 
Stadium this afternoon for a Day in his honor and told George 
Steinbrenner that it was really nice of him to have one of these af
fairs for a guy who wasn't Italian. The occasion felt like a rain 
check for an Old Timers' Day, but without the geezers to embar
rass us by creaking through the motions of a game. Whitey was a 
bit pale-he's seventy-one and had recently undergone chemo
therapy for recurring skin cancer-but hadn't lost his sparkle. His 
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celebrated smile hangs around the corners of his mouth, always at 
the ready, and his wife, Joan, looks like someone who's heard 
laughter every day for forty years. 

"I've been a Yankee for fifty years, and I'll be a Yankee for
ever," Whitey told the enchanted crowd, but I thought he summed 
himself up better at a pre-game mini press conference, when he 
said, " I  was never nervous out there" -out there pitching, he 
meant. His sixteen-year, 236- 106 won-lost record comes out at 
.690, which is the best percentage in baseball for pitchers with more 
than two hundred wins. He's the winningest Yankee pitcher of all. 
Answering our then-vs.-now questions, Ford agreed that the 
smaller modern ballparks and shrunken millennia! strike zone 
would have raised his 2.75 lifetime E.R.A. but-one-beat pause
"but I'd have won as many." 

Whitey was born in Manhattan and grew up on the sandlots of 
Astoria, and witnessed his first major-league game from the Stadium 
bleachers in 1938, at the age of nine. "You had to come to the park 
to see the players then," he reminded us. One of his boyhood teams 
was called the 34th Avenue Boys, and I remember his telling me one 
day that playing unsupervised, parent-free ball in those summers he 
often got in fifty innings over the course of a Friday-to-Sunday 
weekend-twenty or so as a pitcher and the rest wherever he could 
jump in. Equally dated and flavorful, I realized during this reunion, 
is Ford's accent-the pure I .R.T., which has almost gone out of 
earshot nowadays, thanks to the flattening and duhing of television. 

Cone pitched against the Anaheim Angels on Whitey Day, and 
I wasn't the only writer there who sensed a connection. Ford 
agreed. "I've thought that sometimes, watching him," he said. 
"He's from the other side"-a righty, that is-"but he has a good 
curveball and fastball like I did, and he comes from all different 
angles. He stays on top, the same way, and brings his shoulder out 
over his front foot." 

Cone, told about the compliment, was flattered but wary. "I'm 
no Whitey Ford, that's for sure," he said. He told me that he'd con
sulted with Ford during the difficult days before the aneurysm 
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operation, because Ford in his day had also suffered puzzling vas
cular problems in his shoulder, and had undergone corrective sur
gery. When Whitey resumed pitching he noticed that he'd stopped 
sweating on his left, or soupbone, side. Explaining the medical 
oddity to the press back then, he cited a popular toiletry of the day 
and said, "With me, a 5-Day Deodorant Pad lasts ten days." 

Cone, at six-one, and Ford, at five-ten, share a graceful, put
together look that makes them appear a little smaller than their 
size, and they have both been famously businesslike at their place 
of work. Comparisons stop there, I guess. Prodigal with his pitch 
counts, Cone strikes out more batters per game than Ford did
he's averaged close to one K per inning in his career-and walks 
more, too. This takes time, while with Whitey you'd look up from 
your scorecard or peanut and find that the inning was already over. 
On this day, though, Coney got on with it. The Ford press confer
ence overlapped a bit with the first inning, and I missed him strik
ing out the side, after going to three-and-two on all three batters. I 
was back when he wrapped up the second by fanning Troy Glaus 
on the slider away-the genuine sailer, which left the batter tilting 
awkwardly to starboard and Cone already headed toward the 
dugout. He pitched six shutout innings, striking out six-it was 
nice to see the ice-cream-cone "K" symbols flapping from the 
upper-deck facings again-and departed the scene most reluc
tantly, ahead by 3-0. Only the bullpen, which had lately taken on 
the texture of a damp hot-dog roll, could spoil the day: five runs in, 
and the game and Cone's win gone. 

Three in a row would have been nice, but, never mind, Cone 
was back, and this game against the Angels on Whitey's Day was of 
a higher order. In full form, he'd pitched like a house afire, sud
denly performing in relation to nothing but the last pitch and the 
one that came next. Fastball, slider in, sinker, fastball up, curveball 
down, fastball inside-he called on each without musing, picking 
up the sign and swinging into his motion in almost the same breath, 
and correcting a pitch away from the plate or too low with some
thing sharper and better that kept him level in the count or ahead. 
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There were no pauses for forehead-wiping with his glove-tip, no ir
ritated shakeoffs of his catcher's signs, and none of the puzzled, 

slack-jawed starings that had accompanied his unaccountable ear
lier efforts. Watching him at ·work like this, you could compare 
him to nobody but himself, and wonder why it had taken him so 

long to find the model that had once been so reliably at hand. 
Pitching is style, and when you have it it appears innate and un

touchable: yes, this is me. W hen it's gone, you must think and 

grope-it's more a psychic loss than something mechanical-and 
you feel bereft and clunky even before you've been punished by 
another defeat. Now the key had been turned, and style, from 

wherever it had been, came whispering back, perhaps to stay a bit 

and to make it all feel so easy. 



Takes : Three Petes 

Spring, 1981: On a frigid, wind-torn gray morning in Clear
water, I asked Pete Rose what he did about slumps. 

"\Veil, I don't think there's anybody's going to get me out for 
long," he said. "No body's got a book on me. I switch-hit and I hit 
the ball e\·ery ... where. I can hit the fastball and the breaking ball, and 
I might hit you down the right-field line one time and up the other 
way the next rime. If some pitcher's been getting me out, I'll do 
one of si.x things. I might move up in the box or move back. I might 
move away from the plate or come closer. I might choke up more 
or choke up less. I can usually tell what I'm doing wrong by the 
flight of the ball. I 've seen guys play major-league ball for ten, 
twelve years, and if they go oh-for-fifteen they want to change 
their stance, like it's the end of the world. That's ridiculous. The 
only thing that's rough about this game is that you can't turn it on 
and off like a faucet. If I'm swinging good, I'll come to the park 
even on an off day, just to keep it going. This game is mental. 
There's a lot of thinking in it. You watch the pitcher from the bat
ter's box and see what's going good for him. You watch the ball and 
it's sending you messages-the knuckleball don't spin, screwball's 
got backspin, slider's got that dot. It's easy. I like to watch the ball 
leave the pitcher's hand, and I like to watch the catcher catch it and 
throw it back to him. It's a habit I got into. I like the umpire to tell 
me where the ball is. He says, 'Strike one,' and I say, 'O.K., you 
missed one. Now give me one.' " Rose had a bat in his hands and 
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had taken up his exaggerated, crouching at-bat posture (he was bat
ting lefty, perhaps because I was taking notes right-handed), and 
was staring back in disbelief at some imaginary umpire behind him. 
A little crowd of writers and Phillies laughed at the pantomime. 
Pete Rose could draw a crowd in a cemetery. 

"It never changes," he went on. "The pitchers don't change. 
Tom Seaver don't change. If you're a good hitter, hitting in the ma
jors is easier, 'cause you're facing the same pitchers all the time. I'm 
particular about that. I have to know the way a guy throws. If you 
don't believe me, look at my Championship Series record, where I 
got more hits than anybody in the game, and then look at my 
World Series average. I don't know the pitchers in the World Se
ries, unless they were in my league once, but look at what happens 
in the fifth and sixth and seventh games, when I begin to see the 
same guys out there pitching. Look that up."  

I looked it up. In the five World Series in  which Rose has 
played (in 1970, 1972, 1975, 1976, and 1980), he has gone hitless at 
the plate-0 for 16-in the opening games. His second-game aver
age is . 157. His third-game average is .285. His fourth-game average 
is .285. His fifth-game average-he has been in four of them-is 
.375. His sixth-game average, for three games, is .416. He is 4 for 9 
in his two seventh World Series games-.444. Nothing about Pete 
Rose surprises me anymore, but still . . .  

Fall, 1985: At 8:01 p.m. E.D.T. on Wednesday, September 1 1 ,  
in the first inning of a game with the San Diego Padres in River
front Stadium, Pete Rose stroked a soft single off the Padres' right
hander Eric Show. It was Hit No. 4,192 for Rose, at last putting 
him one ahead of Ty Cobb's life total on the all-time hit parade, and 
by the time it struck the ground in short left-center field there were 
some of us in the land who had the impression that we had already 
witnessed and counted each of Pete's 3,161 other singles, and even 
his 3,767 previous at-bats in the majors. I was delighted for many 
reasons, most of all for Rose himself, whose stroke and style and 
fervor and ebullient good cheer I have written about for more than 
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two decades now, but I think I was almost more pleased by Pete's 
next hit-a triple to left, in the seventh-which broke the new 
record (as will every hit of his from now on) and suggested that 
baseball as we know it would now be permitted to resume, and that 
games, not monuments, are its purpose and reward. The "Cobb 
Countdown" had been a daily feature of the sports pages for better 
than two years, appearing even on the many mornings when it was 
dutifully noted that Pete hadn't played the previous evening, or 
that he'd gone oh-for-three in the game. The slowly oncoming 
Blessed Bingle had given rise to a whole cottage industry of Rosean 
artifacts, including 4,192 autographed Pete Rose ceramic plates 
($25 to $125 apiece), 4,192 numbered Pete Rose color prints ($175 
apiece), fifty silk-screened Pete Rose prints by Andy Warhol 
($3,000 apiece), and much more, of course-possibly including 
a four-thousand-one-hundred-and-ninety-two-percent rise in the 
national riboflavin intake, thanks to those Pete Rose Wheaties 
commercials. I did not attend the game, however, being of the im
pression that I would probably not spot anything there that was 
invisible to the three hundred and seventy-five reporters and cam
eramen who were on hand that evening. I'm sorry I missed Pete's 
company and his jokes and one-liners (there were fifteen mass 
press conferences in the ten days prior to and including Der Tag), 
and even his tears when he broke the record. I also treasure some of 
the footnotes and substats that were turned up by the press moles 
digging back through Rose's 3,475 prior box-score appearances: 
for instance, his twenty-nine hits against future dentists (Jim Len
borg is one of them); his hundred and thirty-one hits against Hall 
of Famers (\Varren Spahn, Sandy Koufax, Robin Roberts, Bob 
Gibson, Juan Marichal, Don Drysdale, and Hoyt \Vilhelm); his 
hundred and three hits against the Niekro brothers ("I wish they'd 
been triplets," Pete said); and his six hits to date against Dwight 
Gooden, who wasn't born until after Rose had already rapped out 
three hundred and nine major-league blows. 

Pete is great, but Cobb was better, having achieved his famous 
total (in 1928, when he retired) in four hundred and forty-two 
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fewer games and in 2,339 fewer at-bats; Pete is a lifetime .305 bat
ter, but Cobb, at .367, was the best hitter the game has ever seen. I 
feel like an old crab in pointing out these obvious discrepancies, 
but they exist, and the obdurate fact of them makes you wonder 
about our apparent wish for guaranteed present greatness or his
toric certification, or whatever it is that has driven us to make so 
much of this particular milestone. Late in the summer, I began to 
wonder who it was Cobb had supplanted in the lifetime lists, and 
after spending a happy half hour with my nose in the Baseball En
cyclopedia I decided that it must have been Honus Wagner (3,430), 
whom Cobb motored past in 1923, six years after the Dutchman's 
retirement. But what happened on that September day in 1923 ? 
How had the local scribes and fans and historians celebrated the 
end of the "Wagner Watch," I wondered. (Subsequent archaeology 
shows that Cobb surpassed Wagner's lifetime hits record on Sep
tember 20, 1923, in the course of a four-for-four afternoon against 
the Red Sox at Fenway Park.) Finding no mention of the moment 
in several histories of the pastime, I called up Seymour Siwoff, the 
grand sachem of the Elias Sports Bureau, a Fort Knox of stars, 
which keeps track of every jot and tittle in the books, not quite in
cluding Sunday foul tips in the Federal League. 

"Nothing happened! "  Siwoff said instantly when I put the 
question to him. "Just the other day, we tried to come up with 
some mention of the event. We looked and looked, but there was 
nothing there. The hype wasn't in. This Rose thing was a sitting 
target all the way. There was much more of a challenge for Pete in 
1978, when he was going after Joe DiMaggio's consecutive-game 
hitting streak, winding up in a tie with Willie Keeler at forty-four, 
which is still the best in the National League. Any single-season 
record has a finite ending, so it means something." 

Fall, 1999: The introductions of Major League Baseball's All
Century Team on the brightly lighted field in Atlanta before the 
second game of the World Series were affecting, but the ovation 
and sustained applause for Pete Rose was news. Pete, raising his 
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scarlet Reds cap and turning his thick, familiar face upward toward 
his vehement supporters, drew more attention than Babe Ruth or 
Lou Gehrig or Jackie Robinson when those names were an
nounced, and more than Sandy Koufax or Willie Mays or Yogi 
Berra or, say, Mark McGwire, who were up on the mid-diamond 
dais in company with the fourteen other living electees. Rose, of 
course, has been absent from the game since 1989, when he signed 
an agreement to a lifetime banishment from the sport because of 
his gambling on ballgames. His reappearance on the MasterCard 
fan ballots, which circulated all summer, and his presence here at 
Turner Field were at the sufferance of Commissioner Bud Selig, 
who had decided it would be unfair to keep Pete away, just this 
once. 

Rose was the only man on the platform who could be said to be 
working, and he did himself some more good a bit later, when Jim 
Gray, a field interviewer for NBC Sports, pressed him vehemently 
in a pre-game one-on-one, wanting to know if he was "willing to 
show contrition, admit that you bet on baseball, and make some 
sort of apology." Pete, who has never admitted to the gambling 
charges, in spite of a detailed and devastating body of evidence 
against him, seemed genuinely startled at Gray's invitation to step 
into the confessional. "I'm surprised you're bombarding me like 
this," he said. "This is a prosecutor's brief, not an interview." The 
earnest and pale-faced Gray wouldn't drop it, and the interview lit 
up telephone call-boards at talk shows and NBC stations all 
around the country that evening, as indignant fans weighed in on 
behalf of Charlie Hustle. 

Being at the park, I caught this Q. and A. only in replay, and, 
while I felt that Jim Gray might have shifted ground once he saw 
that Pete wasn't going to do a Jimmy Swaggert for us, I shared his 
apparent wish to grab Pete by the throat (figuratively-a little fig
uratively) and shake a morsel of candor out of him about the 
moldering aspersion. It isn't about to happen. Rose, an inveterate 
card-show and call-in-radio Dreyfus, has stiffed the nation on this 
issue for a decade, as he did when he refused the late Commissioner 
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Bart Giamatti's repeated invitations to defend himself in an open 
hearing. He claims never to have seen the published evidence
pages of betting logs in his handwriting, including bets on his own 
team, and records of phone calls from bookies to the clubhouse (he 
was the manager) at the Reds' Riverfront Stadium. These could be 
produced and tested in court, were Rose ever to mount an attempt 
to clear his name. But this is not Pete's way. He has become Nixon
ian, clothed in humility and splendor as he barges down Denial. He 
is Shoeless Joe coming out of the cornfield in "Field of Dreams," 
and America loves him for it. 

What Rose is campaigning for isn't exoneration but admission 
to the Hall of Fame, from which he was officially debarred by the 
commissioner's office as part of his exile. If the gate were to be 
lifted, Pete would pop into the temple in an instant-for his four 
thousand two hundred and fifty-six hits, his thirty-five hundred 
games played and fourteen thousand at-bats (the most for any 
player, all of them), and his vividly remembered style of play, which 
showed us how a player with limited abilities could make it all the 
way, just on desire. Fans, in any case, are all for this outcome
every poll shows it, by a wide margin-but Commissioner Selig re
mains obdurate: no reconsideration will be offered, nothing has 
changed in the landscape. His old Cincinnati players and teammates 
are not part of the chorus pleading for Rose's readmission to base
ball. Johnny Bench, asked once how soon Rose should be admitted 
to the Hall of Fame, said, "As soon as he's innocent. " 

At the jam-packed Pete Rose press conference staged by Major 
League Baseball an hour or so before the field ceremonies, Pete, his 
oddly orange hair shining in the lights, was cheerful and uncon
scionable, addressing old writer friends and columnists by name, 
and scanning the house (which included some strong supporters of 
his) to see how he was getting over. He was sorry about the whole 
thing, he told us-or said, rather, that he would do "anything in my 
power to change what has happened to me in the last ten years." He 
told us he had never met Bud Selig but that he might arm-wrestle 
him when he did. He evoked Bart Giamatti-"Wouldn't it be nice 
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if Bart could be here tonight?" -and said he believed that Bart 
would have given him a second chance. He wondered about the 
ovation he would perhaps receive here tonight-would it last as 
long as the cheers and applause he got in Cincinnati the night he 
broke Ty Cobb's record? He was a teacher, he told us, and knew 
what was required to help a team that was down. " It's tough to turn 
an attitude around," he said. 

Baffled, I stuck my own hand up at last and asked how his 
plaque at Cooperstown might read, should he be reinstated and ad
mitted to the Hall. 

"Well, first of all it would be as long as this table here," Rose 
said, and reminded us that he had played on the winning team more 
often than anybody in the history of sports. "When I went to the 
ballpark, I thought I was going to win." 

Not what I 'd meant, as we both knew. 
Part of me, the Jim Gray part, believes, against all odds, that 

Pete Rose will get into the Hall-on the Commissioner's terms, 
not his. If he does, the line "Suspended from baseball in 1989 for 
betting on games; reinstated 20-" won't take up all that much 
room on the crowded, ringing bronze. Do it, Pete, and we will 
come. 







Takes: Jacksonian 

1977 

With the Yankees leading the 1977 World Series by three games 
to two, we came back to New York for the extraordinary conclu
sion. In this game, the Dodgers took an early 3-2 lead on Reggie 
Smith's home run off Mike Torrez; it was the third round-tripper 
for Smith, who was beginning to look like the dominant figure in 
the Series. The other Reggie came up to bat in the fourth inning (he 
had walked in the second) and instantly pulled Burt Hooton's first 
delivery into the right-field stands on a low, long parabola, scoring 
Munson ahead of him and putting the Yankees ahead for the rest of 
the game and the rest of the year. Jackson stepped up to the plate 
again in the next inning (Elias Sosa was now pitching for the 
Dodgers), with two out and Willie Randolph on first, and this time 
I called the shot. "He's going to hit it out of here on the first pitch," 
I announced to my neighbors in the press rows, and so he did. It 
was a lower drive than the first and carried only four or five rows 
into the same right-field sector, but it was much more resoundingly 
hit; at first it looked like a double, or even a loud single, but it 
stayed up there-a swift white message flying out on an invisible 
wire-and vanished into the turbulent darkness of the crowd. 

My call was not pure divination. With the strange insect gaze of 
his shining eyeglasses, with his ominous Boche-like helmet pulled 
low, with his massive shoulders, his gauntleted wrists, his high-held 
bat, and his enormously muscled legs spread wide, Reggie Jackson 
makes a frightening figure at bat. But he is not a great hitter. Perhaps 
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he is not even a good one. A chronic overstrider and overswinger, 
he swings through a lot of pitches, and the unchecked flailing power 
of his immense cut causes his whole body to drop down a foot or 
more. He often concludes a trip to the plate (and a Yankee inning) 
with his legs grotesquely twisted and his batting helmet falling over 
his eyes-and with the ball, flipped underhand by the departing 
catcher, rolling gently out to the mound. It is this image, taken in 
conjunction with his salary and his unending publicity in the sports 
pages, that seems to enrage so many fans. "Munson! "  they cry, like 
classicists citing Aeschylus. "Now, you take Munson-there's a hit
ter! " And they are right. But Reggie Jackson is streaky and ex
citable. I have an inexpungeable memory of the two violent doubles 
he hit for the Oakland Ns against Tom Seaver in the sixth game of 
the 1973 World Series, and of the homer he hit the next day against 
Jon Matlack to destroy the Mets. I remember the gargantuan, into
the-lights home run he hit in the All-Star Game of 1971 in Detroit. 
And so on. Reggie Jackson is the most emotional slugger I have ever 
seen. Late in a close big game-and with the deep, baying cries 
from the stands rolling across the field: "Reg-gie! Reg-gie! Reg
gie ! "-he strides to the plate and taps it with his bat and settles his 
batting helmet and gets his feet right and turns his glittery regard to
ward the pitcher, and we suddenly know that it is a different hitter 
we are watching now, and a different man. Get ready, everybody
it's show time. And, besides, Reggie had been crushing the ball in 
batting practice and he had hit a homer in each of the last two games 
against the Dodgers. Hence (to sound very much like Howard 
Cosell) my call. 

I did not call the third homer. One does not predict miracles. 
This one also came on the first ball pitched-a low and much more 
difficult pitch, I thought, from knuckleballer Charlie Hough. The 
ball flew out on a higher and slower trajectory-inviting wonder 
and incredulity-this time toward the unoccupied sector in far
away center field that forms the black background for the hitters at 
the plate, and even before it struck and caromed once out there and 
before the showers of paper and the explosions of shouting came 
out of the crowd, one could almost begin to realize how many 
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things Reggie Jackson had altered on this night. The game was won, 
of course (it was 8-4 in the end), and the Yankees were world 
champions once again. It was their first championship since 1962, 
and their twenty-first in all. Jackson's five homers for the Series 
was a new record, and so were his ten runs and twenty-five total 
bases. The three home runs in a single Series game had been done 
before-by Babe Ruth, in 1926 and again in 1928, but neither of 
Ruth's splurges had come on consecutive at-bats, and neither had 
been conclusive. Reggie Jackson's homer in the previous game had 
been hit on his last trip to the plate, and his base on balls in the sec
ond inning had been on four straight pitches. This meant that he 
had hit four home runs on four consecutive swings of the bat-a 
deed apparently unique in the annals of the game. But Jackson's 
achievement, to be sure, cannot properly be measured against any 
of the famous sustained one-man performances in World Series 
history-by Brooks Robinson in 1970, for instance, or by Roberto 
Clemente in 1971 . Reggie's night-a thunderclap-was both less 
and more. It was hors concours. Jackson, in any case, had won this 
game and this World Series, and he had also, in some extraordinary 
confirming fashion, won this entire season, reminding us all of its 
multiple themes and moods and pleasures, which were now culmi
nated in one resounding and unimaginable final chord. 

Beyond this-or to one side of it, perhaps-Reggie had at last 
secured his own fame. He had justified his gigantic salary, if it could 
be justified, and in all probability he had suddenly increased the 
number of players who will now decide to seek their fortunes as 
free agents in the next few years. More than that, he had arranged 
for them all to receive a great deal more money for their services. 
Even the flintiest traditionalists among the owners-and among 
the fans, too-must sense that a new time has arrived in baseball. 
We are in the Jacksonian Era. 

This World Series was famous at the very end, but it was noto
rious all the time. Even while they were winning, the Yankees con
tinued their off-the-field bickerings and grudges and complaints. 
During the Series, clubhouse reporters wrote that Thurman Munson 
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hoped to play for Cleveland next year, that Mickey Rivers and 
Graig Nettles were also eager to be traded, that Ed Figueroa had al
most jumped the team, and that Reggie Jackson was bitterly critical 
of Martin's use of Catfish Hunter in the second game. A news
magazine story claimed that in the middle of the season two Yan
kee players had asked George Steinbrenner to fire Billy Martin; 
Thurman Munson said that the story was a lie. A press conference 
was convened by the Yankees at which it was announced that the 
club was giving Billy Martin a new car and a bonus. Reggie Jack
son, who is never at a loss for words, continued to grant startling 
interviews to great masses of media people. "I couldn't quit this 
summer, because of all the kids and the blacks and the little people 
who are pulling for me," he said at one point. " I  represent both the 
underdog and the overdog in our society. " 

In the Dodger camp, the tone of the news, at least, was differ
ent. Manager Tom Lasorda, who did a remarkable job on the field 
this summer and this fall, attracted hundreds of reporters to 
pregame interviews, during which he told a lot of Vegas-style 
standup-comic jokes, and also declared his love for his country and 
his family and the Dodger organization. "During the national an
them," he said at one point, "a tear came to my eye-I'm not 
ashamed to admit that. It's the kind of guy I am. " He made fre
quent mention of the Big Dodger in the Sky. One day, he con
firmed to reporters that he and his wife had had dinner the night 
before with his good friend Frank Sinatra and his wife. Lasorda 
said that his friend Don Rickles had come to the clubhouse before 
the fourth game to invigorate his players with insults. "Our team 
is a big family," he said. "I love my players. They've got manners, 
they've got morals. They're outstanding human beings." The 
Dodger players, who are clean-shaven and neatly dressed and 
youthful in appearance, were friendly and cheerful with the press. 
(The Dodgers are instructed in public relations during spring train
ing, and many of them who live in and around Los Angeles appear 
at community dinners and other Dodger-boosting functions dur
ing the off-season.) Steve Garvey, asked by a reporter what he 
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thought about the Yankee Stadium fans, paused for a moment and 
then said, "Well, throwing things on the field is not my idea of a 
well-rounded human being." 

I think I prefer the sour Yankee style to the Dodgers' sweet
ness, since it may bear a closer resemblance to the true state of 
morale on a professional ball team during the interminable season. 
It probably doesn't matter much either way. The outcome of this 
World Series suggests that neither of these contrasting public im
ages had anything to do with what happened on the field. What we 
can be certain of is that none of this will go away. We live in an un
private time, and the roar of personality and celebrity has almost 
drowned out the cheering in the stands. The ironic and most re
markable aspect of Reggie Jackson's feat is that for a moment there, 
on that littered, brilliant field, he-he, of all people-almost made 
us forget this. Suddenly he confirmed all our old, secret hopes. He 
reminded us why we had come there in the first place-for the 
game and not the news of the game, for the feat and not the feature. 
What he had done was so difficult and yet was done so well that it 
was inexplicable. He had become a hero. 



Blue Collar 

1982 

I .  ST REAKY 

The St. Louis Cardinals' spirited comeback victory over the 
Milwaukee Brewers in a seven-game World Series was in many 
ways a simulacrum of the season itself, where around the leagues the 
quality of the games often did not quite match our hopes, but the 
closeness of the competition and the size of the crowds and the ac
companying sense of occasion and adventure made for a kind of 
baseball that seemed, from first to last, inspiriting and involving and 
endlessly talkable. No other recent season, I believe, has pleased so 
many home-town baseball fans or left them with such warm feel
ings for their game. We know how it all came out in the end, of 
course, but I think we should remind ourselves about how many 
different teams were involved in the long, close races this year. At 
the All-Star Game break, which is the traditional, if not actual, mid
point of the season, thirteen clubs were bunched within four games 
of the top in the four divisions, with some surprising and refreshing 
names-the Braves, the Padres, the White Sox, and the Mariners
among them. Five weeks later, on August 16th, thirteen teams re
mained in the hunt, and another five weeks along, on September 
20th, there were still ten of them-at least two in each division
with an excellent shot at the playoffs. The Cardinals captured their 
demi-crown first, six days before the end; in retrospect, their sud
den certainty, their lack of crises, should have told us more about 
the quality of this club than it seemed to show at the time. 
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This was the streakiest season in baseball history. The Braves 
startled their new manager, Joe Torre, with a record-breaking open
ing sprint of thirteen straight wins, and the Padres followed with an 
eleven-game winning string of their own, also in the very early 
going. Other market gainers included the Cardinals, the Orioles, 
and the Brewers, who won twelve, ten, and eight in a row, respec
tively. Downside competition was equally vigorous. The fitful 
Braves suddenly dropped eleven straight games in August, and the 
Cubs, the Twins, and the Mets lost thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen 
games m a row. 

The great one-man performance of the year was by Milwaukee 
shortstop Robin Yount, who finished first in his league in hits, total 
bases, doubles (a tie), and slugging percentage. He also batted .331 
(one point below the top mark in the league), hit twenty-nine 
homers, and drove in a hundred and fourteen runs. Most short
stops, of course, hold down their jobs because they are quick and 
lithe and can cover the ground, and Yount's offensive performance 
has been equalled in the past only by Hall of Fame shortstops Ernie 
Banks and Honus Wagner. Yount was voted Most Valuable Player 
in the American League, and the choice has never been easier. 
Other Brewers did well, too: first baseman Cecil Cooper, third 
baseman Paul Molitor, and Yount were the only three American 
Leaguers to finish with more than two hundred hits, and Molitor 
led the league in runs. 

Rickey Henderson's new record of a hundred and thirty stolen 
bases is a strange business, for he is so far ahead of his nearest com
petitors, past or present, that comparisons become meaningless. In 
the first half of the season, he was stealing bases at a rate of almost 
one per game, which is unheard of, and he sailed past Lou Brock's 
old mark of a hundred and eighteen on August 27th. A shoulder 
injury kept him out of action through most of September, and cost 
him an even more startling final figure. Henderson, who leads off 
the Oakland order, bats out of a deep crouch and draws a great 
many bases on balls; he had the third-best on-base average in his 
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league this year. Once there, he ran. He stole second base ninety
four times, third base thirty-four times, and home twice. Three 
times, he stole four bases in one game. He was picked off or caught 
stealing forty-two times, which is also a record, but conservatives 
who are impelled to linger on this figure must also count in the 
number of errors caused by his speed-wild pick-off throws, and 
so on-and notice the distorted infield defenses he imposed on the 
other team whenever he took a lead off first. Close observers of the 
team tell me that Henderson is at last beginning to study the pitch
ers' moves out there-Brock's record, which he set at the age of 
thirty-five, was more a matter of wile than of celerity-but his se
cret still lies in his ability to fly instantly into high gear on the base 
paths, with two pumping strides of his powerfully muscled legs. 
He is also an extraordinarily talented defensive outfielder-"the 
best left fielder I 've ever seen," in Earl Weaver's judgment. Hen
derson is twenty-three years old, and we must assume that he will 
do better in the years ahead. 

A day or two before Rickey broke the old record, Tiger man
ager Sparky Anderson kicked up a monumental fuss when he 
accused Billy Martin of ordering Fred Stanley, the Oakland short
stop, to allow himself to be picked off second by the Tiger pitcher 
so that Henderson, then parked at first, would be free to motor. 
Sparky has the highest indignation quota in modern skipperdom, 
but in this landmark case I come down on Billy's side. Back in 
June, while attending an A's-White Sox game in Oakland, I had ob
served the same situation-Stanley on second, Henderson on first, 
nobody out-and the same brilliant move sprang into my mind: 
burn Stanley, perhaps in a double steal, and then watch Rickey 
steal third and fly away home any old way he wants. I forget what 
did happen, but it was something quite different, and nobody 
scored, and I shook my head sadly-a thinker ahead of my time. 

All through this summer of slipshod, enthusiastic competition, 
I kept reading about some faraway game or far-out series in one 
city or another that I badly wished I had seen. There was, for in-
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stance, the lengthy mid-August meeting between the Cards and the 
Giants in St. Louis, which the Cardinals captured when their 
wholly anonymous third-string catcher, Glenn Brummer, stole 
home in the twelfth inning-stole it all on his own, on a brain
storm, really, with no signal or invitation from his manager or 
coach: Hey, what if. . . It was his second career stolen base. I also 
recall a mad moment, glimpsed by me on television, in the midst of 
a game in Atlanta, when Dodger catcher Mike Sciascia snatched up 
a bunt and threw wildly past third in an attempt to cut down a base 
runner there. The ball went squiggling and bouncing out along the 
base of the grandstand fence in short left field while several base 
runners tore happily around the base paths; when a few dozen 
hometown fans out there leaned over, as fans will do, to cheer the 
ball on its way, a section of the fence collapsed under their weight 
and spilled them, fans and fence and all, onto the field and on top 
of the ball. No damage, except perhaps to the psyches of the um
pires, who then conferred at length in a miserable-looking now
what? sort of huddle, and eventually took a run down off the board 
and ordered an Atlanta base runner back a notch or two. Thunder
ous booing, but, as it turned out, the event made hardly a ripple in 
a game in which the two clubs whanged out seven home runs and 
thirty-five hits between them, with the Braves winning at last by 
12-11 .  

I was in Atlanta in late July for a six-hour steambath double
header between Joe Torre's league-leading Braves-"America's 
Team," in their relentless promotions-and the second-place 
Padres, during which I gained a startled new sense of this, my own, 
my native team and its unbridled ways. The Braves won the opener 
by 9-2, on an uncharacteristic complete-game outing by a starting 
pitcher, Bob Walk, and then took the nightcap, 8-6, in their more 
customary recent style, coming from behind three times and rap
ping out four home runs, the last of which, struck by the bearded 
minuscule second baseman, Glenn Hubbard, sent us home happy 
in the tenth. Their star slugger, the six-foot-five Dale Murphy, 
came up with two singles, a double, two homers, and four runs 
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batted in in the games, along with a leaping catch, in the deepest 
part of the park, that robbed Ruppert Jones of a two-run homer in 
the top of that same tenth. 

What I kept from this visit, and played over in my head for 
many nights afterward, was a moment in the first game of the 
doubleheader when a surefire third-to-home-to-first triple play 
suddenly wasn't. With the bases loaded in the third, and nobody 
out, Bruce Benedict hit a sharp ground ball to the Padres' Luis 
Salazar, at third, who stepped on the bag and fired to catcher Terry 
Kennedy at home. Kennedy, standing on the plate, took the throw 
well before the front base runner (it was Bob Horner) arrived and 
in the same motion threw to first in plenty of time to retire the bat
ter. Almost at the same instant Kennedy could be seen stomping 
the dirt around home and attempting to tear his ears off, because of 
his Little League mistake: the out at third had nullified the force at 
home, where the catcher now needed to tag Horner before finish
ing the odd, counterclockwise play at first. Well, tough, we wise
guys said, smiling at each other in the pressbox; too bad Terry got 
excited down there, but it's a rock for him to let the run score that 
way. But we were wrong, too, it turned out. After the game, home
plate umpire Paul Runge approached a couple of writers outside 
the Braves clubhouse, and asked what they'd thought of the Ken
nedy play at home. They shook their heads smugly and talked 
about the nullified force, but Runge didn't join in. "Didn't any
body see Horner's slide?" he said. "He missed home plate by two 
feet. He hasn't touched it yet. I took a little time to clean off the 
plate, waiting to see if anybody'd noticed."  But nobody had-all 
eyes except Runge's had reflexively followed the relay to first and 
then switched back to enjoy Kennedy's embarrassment. If anyone 
had come out of the San Diego dugout before the next pitch was 
delivered and asked to have the ball thrown back to the catcher 
again, Horner would have been out after all, and the first appealed 
triple play in history would be in the books. I ran into Terry 
Kennedy in Arizona the following March, and learned that he'd 
never been told about Horner's wide slide. "So now I'm dumb 
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twice on the same play," he said cheerfully. "Do they keep records 
for that?" (I found Paul Runge by telephone in July, 2002-he's re
tired and living in Southern California-and ran the twenty-year
old play past him, just to check my old notes. At first, he denied 
memory of the moment, but when I brought up the players and 
the situation again, he said, "Yes, that's right! Horner slid way wide 
of the plate on the right side-I can see it now." He also recon
firmed the unappealed third out, but umpires-I realized, listening 
to him-aren't much into the might-have-been.) 

America's Team ran into frightful luck in the first game of the 
National League championship Series, when a drenching down
pour interrupted the proceedings at Busch Stadium with one out in 
the bottom of the fifth inning. At the time, the Braves were leading 
the home-team Cardinals by 1-0, with the ancient knuckleballer 
Phil Niekro in imperturbable good form on the mound, and two 
more outs would have brought them a truncated but legal victory. 
The next night, starting over, Atlanta had to face the Cards' veteran 
righty Bob Forsch, who shut them out on three hits, while his 
teammates were offering instructive lessons in their distinctive 
killer-gnat style of attack. Redbird left fielder Lonnie Smith led off 
the sixth with a difficult little bouncer to right that he beat out with 
his sprinter's speed, and five ensuing and distracting singles broke 
open the game, which the Cardinals took by 7-0. Twelve of the 
fourteen Cardinal hits were singles, poked or looped or bounced 
about on the stadium's patchy lettuce-green pitch-and-putt Astro
Turf carpet. "The Cardinals are always going from first to damn 
third," Joe Torre muttered. 

Another rain postponement allowed Torre to bring back 
Niekro, on minimal rest, for Game Two-an improvisation that 
showed us once and for all the frailness of the Atlanta staff. "We 
never had a rotation-not really," Torre said in a candid moment. 
The Braves' pitching roster included no left-banders at all, and 
every hurler except Niekro had done duty in the bullpen at some 
time or other during the summer. This game, in any case, was a 
little beauty, with Niekro serving up his dying-moth deliveries 
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through six innings and helping himself with a run-scoring sacrifice 
fly; he departed in the seventh, ahead by 3-2, but the Cardinals 
caught up in the eighth-again on speed, when center fielder 
Willie McGee barely beat out an inning-ending double-play relay 
at first while the tying run came in-and won it in the ninth on 
two singles and a sac. Bruce Sutter, the Cardinal bullpen ace, col
lected the last six Atlanta outs with his patented down-darting, 
split-finger fastball. That was all, really. The Braves' pitcher in 
Game Three, in Atlanta on Sunday, was Rick Camp, who had lost 
his last six decisions. He was gone again in a twinkling, surrender
ing four runs in the second inning, as the home of the Braves fell 
into miserable silence, and the Cardinals won the game, 6-2, and 
the pennant with it. 

The end of the season, followed by the quick, deadly-short 
playoffs, eliminates so many familiar and praiseworthy teams-in
timates of ours by now-in such a short time that the autumn air 
seems to bring a sweet, sharp smell of disappointment and loss, 
even as we look forward to the excitement of a resolution. I felt this 
tang more acutely than ever in Milwaukee, where the Angels, who 
had jumped away to a two-game lead over the Brewers out in Ana
heim, with two wonderfully pitched games by Tommy John and 
Bruce Kison, now suddenly and shockingly expired in three succes
sive losses to the Brewers. You could see the likelihood of such 
an end growing, day by day-inning by inning, I imagine-on 
the faces of the California veterans and, most of all, in the frozen, 
closed-off stare of their crusty skipper, Gene Mauch, who had man
aged for twenty-two prior seasons in the majors without attaining a 
World Series and now saw the prize snatched away once again. 

2 .  M I D LA N D S  

The seven-game Series, which was captured at very long last by the 
Cardinals, lacked for nothing but restraint and consistency, and its 
motto might have been "Both Things Are True." Both teams 
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proved themselves capable of the gallant comeback victory {the 
Brewers in the fourth game, the Cardinals in the second and sev
enth) and of the abysmal collapse {the Cardinals lost the first game 
by 10-0, and the Brewers lost the sixth by 13-1 ). By far the best 
pitching performances of the Series came during these blowouts
Mike Caldwell's three-hit shutout in the opener, and John Stuper's 
rainy-night four-hit masterpiece in the interminably delayed Game 
Six-and thus lost most of their lustre, while the worst of all pitch
ing possibilities, a walk with the bases loaded, miserably settled 
Game Two. The feared and famous Brewer batters sometimes awed 
us (Molitor had a record five hits in one game, and Yount a record 
four hits in each of two games), while the Cards' speed and defense 
were super in patches, yet it was the Milwaukee defense that won 
Game Five, in which the Cardinals rapped out fifteen base hits. The 
big hoppers in the middle of the Brewer lineup-Ted Simmons, 
Ben Oglivie, and Gorman Thomas-together batted in a meagre 
seven runs, with a cumulative . 171 average, in the seven games; 
while a Cardinal rookie, Willie McGee, hit two homers and batted 
in four runs in one. 

Between them, the two teams committed eighteen errors and 
stranded ninety-three base runners in the gawky quadrille. And so 
it went, up and down, forward and sidewise, through this entertain
ing and dishevelled pageant, which once again conclusively proved 
the truth of the grand baseball adage: good pitching will always beat 
good hitting, and vice versa. And even here we should append a de
murrer: it probably was the Cardinals' pitching-Stuper, Joaquin 
Andujar (whose 1 .35 earned-run average was the best on view), and, 
at the very end, Bruce Sutter-that made the difference, barely, and 
won (or maybe just ended) this particular fall unclassic. 

The rival clubs were wonderfully different in abilities and phi
losophy. The quick Cardinals were a team of movement, tension, 
opportunism, and defense-a team born to play on artificial turf
and the ticking, intimidating Brewers, who play at home on grass, 
were always willing to wait to beat you with their bats. Some base
ball writers said that the Brewer batting order presented the most 
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menacing nine swingers in a row since the 1939 Yankees; others 
claimed that the Cardinals' outfield of Lonnie Smith, George Hen
drick, and \\Tillie McGee was the fastest picket line the spon had 
ever seen. Then there was the business of the two shonstops-the 
incomparable Robin Yount being repeatedly compared to the in
comparable (for other reasons, primarily his magical playmaking) 
Ozzie Smith; and, above it all, the more comical and symbolic mat
ter of appearance and style, with some wonderfully hirsute and 
raggedyass Brewer wterans (Gorman Thomas, Pete Vuckovich, 
11ike Caldwell) always seeming to present themselves in opposi
tion to the younger and thinner, neatly combed Cardinals-Keith 
Hernandez, Tommy Herr, Joaquin Andujar, John Stuper. The 
frowsy, hard-playing Gorman Thomas is a walking strip mine. He 
has worn the same pair of uniform stockings-now as threadbare 
as the Shroud of Turin-in every game since Opening Day of 1978. 
During the Series, a group of us in the Brewer clubhouse were 
chatting with Thomas's father-he is the retired postmaster of 
Charleston, S.C.-and some genius reponer asked what Gorman's 
room had looked like back when he was a teen-ager. "Turrible ! "  
Thomas pere cried, �rincing at the thought. "\Vhy, I could hardly 
make mvself look in theah! ") 

Nor were the managers much alike, with the thick-bodied, self
assured, experienced Herzog-this was his tenth season as a 
major-league skipper-sometimes seeming at an antipodal remove 
from the silent, slow-mO\-ing Harvey Kuenn, a 11ilwaukee native 
who took over the team reins only this past June, after eleven sea
sons as a coach. A great hitter in his day-he batted .353 for the 
Tigers one year-Kuenn had experienced serious illness in recent 
times, and two years ago he lost a leg to surgery. All such prelimi
nary postures and ironies tend to fade in our minds once the \\7orld 
Series teams actually take the field, but they are there just the same, 
and we hope against hope that the fonuncs of play and the crown
ing of a champion will bring them flooding back again and give 
them deeper and clearer ultimate meaning. Foolishly, we want our 
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games turned into some kind of moral drama, and this time, once 
again, we were disappointed. 

The Cardinals, who had suffered that embarrassing 10-0 
whitewashing in the Series opener, got themselves out of a pickle 
the next night when they rallied in the sixth to tie up Game Two at 
4-4; the key blow was Darrell Porter's two-run, wrong-field 
double against Don Sutton. The game's untidy clarification came in 
the bottom of the eighth when, with two Cards aboard, young 
Peter Ladd threw a three-and-two fastball to Lonnie Smith that 
home-plate ump Bill Haller called ball four. Disagreeing-shaking 
his head and staring about angrily-Ladd now delivered four more 
balls in rapid succession to Steve Braun, and the winning tally 
strolled home. After the game, the reporters kept asking Ted Sim
mons whether that last pitch to Smith had indeed been a strike, and 
Simmons-like most catchers, a realist-kept saying, "Ball four to 
Smith had nothing to do with it. Those things happen sometimes. 
It was ball four to Braun that beat us." 

We repaired to Milwaukee, where, on a cold and blustery eve
ning in the old steel-post park, County Stadium, Willie McGee 
staged his party. There were a few other happenings in the game, to 
be sure, including the frightening one-hop smash by Ted Simmons 
that caromed off Andujar's knee, retiring him for the rest of the 
evening and perhaps for the rest of the going, but McGee kept our 
attention. He opened with a very fine first-inning catch against 
Molitor, in the deepest part of center field. With two mates aboard 
in the fifth, he smashed a Pete Vuckovich changeup pitch into 
the right-field bleachers. In the seventh, he leaned away from a 
message-bearing greeting up under his chin and then drove Vuck
ovich's next delivery over the wall in right center. In the ninth, with 
the Cards now up by 6-2, he sprinted lengthily to his right and 
leaped up onto the left-center-field wall to pull down a mighty 
poke by Gorman Thomas. McGee, a skinny, thin-necked switch
hitter, was called up from the Cards' Louisville farm last May to fill 
in for an injured player in center field, but he made himself so 
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much at horne out there, batting .296 for the rest of the year, that he 
could never be returned to the bench. He is twenty-four and still 
has the evasive, sweetly shy look of a rookie. When he was ac
quired from the Yankees in a minor-league-level swap last year, 
no one in either club thought to tell him about the deal, which he 
first learned of in a buried sports-page item, and he still wears 
the anonymously high uniform number-51-that he was given in 
spring training. The wish to protect or patronize someone so 
young and gentle is hard to avoid, but McGee seems able to handle 
things as they come. He has thrived with the Cardinals, and found 
a more literal horne with Ozzie Smith, who invited the young 
rookie to come and live with him this first season. During the sum
mer, a few players and broadcasters around the league perhaps 
inescapably began referring to McGee as "E.T.,"  but here, sur
rounded at his clubhouse locker by fifty or sixty big-city sports
writers, he murmured, 'Td appreciate it if you'd call me by my 
name. Nobody should be able to change your name. That's almost 
like changing your life." 

He is, in any case, at ease in the game. "Once you're to goin', 
you're O.K.," he says. His power is startling-he'd hit two triples 
and one horner in the playoffs, and had missed another, an inside
the-park job, only because of a baserunning lapse-but I think his 
deeper talent (and his chances for a much lower uniform number) 
lies in his fielding. " I  like to time the ball out there," he said at one 
point, and he had already shown us what he meant. In the ninth
inning play against Gorman Thomas, he had gone at full tilt from 
mid-center field into deep left center and then to the top of the wall 
there all in one flowing, waterlike motion-a cat up a tree-with 
no pause or acceleration near the end to adjust for the catch; at the 
top of his leap, with his back to the field, he put his glove up and a 
bit to his left, and the ball, in the same instant, arrived. Only the 
Willie Mayses of this world can do that. 

The Brewers' big two-out, six-run rally in the seventh inning 
of Game Four was made up of some very small fragments indeed, 
including a tiny, foolish error by Cardinal pitcher Dave LaPoint, 
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who bobbled an easy toss at first base and gave the runner, Ben 
Oglivie, a life; a couple of bases on balls; a checked-swing, acci
dental single by Yount; a wild pitch; and-most of all, perhaps-a 
bluffed bunt by Cecil Cooper, which caused Cardinal third base
man Ken Oberkfell to station himself a step or two closer to the 
plate in response. Cooper now mashed a low liner that barely 
nubbed off the heel of Oberkfell's glove, as the tying run came in; 
Gorman Thomas's single then drove in the two runs that won the 
breathlessly exciting game, 7-5. Three St. Louis relief pitchers tried 
to stem the winning Milwaukee rally-none of them named Sutter, 
who had worked two innings and a bit in each of the two previous 
games and thus used up his quota of effective pitches for the next 
game or two. Fans sometimes wonder how a pitcher can be worn 
down by such brief exercise, but the question does not take into ac
count the effort involved in throwing the Sutter version of the 
split-finger fastball. For this delivery, he holds the ball between his 
separated forefinger and middle finger, with his thumb tucked up 
underneath, almost in marble-shooting position, and throws the 
pitch hard. It is the quirk of the thumb that causes the Sutter spe
cial to dive downward at the moment it approaches the strike zone. 

Waiting for a six-run rally is an edgy business, but the Brewer 
fans, all fifty-six thousand of them, kept up their good spirits there 
in Game Four, even when they were behind by 5-1. It was a sensa
tionally beautiful afternoon-Indian summer, you felt-with a 
brisk, in-blowing breeze, and the ruffled grass a very dark green 
out there, and, now and then, the startling fat shadow of the 
Goodyear blimp sailing across the diamond. "Here we go, Brew
ers ! Here we go ! "  the jam-packed family crowd sang out again and 
again, and then the old-style ballpark organ would chip in with an 
odd little tinkling refrain (the opening bars of Elton John's "Bennie 
and the Jets"), which began a rhythmic clap-clapping that swept up 
one side of the low, deep stands and then down the other-a breeze 
of clapping and hope. There was nothing new or fancy about this, 
but fanciness is not Milwaukee's style. The huge pre-game tailgate 
parties in the parking lot before each home game feature beer and 
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bratwurst (the smell of the cooking fires is almost unbearably deli
cious), though, to tell the truth, there aren't all that many tailgates, 
because the cars are mostly campers, not station wagons. I couldn't 
help comparing these rites and noises with the crowd-stuff back in 
St. Louis, at the Cardinals' circular downtown park, where the fans 
clap and cheer in dutiful response to a different tune, endlessly re
peated-the Budweiser j ingle-and are further belabored by the 
undeviating glottal enthusiasm of the game announcer: "Now 
coming up to bat for your Cardinals-OZ-ZEEE . . . Smith!!!" 
Busch-league stuff. 

I belonged to the Brewers by now, in short, and my affection 
for the team and the town had been secured, if that was needed, by 
a noontime visit I had made the previous day to Cesar's Inn, the 
West Milwaukee tavern owned and operated by Audrey Kuenn
Mrs. Manager. The place is only a few blocks from County Sta
dium-you can see the banks of lights from the front door-so it's 
convenient for Harvey; the Kuenns live in the back of Cesar's, with 
their rooms separated from the bar by a Dutch door, the top half of 
which seems to be open at all times. The bar is a low, smoky, ex
ceedingly cheerful room, with cardboard cartoon cutouts of Har
vey's Wallbangers stuck up behind the bottles, and the roar of 
Brewer talk among the patrons competing with the big, eclectic 
jukebox-a good jukebox: the J. Geils Band's "Angel in Blue," Al
abama's "Mountain Music," Eddy Duchin's old "Time on My 
Hands," Smokey Robinson, the Andrews Sisters. There is a pool 
table jammed into one half of the lounge, and the lights on the wall 
are imitation baseballs, with little crossed bats underneath. Photos 
and paintings of Harv everywhere, of course. When I was there, 
the folks at the bar were youngish men in T-shirts and mustaches 
and old high-school-team windbreakers and emblazoned industrial 
caps; they mostly drank Miller's, but one man near me at the bar 
was working on Hennessy's cognac with Pabst chasers. The clien
tele at Cesar's Inn turns up in bunches after the shifts change at the 
big manufacturing plants in nearby West Allis-Harnischfeger 
(overhead cranes) and Rexnord (chain belts) and Allis-Chalmers. 
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The late shift sometimes includes men from another neighborhood 
plant-Gorman Thomas or Jim Gantner or Pete Vuckovich-in 
for a brew after a night game. On busy nights, Bob McClure and 
Mike Caldwell have been known to slip behind the bar to help out. 

I introduced myself to Audrey Kuenn, a trim, extremely pleas
ant woman in blue slacks and a tan blouse, who told me that she 
had experienced a few moments of doubt when Harvey was named 
manager, back in June, because she didn't want to lose her close 
friendship with the Brewer wives, who call her Mom. But it didn't 
change; they all went on sitting together in Section 3, just as before, 
and screamed the team home. The Kuenns have been married for 
eight years (each was married previously), and now I asked Audrey 
if she'd ever seen Harvey play ball. "No, I didn't," she said. "It  
used to be the old Braves who played in this park, you know, 
Eddie Mathews and Joe Adcock and the rest"-the Braves won a 
World Championship in 1957 but abandoned Milwaukee in 1966, 
moving to Atlanta and leaving a very bitter feeling among local 
fans for their perfidy-"and I never got to see any American 
League players. , 

"He was something, , I said, and she said, 'Til bet. But I don't 
think I could have stood it, watching Harv-1 get so excited." 

Our conversation was conducted in fragments, because Au
drey Kuenn had bar business to look after, and the phone kept 
ringing (the Kuenns are in the book, and one of the callers that 
morning was a man who told Audrey to tell Harvey to tell Gor
man Thomas to keep his eye on the ball; "I sure will,, she said), and 
the Kuenns' three dogs-Nicky and Jingles, the boxers, and Ugsly, 
the pug-seemed a bit restless, too, and no wonder. Then the bar 
talk and Series talk went up a notch or two when a young man and 
his girlfriend came in, bringing along their boxer, name of Harley, 
who had a half-embarrassed, dog-in-a-paper-hat look, because he 
had been painted Brewer blue from head to foot and nose to tail 
(blue hair spray, it turned out), with a tan " 1 , on his back and the 
Brewer baseball-mitt logo in tan on his forehead and a wiggly tan 
"Go Brewers" in script on each flank. "It's better on his other 
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side," Harley's owner told me, pointing to the message. " I  got bet
ter at it the second time." Audrey Kuenn went out back to tell 
Harvey to finish getting dressed, because it was time for him to get 
to the park, and when she returned, just before Harvey came out 
and said hello to everyone in the place, and then goodbye to every
one in the place, she said to me, "When we got to the hotel in St. 
Louis the other day, I said to Harv, 'Can you believe we're here?' 
and he said, 'Never in a million years.' " 

Brewer fans had to endure a different and much more painful 
sort of waiting game the next day-Game Five and the last baseball 
of the year at County Stadium-when they watched the Cardinals 
come thundering up from astern and almost snatch back a game 
they seemed to have safely lost from the outset. In the ninth, down 
by four runs, the visitors slammed out two doubles and two singles, 
all in succession, to close to 6-4, with the tying runs on base. Har
vey Kuenn, again the undermanager, at last came out to the mound 
to get his tottering starter, Caldwell, who had been cuffed about all 
day and barely reprieved again and again by some unlikely fielding 
gem by his teammates. McClure, in relief, got the last two outs. 
Back in the early going, Yount and then Molitor and then Charlie 
Moore had made marvellous plays in successive innings-Moore's a 
skidding full-length dive on his chest to rob Lonnie Smith of at least 
a double-and Cooper and then Molitor did more of the same late 
in the game: five runs saved, by my count. ("God damn, they made 
some great plays out there," Herzog said later, shaking his head.) 
Robin Yount hit two singles, a double, and a home run ("M.V.P. ! "  
the home hordes shouted. "M.V.P.! "), but the hits that mattered 
most were probably the two little singles struck by Moore and 
Gantner in the eighth, against Bruce Sutter, each of which scored a 
run-the runs that won the game. 

The exulting homeward-bound Brewer rooters whooping 
down the stadium ramps and the TV lights and ten-deep crowds 
around Robin Yount in the clubhouse made it look as if this Series 
had already been won and its hero chosen, but when I glanced 
through my scorebook I realized that the Cards had racked up nine 
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runs on twenty-three hits in the past two games. They had fallen 
back and now trailed in the Series, to be sure, but somehow they felt 
like the oncoming team. I was reminded of some cautionary words 
I had heard from Ted Simmons a bit earlier in the week. "Emotions 
die down after we get out of here," he had said. "There are no 
edges-only games. People who look for edges set themselves up 
for a big disappointment." Down at the other end of the Milwaukee 
clubhouse, away from the lights and the noise, the Brewer club
house rats-Thomas and Fingers and Vuckovich and Money
were deep in their regular gin games, with their beers set about them 
in a cluster on the table. The season had a little longer to go. 

I missed the rest. Laid low by a virus, I had to go home instead 
of to St. Louis, and thus watched from a distance, by television, the 
runaway, rain-flooded Game Six (actually, I was sensibly in bed and 
asleep when it ended, well into the next day), which the Cardinals 
won by 13-1 ; and then, the next night, Game Seven-the riveting, 
marvellous finale, in which the fiery Andujar, recently off his 
crutches, pitched so well early on and Sutter pitched so well at the 
very end, getting the last six outs in succession when it most mat
tered. The Brewers rallied in the middle innings, to lead at 3-1 ,  but 
the resourceful Cards responded instantly with three runs of their 
own, doing in the exhausted Pete Vuckovich. The last big blow of 
the year was Keith Hernandez' two-run single up the middle, hit off 
a fine pitch by Bob McClure, who-ah, baseball!-had played on 
the same team with Hernandez back in junior high school in Cali
fornia. The final score was 6-3. All the teams I really cared about 
this year-the Braves, the Orioles, the Angels, and now the Brew
ers-had lost, one by one, and had broken my heart a little in the 
process. But, after all, I am a Red Sox fan. Wait till next year. 
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1984 

Early on the day of the first Cubs-Padres playoff game, Cubs 
Manager Jim Frey went to his bedroom window to check the 
wind-too early, it turned out, for it was four-thirty in the morning 
and still pitch-black out there. He went back to bed. He got what he 
wanted, though, for there was a lovely Cubs wind at Wrigley Field 
by game time that afternoon-blowing straight out, that is, at a 
good twenty miles an hour-and throughout the day you could 
hear the shuffle and pop of the flags snapping in the breeze. The 
scoops of bunting set around the gray-blue facing of the steep upper 
deck were also astir, and, farther out, the tall center-field flagpole 
above the great gray-green scoreboard and the rising pyramid of 
bleachers flew a double row of pennants (team flags, in the order of 
finish, top to bottom, of the National League divisions), which kept 
up a gala, regattalike flutter all through the shining afternoon. The 
famous ivy, thickly overgrowing the outfield walls from pole to 
pole, showed October tints, and the graceful old brickwork of the 
inner-field fa�ade suggested football weather as well. There were 
treetops swaying out along Waveland Avenue, beyond left field, and 
Sheffield Avenue, beyond right, and other flags were aloft on the 
rooftops of the low neighborhood houses there, with a fine range of 
colors and loyalties to choose among: Old Glory, Israel, Ireland, 
Puerto Rico, and, of course, the Cubs. In among the flags, a couple 
of big tethered balloons shifted and shouldered in the moving air, 
and the parapets and extemporaneous stands on the roofs were 
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jammed with unticketed, opportunistic fans, who counted them
selves lucky to be close enough to pick up glimpses of the game 
along with the sounds and sense of it. The angling, early-autumn 
sunlight illuminated white-and-blue Cubs pennants in the stands 
around the park and silhouetted a long, sweeping line of heads and 
shoulders of the spectators in the topmost row of the lower deck, 
and when the Cubs' center fielder, Bob Dernier, sprinted to his left 
and abruptly bent low to pull in a line drive, early on, there was a 
sudden gleam, a dart of light, from his dark glasses as he made the 
grab. Even the noises of the day-the deep, happy roaring of the 
fans; the ancient, carny-show strains of the Wrigley Field organ 
(sometimes playing upbeat old airs like Cole Porter's "From This 
Moment On")-seemed to reach us with a washed and wonderful 
clarity, and in my seat in the airy, down-sloping lower left-field 
stands (an overflow press sector), I kept tight hold on my rustling 
scorecard and stat sheets, and felt at one with the weather and the 
world. It was as if the entire baseball season-all those hundreds of 
games and thousands of innings-had happened, just this one time, 
in order to bring this afternoon to pass: a championship game, and 
the Cubs, for once, in it. Only one possibility could spoil things on 
a day like this-and I could almost see the same thought on the 
faces of the holiday throngs pushing along under the stands before 
game time: the unexpected, awful shadow of a doubt-and even 
that was taken care of in the quickest possible way. Dernier, leading 
off against the Padres' Eric Show in the bottom of the first, rocketed 
the second pitch to him into the screen above the left-field bleach
ers, and a bare moment or two later Gary Matthews got another 
shot up into the wind, which landed above and beyond the ivy in 
left center, a good four hundred feet away. Rick Sutcliffe came up to 
bat in the third, and his homer-a low, hurrying, near line drive 
over the right-side bleachers: a shot-didn't need the wind at all, 
and it told us, if any doubt remained, what kind of day this was 
meant to be. Chicago won, 13-0. 

Before we say goodbye to the Cubs, who are about to make 
their sudden departure from this season and this account {they won 
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again the next afternoon, this time playing shortball-speed and 
defense and the extra base-for a neat 4-2 decision, then they were 
wiped out in three straight losses out in San Diego), another lin
gering look at the Friendly Confines and its team may be forgiven. 
The Cubs' great success in 1984 and abrupt termination in the 
championships can best be appreciated if we remind ourselves 
about the team's unique place in the sport. The Cubs are the Smith
sonian of baseball, a caucus of institutions, many of which were on 
view during the playoff festivities. "Mr. Cub," Ernie Banks, who 
put in nineteen years' distinguished sen'ice at shortstop and first 
base, reappeared in uniform as an honorary member of the 1984 
team and threw out the first ball (a trick flip from behind his back 
on the mound) before the first game. The next day, the ritual was 
performed by Jack Brickhouse, who had broadcast thirty-four 
years of Cub games before his retirement, in 1982; his successor in 
the booth, the incumbent Harry Caray, is a transferred institution, 
who had previously put in eleven years' work with the \Vhite Sox. 
Steve Trout, the southpaw who pitched and won the second playoff 
game against the Padres, is a son of Dizzy Trout, who pitched and 
won a game against the Cubs in their last previous post-season ad
venture, the 1945 \\'orld Series, against Detroit. And so on. 

I spotted Bill Veeck, who sat in the centerfield bleachers 
throughout the season and the playoffs, through my binoculars, 
with a Vincent van Gogh straw hat on his bean, a beer in his hand, 
and his pegleg comfortably out in the aisle, while a stream of 
friends and writers and well-wishers came by to shake his hand and 
spoil his view. I almost walked out there to pay my respects to 
Veeck, a favorite old friend of mine, but then I decided that I didn't 
want to add to the distracting crush of admirers around him. So 
many reporters wanted to interview him during the playoffs that 
he was forced to set up a schedule of incoming telephone inter
views at his house; one writer told me he had got his story at seven
twenty in the morning. Veeck died fifteen months later, but I 
treasure this distant last glimpse of him at home in his favorite old 
ballpark and relishing a game. Baseball, he always said, should be 
savored. 
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Veeck was most recently in baseball as the owner and chief ex
ecutive of the White Sox, but his father, William Veeck, Sr., was 
president of the Cubs from 1919 to 1933, and Veeck the Younger 
grew up in Wrigley Field and had his first job in the business with 
the team thereafter. It was Bill Veeck, in fact, who persuaded the 
Wrigleys to plant ivy out along the outfield walls, in 1938. I was 
having dinner with Veeck and the peerless Hank Greenberg in Ari
zona a few years ago, when during the first cocktail he began talk
ing about the old Wrigley Field days, and described a bygone Cubs 
program vendor as being "a great duker. "  

"What's a duker, Bill ?"  I asked. 
"You don't know what a duker is ?" he said happily. "O.K.

get up and go over there and then walk by our table." 
"What?" I said. 
"Just go over and walk on by me, here at the table," he ordered. 

"You'll see." 
I got up and followed his directions, and as I strolled past Veeck 

in his chair I suddenly found myself holding his menu. 
"That's a scorecard," he said. " It's in your duke, in your 

hand-he just put it there-and now you owe him a quarter. The 
man was also a genius with those paper tweety-birds on a stick. No 
little boy or girl got by him without getting one, and now if his 
daddy doesn't want to pay for it he has to take it away from his 
own kid and give it back to our vendor. A great man." 

The only trouble with the great duker was that he was a crook, 
Veeck went on. "We had to put one of our people up on on a 
higher level with a pair of binoculars to keep tabs on him and make 
sure we got our end. Do you know the name of that vendor?" 

I didn't know but Hank Greenberg must have, because he was 
nodding his big head up and down in anticipation of my reaction. 

"Jack Ruby," Veeck said. 

The best-known Cub fixture, of course-almost an honored 
institution-is defeat. No other club has had a manager who de
scribed his team's home fans as unemployables, as did a recent in
cumbent named Lee Elia, and no other franchise has taken so mild 
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a view of its own fortunes as to allow its team to amble along with 
no manager at all, as the Cubs did from 1961 to 1965, when the 
day-to-day direction was handled by a rotating board of coaches. 
Leo Durocher took over after that and whipped the team up into 
second place a couple of times, but the last pennant, in '45, is still so 
vivid in the memory of the fans that this year in Chicago I kept 
hearing references to Hank Borowy, the pitcher who won the first 
and sixth games of that World Series, and lost the fifth and seventh. 

We won't know for some time where the 1984 Cubs will fit 
into this sweet, dismal history, but I think we can already do honor 
to the principals-Dallas Green and Jim Frey, and the newborn or 
new-bought stars on the field-for reversing this deep-running 
tide so precipitately. There was no preparation for this at the begin
ning of the year, when the Cubs, fifth-place finishers the year be
fore, lost eleven straight games in spring training, but some late 
trades suddenly filled the team's needs-a lead-off man, a center 
fielder, more speed (Bob Dernier, who came from the Phillies on 
March 27th, took care of all three), more and then still more pitch
ing-and they began to win and began to be noticed. On June 
23rd, before a national television audience, the Cubs beat the Car
dinals, 12-1 1 ,  in eleven innings, in a game in which Ryne Sandberg, 
their remarkable young star, hit two home runs against Bruce Sut
ter-one in the ninth and another in the tenth (with two out and a 
man aboard), each time retying the score. "Sandberg is the best 
player I have ever seen," Cardinal manager Whitey Herzog said 
afterward. 

It is the Cub fans who will have to sort out this season-most 
of all, the unshirted, violently partisan multitudes in the Wrigley 
Field bleachers, who sustain the closest fan-to-player attachment 
anywhere in baseball-and I will not patronize them by claiming a 
share of their happiness during the summer or pretending to un
derstand their pain and shock at its end. Baseball, as I have some
times suggested, is above all a matter of belonging, and belonging 
to the Cubs takes a lifetime. But to Chicago the Cubs are some
thing more than just a team. \Vrigley Field is almost the last of the 
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old neighborhood ballparks, and the antiquity of the place (it was 
built in 1914, two years after Fenway Park opened for business in 
Boston) and the absence of night ball there (the Wrigley family be
lieved that the crowds and the noise would be an affront to the 
nearby residents) remind us what the game once felt like and how 
it fitted into the patterns of city life. I took a little stroll around the 
blocks off to the north and east of Wrigley Field one morning be
fore game time and fell into conversation with a short, cheerful 
young woman named Debra Price, who was out jogging. She was 
wearing a sweatshirt with huge Cubs emblazoning, and was ac
companied by her black cat, Dufus, who runs with her. She told me 
she had lived just around the corner, on Kenmore Avenue, until 
August, when she took a job in Denver (she is in labor relations), 
but had come back for the games because her old roommate, Karen 
Miller, had been lucky enough to get hold of a pair of tickets. "I  
was going through a bad Cubs withdrawal out there," she said. " It 
used to be incredibly convenient living so close to the park here. 
You could walk over at nine in the morning and pick up your seats 
for that afternoon. It was always easy to get seats, because the team 
wasn't going anywhere. I can't quite believe this whole year, or 
understand it. I'm a little young to be a real Cubs fan, but I think I 
qualify. I was there two years ago the day Bill Buckner got his two
hundredth hit of the season, and Jody Davis has been sort of a con
stant for me. There's a lot of character and sentimentality in what 
the Cubs are. They've always seemed older than the White Sox in 
this town-1 don't know why. They have this kind of humor 
about them. The Cubs are outside the realm." 

On Grace Street, I paid an impromptu visit to the House of the 
Good Shepherd, a convent whose sizable, unmarked back-yard 
parking lot has been a public secret shared by suburban Cubs fans 
for forty years or more. The parking revenue now accounts for 
more than a third of the annual budget for the convent, which does 
its main work in family care. I was told about this by a pleasant, 
impressive nun named Sister Patricia, who said she respected and 
admired the Cubs for sticking to daytime ball. She wouldn't quite 
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declare her own feelings about this year's team, but I thought I 

could tell that she was-well, pleased. I asked about a vendor I had 

seen out on Grace Street who was selling wonderful T-shirts with 

the message "
THE CUBS-A TICKET TO HEAVEN,

" but Sister Patricia 

shook her head. "Not ours," she said. "That's outside the walls." 
When I took my leave, I noticed that the sister who let me out was 

wearing a little paper Cubs logo-the red letter "C" inside a circle 

of blue-over her heart on her white habit. 
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Pennant baseball would have a different address this year
something I sensed along about seven-thirty on a mid-September 
Saturday evening, in steamy, stuffed Atlanta Fulton County Sta
dium, at a point where the game between the first-place Dodgers 
and second-place (just barely) Braves in the National League West 
division was heading into its ninth inning of deep uninterest. The 
Braves, whom I'd seen knocked out of first place the night before, 
had here surrendered a pair of first-inning runs on a misplay by 
their center fielder, Ron Gant, but then crawled back to even 
things, 2-2, at which point the game seemed to stall, panting in the 
miasmal heat. An early, game-halting cloudburst and the ensuing 
mud moppings felt like the highlight of the day, all things consid
ered, unless you counted the war whoops and imploring cheers 
and carryings on of the 44,773 Atlanta supporters, who had been 
cleaving the air with cherry-red foam-rubber tomahawks for better 
than three and a half hours now, to no avail. Making inquiry, I 
learned that the weaponry was new-the tomahawks were a tie-in 
freebie issued at the park that day, plugging both the Braves and a 
local rock station-but the armchops and woo-woos had been in 
fashion since early summer. It was still another secondhand spon
taneity, probably begun in spring training this year, when a little 
band of Florida State grads had turned up at the Braves camp in 
West Palm Beach one day to cheer on a fellow Seminole, Deion 
Sanders (then trying out for a slot on the Atlanta roster), with 



320 • Game Time 

some old-school football-style chops and chants. When the Braves 
moved north, the custom tagged along. This was interesting, as 
socio-anthropology goes, but plainly ineffectual. Players came up 
to bat, took or swung at or fouled off various pitches, backed away 
to rub their sweaty palms, and stepped in for further fatuity. Noth
ing happened. Up in the pressbox, writers were reading the news 
sections of the papers. Desperate for action, I reexamined my score
card, vainly hoping for some pitch or bounce or stratagem that had 
escaped my notice. Zip. Then I picked up my game binoculars and 
panned slowly around the circling upper-deck fa�ade, jotting down 
in my notebook some of the painted fan-banner messages: "Cap
tain Justice and the American Bream," "The Mother of All Series," 
"The Last Shall Be First," "Lower Beer Prices." The cheers and war 
cries had gone away, and over behind third base some first-row 
fans had hung up their tomahawks in a neat row on the back edge 
of the visiting-team dugout. I sighed and rubbed my eyes, and my 
neighbor to the left leaned over and said, "What are the rules ? Does 
somebody have to win this thing?"  

I can't account for what came next, but in some fashion the tie 
and the failure of the players to break it, the weight of the zeros, the 
fading of the day, and the weary wishings of the great crowd now 
seized the game and shook it awake, and what had been tedious and 
endless became edged and dangerous and terrific fun. I had seen this 
same shift in some long games before: nothing happens but every
thing changes. The Braves' Otis Nixon beat out a little chop in the 
bottom of the ninth and was bunted along. John Candelaria came in 
from the Dodger bullpen and walked Pendleton intentionally, and 
then, to enormous cries, struck out David Justice, swinging. Then 
McDowell came in and retired Gam. On we went into extra in
nings, but we were finished with groans and sighs. This game, in 
fact-with its etiolated innings and its swollen cast of pinch-hitters, 
pinch-runners, double switches, and relief-relievers-was a precur
sor, had we known it, of some of those stretched, austere, and diffi
cult games that caught up the whole country in October. Even its 
solution held an omen. Jerry Willard, an obscure catcher called up 
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from Richmond earlier in the month, came in to pinch-hit for the 
Braves in the eleventh, battled McDowell lengthily, and worked a 
splendid base on balls. Pendleton's mis-hit bloop fell into short left 
for a double, sending the pinch-runner, Mitchell, to third, and Gant 
lined a sudden shot into the left-field corner, to win at last. Baseball 
was back in business and the Braves were back in first. "A strange 
day," said Atlanta manager Bobby Cox, shaking his head. "There's 
still a long way to go, but you would have hated to lose this one." 
He looked at his watch-it was getting on for nine. "I  don't sup
pose dinner reservations are going to work," he said. 

I flew home the next morning, and began learning the Braves 
better on the tube that afternoon, when Sid Bream hit a grand slam 
in the very first inning, and the strange, screen-filling, twenty-one
year-old Steve Avery worked his way effortlessly through the 
Dodger order, closing them down, 9-1 , while throwing his fastball 
and masterful curves downhill, it seemed, from his high and easy 
windup. I wanted to go back to Atlanta-Atlanta later, with bunt
ing up, I mean-but the two teams led me (and a lot more fans, by 
now) a difficult chase down the next three weeks. The Dodgers, 
far from being done, took over first once again, but lost it at the 
end of the week, on Avery's next outing, at Chavez Ravine, when 
he blanked them, 3-0. I had begun to pick up on the teams at odd 
hours and on esoteric parts of my TV or radio dials. The Braves, 
and their long-term announcer, Skip Caray, were on good old TBS, 
of course-a spot up in the upper tier of my television dial, where 
I had for years given them no more than a passing glance on my 
way to the Battle of Stalingrad yet again, in riveting black and-white, 
or to the mating habits of ptarmigans. Now I stayed longer. The 
Dodgers, three time zones away, were much tougher for me, and 
the Saturday-night game of the Braves series out there somehow 
escaped me altogether. I found a box score but no game account in 
a Monday paper: the Dodgers had won, 2-1 ,  with a run in the eighth 
and another in the ninth-but how? I had the little rows of totals 
and the various extra-base hits, and the pitchers' account books as 
well, but an exact script was beyond my powers of reconstruction. 
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(This catch-up cryptography has become an essential art for East
ern fans, when so many night games on the opposite coast go un
reported in the morning dailies.) When I did sort it out at last, there 
was no consolation: two Atlanta infield errors in the eighth, and 
then a Juan Samuel game-winning triple in the ninth. The Dodgers 
won again the next day, when Ramon Martinez pitched a shutout 
and hit the first home run of his life. My wife noticed along in here 
that I had begun groaning or cursing by my set, or with my ear 
glued to the sports-phone number in the middle of the night. I was 
hooked. 

The Dodgers stayed in front, by a little, as the days ran down, 
and I did not believe they would lose. They had led all summer, 
after all-they were nine and a half up on the third-place Braves 
at the All-Star break-and their powerful, store-bought lineup 
(Eddie Murray, Juan Samuel, Darryl Strawberry, Brett Butler, Kal 
Daniels, Gary Carter) knew the way home, if any team did. I did 
not change my mind late on the following Sunday night-it was a 
week before the end now-when, over ESPN, I saw them catch up 
with the Giants on a fluke play, an all-timer, after Sharperson broke 
his bat while hitting a hard infield bouncer, and a bat fragment 
went whirring out between third and short, distracting third base
man Matt Williams as he tried to make the play, and then struck the 
ball once again, in midair, as the tying run came home. Strawberry 
singled in the winner, and the Dodger lead was still one game. This 
sort of luck, if anybody needs to be told, is an absolute sign of a 
pennant to come-but so, too, was the kind of game, two nights 
later at Cincinnati, that the Braves pulled out with a Dave Justice 
home run after they had spotted the Reds a six-run lead in the first 
inning. The competition was brutal by now, east and west: Her
shiser threw a two-hitter for seven innings, and Smoltz a two
hitter for eight, with ten strikeouts, on the very same night. The 
Dodgers were winning at home and the Braves on the road, but 
then I realized that the Atlanta wins, night after night-five of 
them now, then six-were going up on the scoreboard at Dodger 
Stadium {and on the clubhouse television set) before the Dodgers 
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had begun, or at least finished, their games. The time zones would 
settle this, and now, sure enough, the Dodgers dropped a game to 
the Padres after the Braves had won still again. It was all tied up, 
with three games to go. What the Dodgers had not wanted-had 
dreaded down the last weeks-was just ahead: a three-game week
end series against the Giants at Candlestick Park, with the pennant 
at stake. 

I made the trip, and what surprised me about the games was 
not the competitive fire of the fifth-place Giants but some shrill 
sounds of whining from the Dodger side. "The guy that wins-no
body likes him," said manager Lasorda on the field before the 
Friday-night meeting. " If we had a bad year, our team wouldn't feel 
good if we beat the Giants now. This is unique." A bit before, Brett 
Butler had said, "The Braves want to win but the Giants want to 
spoil. They are motivated by hatred and spoiling," and Darryl 
Strawberry joined the whimpers with " If they want to beat us so 
bad, why didn't they beat us earlier, when it counted ?" 

The fans wanted it this way, that's why. "Beat L.A. ! Beat 
L.A. ! "  the well-wrapped Candlestick hordes chanted. "If We're 
Not Going, They're Not" proclaimed a banner in left field, while 
old true hearts in the stands, I don't doubt, reminded each other 
happily of the Joe Morgan home run that had knocked the Dodgers 
out of a pennant here in 1982. The Braves were leading the Astros 
once again, up on the scoreboard, when the teams ran out on the 
field. The Giants took charge of things very quickly, when Will 
Clark hit a whistling two-run homer over the left-field fence in the 
bottom of the first, and Matt Williams, a few pitches later, flew an
other one even deeper into the same sector. The visitors hung on 
miserably, and brought the go-ahead run to the plate with two on 
in the seventh, against Giant reliever Jeff Brantley. But the batter
it was Strawberry-took strike three, motionless, and the chance 
was gone. The next afternoon, the now second-place Dodgers ran 
into the fine young Giant left-hander Trevor Wilson on a good day 
(there are two Trevor Wilsons: one a Koufax and the other Charlie 
Brown), and he threw a two-hitter, closing down their season. In 
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his clubhouse, Roger Craig said, "I'm glad the way it happened, 
but you have to have some compassion for the Dodgers." Someone 
asked Will Clark if he felt the same way. "Am I sorry for the 
Dodgers ?" he replied. He burst out laughing. 

The seven-game National League Championship Series, a clas
sic dimmed only by the accident of a remarkable ensuing World 
Series, feels doomed and painful even at this distance, because of 
the elimination of the Pirates at its end, and because of the way they 
lost. Their inability to score any runs at all against the puissant At
lanta pitching in the last two games of their year (and, indeed, over 
their final three games at Three Rivers Stadium) weirdly prefigured 
the fate of the Braves, in turn, at the end of the World Series, and 
formed part of an almost mystical pattern of mirrorings and con
nections between the two events. The Pirates were the only surviv
ing semifinalists from the 1990 pennant championships, in which 
they had lost to the Reds in six briskly contested games, and were 
the best-balanced and most consistent club in the majors this year. 
They won the most games, and they were never seriously chal
lenged in their division after the middle of May. Everyone, I think, 
was happy to welcome them back to the playoffs and now wanted 
to see them-in particular, their famous outfield trio of Barry 
Bonds, Andy Van Slyke, and Bobby Bonilla-strut their stuff in a 
World Series. 

"If we win this, experience will have been a big factor," Van 
Slyke said at Three Rivers Stadium before the playoff opener. "If 
we don't, it wasn't." Van Slyke is the heart of this Pittsburgh club, 
and he got them off winging with an exuberant home run and then 
an R.B.I. double in his first two at-bats of the evening-more than 
enough in a winning 5-1 Pirate effort. But nothing was easy for 
long in these games. Steve Avery fanned the side in the bottom of 
the first inning the following night, and continued in similar im
placable style-half smiling out there, blowing out a deep breath 
just before the delivery, and firing one elegant pitch after an
other-as he shut down the Pirates, 1-0. Another youngster, Mark 
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Lemke, also introduced himself to America when he drove in the 
lone run with an oddly bounced double past third base, and then 
made the lead stand up when he snatched an infield single on his 
knees behind second in the eighth, to hold the tying base runner in 
check. "Too much Avery," said Pirate manager Leyland after this 
game was over. "He was the best I 've seen all year. We could have 
played another two hours against him and still not scored. " 

I had my date with the American League in Toronto (where the 
Minnesota Twins won three straight from the Blue Jays, and moved 
along into the World Series) and so missed a firsthand view of the 
tortuous twists and writhings these games now took in the other 
park, in a series that kept promising to go in one direction and 
then rushing to its opposite-doubling back on itself, so to speak, 
to surprise and silence us all. The Braves fans and then the Braves 
themselves (three consecutive doubles and then a home run) ad
ministered a fearful tomahawking to the visiting Pittsburghs in the 
early part of their carefree 10-3 win in Game Three. But here they 
dropped two grudging, difficult games-3-2 (in ten innings) and 
1-0-in each case on a critical mistake by their young right fielder, 
Justice: a late and useless peg of his that got loose behind third and 
allowed a Pittsburgh run to come home; and then, on the next night, 
his failure to touch third base as he came flying in with a thrilling 
but then nullified counter. (Watching on television, I thought he'd 
just grazed the bag with his spikes, but the umpire did not agree.) 
Other gruesome misadventures around the inner segment of the 
diamond befell the Atlantas in this one-a blown bases-loaded 
squeeze play in the second, and then a rare interference-call out 
when Brian Hunter tangled with the catcher in front of the plate 
while running out his tapped ground ball. Inexperience in big games 
was killing the young Braves, I could see. The Pirates would win. 

They never scored again, and that slow expiration felt draining 
and miserable even to those of us watching from a distance, because 
this was the last go-around for this particular crew of Pirates, who 
will lose Bobby Bonilla to free agency this winter (the have-not 
Pittsburgh franchise can't afford to stay in an extended high-priced 
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bidding war for his services), and may also have seen Bonds' future 
as a great star go glimmering after his collapse at the plate in two 
successive playoffs. Confined to three meaningless singles by the 
Reds last fall (after an M.V.P. season), he batted . 148 this time, with 
no runs driven in; twice in the fifth game, manager Bobby Cox 
elected to have Bonilla walked intentionally in order to pitch to 
Bonds with a run in scoring position-an astounding turn of 
events-and twice Bonds failed to deliver. The agony of these 
losses could be seen in Van Slyke's grimaces and kicks at the turf as 
one after another of his at-bats came to nothing, but all the Pirates 
were suffering on the bench as the final game slipped away. (The 
Braves won it, 4-0.) Their wholesale failure at the plate, you could 
sense, had taken them not just out of the games but out of the luck 
of the games: the eluding, seeing-eye grounder; the peg and the 
slide and the right call at a crucial base; the crazy bounce or the 
odd, never-before play somewhere that brings in an unexpected 
run and turns the week around. 

In a series with so few easy pleasures, we learned how to trea
sure the other kind of ball-in particular, the stirring duel in the 
sixth game between Steve Avery and the Pirates' tough and grizzled 
right-hander Doug Drabek, the Cy Young incumbent, who to
gether put up sixteen consecutive zeros on the scoreboard before 
the Braves' lone run came home in the ninth. The contrast in pitch
ing styles and ideas was riveting. Drabek, all craft and experience, 
was making the hitters swing at his best stuff, and even when he 
sometimes fell behind he kept the ball away or served up drooping 
inside sinkers and curveballs that could only be hit foul, if they 
were hit at all. His look of worn, mustachioed resolution was a per
fect movie touch, just as Avery's untroubled phiz suited him-a 
dangerous kid, not yet old enough to doubt his strength or his 
power to make things come out his way. He was brusque on the 
mound, and threw an outstanding assortment of curveballs in ad
dition to his flashing fastball: an impressive repertoire for a young
ster. Steve Buechele, the Pirates' third baseman, said, "I don't 
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believe he's twenty-one-he's lying." As I watched Avery in this 
game and in his other outings over these two weeks, it came to me 
more than once how much he reminded me of the handful of true 
athletes I'd encountered back in school, when I was a teen-ager 
trying to play sports. Nothing shook those gilded young men or 
seemed to touch their deep-water composure, even in extremity. 
It didn't even occur to them that they could make a mistake out 
there, mess up in plain sight, and as a result they never looked anx
ious or hurried. They had more time than the rest of us. When 
somebody mentioned this inviolable youthful composure of Avery's 
to Bobby Cox, he smiled and said, "Yes, I 'd rather he was the man
ager and I was the pitcher." 

That sixth game was played on a chilly night at Three Rivers, 
with the temperature touching forty by the time it was over. The 
place was a winter heath, appropriate to the event and the drawing 
down of another season. The Pirates were still ahead in the series 
until the ninth inning, it might be remembered, but the bundled-up 
players on both benches, hugging themselves for comfort, looked 
aged and apprehensive. No one would win tonight. The spell was 
broken by Greg Olson, the Atlanta catcher, who waited for a sink
ing inside fastball from Drabek-he'd grounded out on the same 
pitch in the seventh-and drove the ball into left for a double that 
brought Ron Gam home with the ember, the searched-for fire, in 
his grasp. 

The hankie hordes were in full cry at the Metrodome, where 
the World Series began. Kent Hrbek, who's played with the Twins 
for a decade, said he thought the fan screaming was lower by a 
decibel or two from 1987, but I couldn't hear it. Tom Boswell, the 
Washington Post columnist, who sat a few seats down from me 
in the upper press rows behind home, had forehandedly brought 
along some chainsaw earplugs, and after one Twins uprising I spotted 
a couple of other writers communicating with handwritten notes. 
The same sort of thing went on down in Atlanta, where the toma
hawking-joined, in a front box, by Ted Turner and his wife, Jane 
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Fonda, and by their guests, Jimmy and Rosalynn Carter (who 
sometimes deployed a sophisticated rubato in their down chop)
had been noticed nationwide during the playoffs. 

I saw the first tomahawk protesters outside the Metrodome 
before the Series opener, and when I got there again the next after
noon the gathering of Native Americans-and some photogra
phers and onlooking fans-was larger: perhaps thirty or forty of 
them by now. They were Ojibwas and Lakotas, some of whom had 
come down from the White Earth Reservation, north of Detroit 
Lakes. A group of male singers and drummers had gathered on 
a sloping triangle of lawn just to the right of the main gate. It 
was twilight, and the deep tomtom noises and strange (and not so 
strange) sounds of the Indian songs seemed almost visible in the air. 
Most of the demonstrators wore j eans or work clothes, brightened 
here and there by a red bandanna or a red cotton ribbon plaiting the 
hair. Some of the men and women wore paper stickers showing a 
red bar across two tomahawks, and there were a lot of "AIM

" but
tons as well-for the American Indian Movement. Others were 
carrying signs: "

HAVE RESPECT I STOP THE CHOP,
" "

INDIANS ARE 

PEOPLE I NOT MASCOTS,
" "

DRUMS: THE MUSIC OF AMERICA,
" and a 

plain "
RESPECT.

" One small child, in the arms of his mother, wore 
a handwritten sign pinned to his sweater which said, " I  am an 
Anishinabe."  The Twins fans coming in seemed curious and po
lite about the demonstration, and a few of them stopped to ask 
questions. 

I talked to a round-faced woman from the reservation, Andrea 
Bonga, who had brought along her ten-year-old son, Patrick. 
"There's nothing new about this," Ms. Bonga said. "Being a stereo
type has been a problem for us for a long time. Nothing has 
changed for the Indian people in my lifetime." I noticed that Patrick 
Bonga was carrying a homer hankie, and when I asked him if he 
was a Twins fan, he nodded shyly. " I  like Chili Davis," he said. 

The same sort of demonstrations went on outside Atlanta Ful
ton County Stadium when the games moved along; this time, the 
drummers and singers were Cherokees, for the most part. The 
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crowd feeling was different there, I thought-more impatient
and there were louder, conflicting sounds of drumming and chant
ing from a group of imitation Indians nearby, rooting for the 
Braves. In the crowd around the demonstrators I saw a man wear
ing a huge plastic tomahawk on his head, with the message "Station 
Z93-Classic Rock & Roll ."  

I didn't know what to make of all this-I doubt if  anyone did. 
It has been suggested that the Braves should change their name to 
the Brave, or perhaps the Raves, but I don't think anything of the 
sort is going to happen. I don't think the tomahawk chop, which is 
part of the growing, almost Japanese ritualization of sport in this 
country, is going to go away quickly, either. The team name and 
the chants and the chops may be cheerful in intention, but they're 
injuries as well: little cuts that stand for something a good deal 
worse. When I listened to the rock-blaring speakers and the roar
ing, hankie-brandishing hordes around me at the game in Min
neapolis that night, I felt as if we were children in there, and that 
the adults were all outside the Dome, up on that triangle of grass. 

I went home and watched the terrific last two games on televi
sion. I wanted to see the pitching up close and, to tell the truth, I 
didn't want to watch the resolution of a Series like this one with my 
fingers in my ears. The ending wrung us once again: 4-3 in eleven 
innings the first night, and then 1-0 in ten, with the Twins bring
ing home the late last run each time, to seize their great prize. They 
are a fine club, and what impressed me most about them here at 
the end was their bottomless, almost casual confidence; they knew 
themselves, and they seemed to sense that no uncharacteristic, as
tounding effort would be required to bring them safely home, even 
in such straits. The Braves, it felt to me, weren't absolutely at this 
level; they had been underdogs right along and had surprised them
selves again and again through the late season and after, and pri
vately they may have been still counting on something like youth 
or luck or some unimaginable stroke to make up the difference 
once again. But this may not be the case. The temptation to draw 
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large conclusions about winners and losers is very strong, but com
ing up one run short at the end of sixteen hundred innings prob
ably can't be called a failure of character. 

Even from a distance, the baseball in these games seemed close 
to pain. "I can't take much more of this," I'd say, getting up from 
my seat and walking off into another room. "Come on! "  The cry 
wasn't directed at the next batter or as a plea to the incoming new 
pitcher: it was against baseball fate. Then I would rush back and 
join the game once again. 

The Braves kept hitting into loud outs in Game Six-hard 
shots that flew directly at some fielder, near-homers (by Pendleton 
and then Justice) that flew foul at the last instant, a line-drive 
double play-but luck is beside the point at such times: winners 
must seize the day. The winner on this night was Kirby Puckett, 
the ebullient and all-round-talented Minnesota medicine ball, who 
had himself quite an evening: a marvel of a catch, up against the 
left-field Plexiglas, that took a home run away from Ron Gant, a 
triple that drove in one run and soon became a second; a run
scoring sacrifice fly; and the home run, leading off the bottom of 
the eleventh, that won it, 4-3. "Unbelievable," he said after the 
game, speaking for millions. " I  feel as if I've been in a fifteen-round 
fight. " 

The television was almost up to the baseball. The veteran an
nouncers, Tim McCarver and Jack Buck, were into the game in all 
senses-prescient and useful, but also clearly knocked over by the 
kind of action we were seeing. In the middle of the final game, 
McCarver pointed out that Pendleton, the third baseman, was play
ing miles off the bag against a right-handed batter, Brian Harper, 
because Harper would never be able to pull the kind of fastballs 
that Smoltz was throwing; a bare instant later, Harper bounced a 
grounder directly into Pendleton's glove. The cameras, in turn, 
found other news to convey: the fatigue now shadowing the faces 
of the tough young starters, Avery and Erickson (somewhere in 
this final weekend Avery had said, "Every game I've pitched since 
August has been the game of my life"); the imperious concentra-
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tion of Pefi.a; the careworn, ever more downcast mien of Bobby 
Cox, in the dugout, as the game began to slip through his fingers; 
and the anguish of Charlie Leibrandt-in a rare relief appear
ance-squeezing his eyes shut in disbelief after giving up the Puck
ett home run; four players in a row on the Braves bench, gnawing 
their nails; Tom Kelly, expressionless in the shadows, waiting and 
waiting; a woman in the stands biting her lips, with her homer han
kie crushed in her palm. 

Lonnie Smith, stepping in for the lead-off at-bat of the final 
game, leaned over and shook hands with the catcher, Brian Harper. 
Nobody had ever seen such a thing, but its meaning was eloquent: 
This has been something, hasn't it? The game was clear and unclut
tered, with John Smoltz and Jack Morris, the two starters, almost 
bustling their way through the enemy order, inning after inning
out of my way, you. Smoltz, with his long face and smoothie mus
tache, had a lidded, impenetrable look to him: the hood was down, 
as players used to say. He often started off a fresh batter with an
other fastball, up in the nineties somewhere, while Morris, the old 
battler, was perhaps more saving and surprising with his hard stuff. 
Four times, he struck out the last batter of an inning: a specialty 
of his. 

Games like this have rigid proprieties. There should be a hero, 
but someone must fail as well. This doesn't always happen, and we 
mourn its absence then. The Braves had a clear chance to win this 
game before they lost it, and Lonnie Smith's baserunning mistake, in 
the top of the eighth inning, will always be there now, in our minds 
and in the books, inexplicable and implacable. On first base with no 
outs, after a broken-bat single, he took off as Pendleton smashed a 
double over Puckett's head and to the wall in deep left-center, but 
paused on the base path just beyond second-a fatal indecision that 
cost him the chance to score. The run was a sure thing, but then it 
wasn't, and Lonnie wound up at third. Morris, with surgical care, 
now elicited two little topped ground balls, the second of which be
came a first-to-home-to-first bases-loaded double play that extin
guished the crisis. Just after Pendleton launched his double (to go 
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back a bit), Knoblauch and his keystone partner, Gagne, feinted a 
force-play peg to second-the trifling everyday deke maneuver, 
without the ball, that once or twice in a month will make a careless 
base runner pause, or even go into a slide out there, because he 
hasn't been paying attention. The crestfallen Smith admitted after 
the game that he had indeed failed to pick up the ball in its flight, but 
claimed that the mimed stuff around second had nothing to do with 
it. He has since changed his mind about this, it seems, which must 
mean that he took a later look at the replays. The tape shows him 
off and running, with his head down, then clearly turning his gaze 
to the right at the moment Knoblauch fields and then starts to 
throw the phantom ball. Lonnie scurries unchecked around the 
corner and is then apparently struck by a late and awful moment of 
doubt: What was that? He stops, turns, and looks about, and then
too late-continues. Whatever happened, whatever the cause, its 
meaning was clear. The Braves, who had fought a Series-long suc
cession of battles up and down the narrow salient between third and 
home, came up ninety feet short for the year. 

The Twins, after moving a runner up to the same base in the 
eighth and again in the ninth, all without result, turned the trick in 
the tenth, when Gladden doubled against Peiia (a ball that took a 
high bounce in left-center and was fractionally misplayed by Brian 
Hunter), moved to third on a sacrifice, and, after some final ma
neuverings, came home with the Series-winning run on a pinch-hit 
single by Gene Larkin. 

The casting of Lonnie Smith and Jack Morris as antagonists in 
the final scene was somebody's masterstroke. Morris was thirty-six 
and Smith thirty-five, and each was in his fifteenth year in the ma
jors, with extensive post-season experience accumulated along the 
way; Lonnie, in fact, had played in three prior World Series-with 
the Phillies, Cardinals, and Royals-never before on the losing 
side. Both he and Morris, moreover, had been almost last-minute 
additions to their club rosters this year-Smith winning a job in 
spring training as pinch-hitter and outfield fill-in, and Morris as a 
late free agent. Smith, it will be recalled, came to prominence for the 
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Braves only after becoming the replacement for Otis Nixon, the 
team's efficient lead-off batter and left fielder, who was suspended 
in the middle of September for a drug infraction. Lonnie had per
formed staunchly in this difficult role (he'd hit three home runs in 
the Series), and only his misfortune in the final game might make 
some of us notice that the Braves had been a little short in run
making capacity in all the late going. 

Morris has been a durable and ferocious competitor through
out his career, without ever drawing the awards and accolades that 
have gone to contemporaries like Nolan Ryan, Roger Clemens, 
and Ore! Hershiser. He won more games in the nineteen-eighties (a 
hundred and sixty-two) than any other pitcher in baseball, and he 
is the current-and counting-American League leader in consec
utive starts (four hundred and thirty-one). Batters know that he 
comes into a game armed with a 90-m.p.h.-plus fastball (he can 
turn it over on a right-handed hitter), a breaking ball, a changeup, 
and a killing split-finger delivery-and with a sixth pitch, so to 
speak, which is his thirst for battle. He is not a famous finisher at 
this point in his career, except when he has to be. After he has 
emerged on top in still another big game (I remember this from the 
1984 Tigers-Padres World Series, but more particularly from an 
eye-to-eye duel he fought for nine innings with Mike Flanagan, of 
the Blue Jays, in the closing days of the 1987 pennant race), he al
ways looks more excited and appreciative about the event than 
anyone else in the clubhouse, and his big, horsy, nineteenth
century football-player's face (with that middle part to his long 
hair, and his soup-strainer mustache) remains alight with the joy of 
combat. "I made him hit my pitch right there ! "  he will say about a 
critical out. During the playoffs this year, Tom Kelly told me that 
he couldn't think of any other pitcher with Morris's ability to come 
up with the big strikeout when he most needed it in a game. "Quite 
an athlete," he said. "He knows where the finish line is, and how to 
get there." 

Morris, it might be pointed out, was considered to be on the 
downside of his career with the Tigers after sustaining a fractured 
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elbow in 1989. He wound up with a losing record that year (for the 
first time since 1978) and again last year. The Tigers and Twins 
played a couple of series against each other toward the end of the 
1990 campaign, however, and Tom Kelly got the impression that 
the old Jack Morris had somehow reappeared. He checked with his 
pitching coach, Dick Such, who had noticed the same thing, and 
their recommendation to general manager Andy MacPhail helped 
bring Jack aboard the Twins as a free agent over the winter. 

It was still 0-0 after nine innings of the last game of this World 
Series, by which time Morris, who was working on three days' rest, 
had given up seven hits but had thrown a hundred and eighteen 
pitches. Enough. Kelly walked down the Twins dugout and told 
Morris he'd done a great job, more than anyone could imagine, and 
he was taking him out. Morris protested-he felt fine. He couldn't 
possibly come out of a game like this. Dick Such unexpectedly 
sided with the pitcher. Kelly looked at them, shrugged, and said, 
"What the heck, it's just another game." Jack went back out there, 
still throwing in the nineties, and won. 

Now he has departed. A free agent once again when the games 
were over, Morris, together with his agent, told the Twins that he 
would venture into the market in search of a contract at the top
most levels: something on the order of four and a half million a 
year. The Minnesota organization, which will not compete finan
cially at such levels, even as World Champions, has wished him 
well. It's sad, but I think we should not mourn too much. Pennants 
are very hard to come by in baseball these days, and repeating as 
World Champions seems to be beyond rational expectation. This 
World Series is over, and we can watch its departure only with grat
itude-a great ocean liner, brilliant with lights and the sounds of 
celebration, slipping off down the dark waters, not soon to come 
this way again. 



One for the Good Guys 

1996 

Baseball, a sneaky quick-change artist, sometimes arranges a 
dramatic shift in the look and feel of a game in the middle innings, 
even from one pitch to the next, but more often it is orderliness and 
the apparent stability of things-what we knew about these teams 
and these two pitchers, what we sensed about them in the first 
couple of innings-that is confirmed in the end. Now that the pas
time has brought down the curtain on another season in customary 
fashion, with a storm of confetti and shouting and (it's hard to be
lieve) the promise of another owner-induced labor crisis, it's a treat 
to think back on the post-season just departed, not only for the 
sparkle and grinding tension of the 1996 games but because they 
represented the most astounding shift in a baseball reputation since 
Pete Rose. The upset victory-well, almost an upset-pulled off 
by the Yankees over the defending Atlanta Braves, who were play
ing in their fourth World Series in the nineties, was the first cham
pionship for the Pinstripes since 1978, but this was almost less of an 
achievement than their apotheosis and captivating stroll down the 
runway in the role of Miss America. For a third of the century, the 
Yankees have presented themselves as the sports equivalent of im
perial Rome. For them, bygone emperors and Praetorians can 
never die, and bewreathed shades of Ruth and Gehrig; DiMaggio, 
Berra, and Ford; Casey and Billy; Reggie and the Mick still shuffle 
about the Bronxian temple, rearranging their togas and clearing 
their throats during every losing streak. The Yanks' twenty-two 
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prior World Championships, their thirty-three pennants, their 
thirty-eight plaques in the Hall of Fame, those thirteen "retired" 
uniform numbers, the weepy pre-game encomiums on the center
field video screen to the recent or not so recent dead-Mickey 
Mantle, Mel Allen, Thurman Munson-have been made inescapable 
ingredients of each fan's visit to the Stadium. Visitors are also en
joined by the management to visit Monument Park, out by the 
bullpens: a Kremlin wall of the sport where twelve panegyrical 
monuments or embronzements have been added to the piquant 
scattering of stones and tablets that once looked in at us from deep 
center field. 

The burden of this relentless and irrelevant P.R. during the 
Yankees' long struggles to regain their October form can at last be 
thrown aside-what a load it was!-and we are free to celebrate 
the new champions not for what they represented but for what 
they were: a competent though far from overpowering amalgam of 
engaging young stars and gritty hired guns who absolutely enjoyed 
themselves and each other during a succession of hairbreadth es
capes in the late going, and were almost as entranced as the rest of 
us when they won. The Yankees-who'd have thought it-had be
come lovable. 

How did we love them? Let us count the ways. Because they 
didn't spit. Because they didn't just hit home runs. Because of their 
fans (including one hooky-playing twelve-year-old from Old Tap
pan, N.J.). Because of their luck-oh, man, were they ever lucky! 
Because of Cecil's forearms-and his hands. Because of Derek and 
Bernie. Because Paul (it turned out) could still run, and Straw (it 
turned out) could still field. Because of Doc's no-hitter. Because of 
Macarena Night. Because of Mo Rivera in the seventh and eighth, 
and John Wetteland in the ninth. Because of John's cap. Because of 
George-no, scratch that; this is about love. Because of Zimm. Be
cause of some umps {let's face it). Because of Joe Torre, yes. 

Enamored rooters for other freshly crowned major-league 
champions have been known to come up with stuff like this in the 
days and nights just after a World Series, but rarely in recent base-
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ball times has the doting run so deep. One would have to go back 
to the 1979 rival Pittsburgh and Baltimore clubs to find a similar af
fection, and fans of those Willie Stargell "We Are Family" Pirates, 
as I recall, did not include many new converts like-well, like me. 
I mean, sophisticated old baseball cognoscenti with a fully devel
oped, long-standing coolness toward the club in question, who this 
time were absolutely turned around by six weeks' worth of terrific 
hometown ball. Not every New Yorker came over to these Yanks 
in the end, but the holdouts were rare and flinty of heart. Encoun
tered in the elevator on the morning after Bernie Williams's 
eleventh-inning homer had beaten the Orioles in the first A.L. 
Championship playoff game, an upstairs neighbor of mine held up 
a warning hand when he saw my face and announced, " I  hate the 
Yankees." 

"But this Yankee team is different, " I insisted. "Last night-" 
"Fuck 'em," he said, and we finished the journey in silence. 
Charlie and a few others aside, this was a local baseball autumn 

to savor, not so much because the Yankees won a World Champi
onship as because so many of them seemed to be involved in the 
process. In spite of the club's sixty-six-million-dollar payroll; its 
blue-chip tenured stars like David Cone, Wade Boggs, Paul O'Neill, 
and John Wetteland; its between-season acquisitions of old pros Joe 
Girardi, Mariano Duncan, Tino Martinez, and Kenny Rogers; its 
midsummer trade for the weighty Cecil Fielder; and its brilliant re
vival of Darryl Strawberry, picked up by Mr. Steinbrenner from 
the Northern League St. Paul Saints, these Yankees habitually pre
sented and appeared to relish a scuffling, low-rent, anxiety-prone 
form of ball, in which the club, by defense or pitching, or even by 
moving up an occasional base runner, attempted to scratch out a 
lead until it was Rivera time, with Wetteland waiting to turn out 
the lights. The team won twenty-nine of the thirty-one regular
season games in which the pair appeared-most often, it felt, inch 
by excruciating inch. This sort of effort requires a deep and busy 
roster. Everyone gets to play, because there aren't enough outs left 
to wait for the power hitters to come up again, and fans learn to 
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expect the brief contributions of a middle-inning pitcher like the 
bankerish sinkerballer David Weathers or the trooper-erect Jeff 
Nelson; to notice that Tim Raines, back in the lead-off spot once 
again, has just rapped his third single of the day; to realize after
ward that it was Bernie Williams's tag-up at first base that led to a 
critical late-inning run; and, in their mind's eye, still see the looped 
single to right by young Ruben Rivera that beat the Orioles in the 
tenth inning that September night. 

Watching the home side battle back on the scoreboard feels fa
miliar to us only because of baseball movies, where the Mammoths 
or the Titans slowly but routinely make up lost ground against the 
bad guys, up in those little boxes. Real-life games may shift in tone, 
but the true turnaround doesn't come along very often-especially 
in the majors, where the first team to score in a game wins about 
seventy per cent of the time. Except this fall. Trailing in the eighth 
inning, in the ninth, in the fifth, in the eighth, in the eighth, in the 
fifth (by six runs), and then again in the eighth (by three), the Yan
kees won all six of those October games-and five more. Who cares 
about the 1927 immortals ? Who needs the 1961 champs?  These '96 
Yanks wore us out. 

The Yankees slipped into first place in their division on April 
30th and stayed there (despite some late lurches), but their new era 
of good feeling almost predated their success. For me, their spring 
clubhouse in Tampa felt different because of Dwight Gooden. In 
recovery from a year and a half of baseball exile, imposed after re
peated drug-code violations, he looked like a soul released: a look 
that sports fans-and non-sports people, too, of course-have 
come to recognize and perhaps at last think about a little. His early 
struggles on the mound were almost pitiful, but everybody on the 
roster seemed to stop by his locker each day to bump fists with 
him or say a word, and his gratitude and excitement over the club's 
patience with this double rehab were touching. Owner Steinbren
ner gets full marks here, and so do Manager Torre and his staff. 

Gooden's no-hitter against the Mariners on May 14th felt like a 
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deserved miracle. I came home from the movies or someplace that 
night and turned on the set in time to see him reeling and struggling 
toward the finish line. He threw a wild pitch, a grunting fastball to 
an outer corner, and a slew of careful, dipping sliders. There was a 
scary play out behind first, where Tino Martinez scuttled on hands 
and knees toward the bag, too late for the out: an error, the scorer 
said. Doc's motions-the sudden swipe across his forehead with 
his glove tip, the storklike leg-lift-were familiar but no longer 
magical. In the closeups, he had lost the sphinxlike impassivity that 
he wore during his lengthy declining run with the Mets; now he 
was a sweating, workaday pitcher, battling like anyone else to hold 
things together. When it was over (it was Gooden's first no-hitter), 
my eyes were damp. Then the phone began to ring-old Mets 
friends, yelling and carrying on. 

Other good stuff showed itself early, as three young home
grown stars stepped forward. Derek Jeter, a twenty-two-year-old 
rookie, imperturbably took over at shortstop and outperformed 
the more breathtaking Mets phenom across town, Rey Ordonez, at 
least at the plate. Mariano Rivera, a great young arm, a smoothie, 
was suddenly untouchable after 10 p.m. The stringbean Bernie 
Williams-scratching that surveyor's line in the dirt with his bat, 
boyishly jumping in the air over a big ball-four call, and turning on 
tough inside pitches like a young Yastrzemski-at last became the 
charismatic, middle-of-the-order, middle-of-the-field leader that 
scouts and prior managers had foreseen and had almost begun to 
despair of. And so on. When David Cone went down with an 
aneurysm in his pitching arm, early in May-a shocking blow
Andy Pettitte and Gooden (he went ten-and-two before wearing 
out, understandably, in late summer) and the restored Jimmy Key 
firmed up almost visibly, as did the middle-inning relievers. And 
when Cone, back from surgery, reappeared on Labor Day his 
seven no-hit innings delivered an E-mail message to the rest of the 
league about the Yankees' plans for themselves in the remainder of 
the going. Stopping by the clubhouse late in the summer, you'd 
spot Tino Martinez and Joe Girardi, say, visiting or eating with Paul 
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O'Neill or Mariano Duncan or Tim Raines or Wade Boggs, and 
sense something about the team that was rarer than mere winning: 
the Yankees were grownups. 

Joe Torre, the familiar onetime National League Gold Glove 
catcher and M.V.P., and ex-Mets, ex-Braves, and ex-Cardinals skip
per, and just lately the All Greater Metropolitan, Italian-descended, 
Marine Park-born, St. Francis Prep-educated Manager, Father, 
Brother, Husband, and Everything Else of the Year, felt like a per
fect fit for this mature bunch when he arrived this year, making it 
clear from the outset that the only Yankee business at hand was to 
win. No one-well, no one since Casey Stengel-had moved into 
the manager's office at the Stadium with more aplomb and fewer 
glances upstairs. Eighteen years as a major-league player and four
teen as a major-league manager had produced in him a calm tension 
that appeared impervious to ego or job anxiety. Perhaps because his 
Yankees did so well so quickly, his looks and managerial accou
trements, taken together, became an essential part of the mix. His 
saggy, dark-eyed gaze and rumpled face, with those late-game 
streakings of his lucky red candy around the mouth ("You look like 
you're wearing lipstick," observed the umpire Jim Evans during the 
Series); his prairie mortician's gait and glumness when he headed for 
the mound to remove a pitcher; his Don-like (Calabria, not Oxford) 
sidewise tilt and cocked ear for the ceaseless dugout gerbillings and 
counsellings of his bench coach Don (it's his name) Zimmer; his re
fusal to explain away strategic late-game moves that had gone sour; 
and his instinctive support for a young infielder or rival manager 
suddenly in the soup were job qualifications of a high order in his 
impossible post. He got along famously with the implacable New 
York media pack, partly from prior acquaintance during his five 
years of managing the Mets, but more because his instincts were to
ward openness and information, and away from the more common 
managerial traits of concealment and blather. "I try to avoid situa
tions where you want to save your ass," he murmured at one point. 
More than just quotable, his responses took the dialogue to the right 
place. Asked after the game if he had seen a television replay of the 
hotly disputed home run (or fly-ball out) against the Orioles which 
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was intercepted by the twelve-year-old Jeffrey Maier in right field, 
Torre said, "Did anyone see a replay of Bernie's home run?" -the 
Yankee homer that had indisputably won the thing. Prodded about 
another ump's call in another hard game, he said, "The umps 
weren't very good, but we were worse. " Asked if he was happy 
about Strawberry's at-bats during a 1-for- 10 slump, he said, "Straw 
isn't happy about his at-bats." 

Other managers pick up this stuff, to be sure, but Torre is a 
natural, whether as a fan ("I can't sleep after we win and after we 
don't win") or as the weary older father (he's fifty-six) of an eight
month-old daughter: "We're both up three times every night. 
We're on the same schedule."  When the whole Torre family was 
catapulted into tabloid and local-channel immortality after Joe's 
older brother Frank's replacement heart was stitched into place at 
Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, late in the week of the 
World Series, the worn-down manager (by now he looked like a 
Beckett character) appeared to accept this ferocious assault on his 
privacy and patience as another part of the job. Facing the massed 
TV cameras, he answered all the reporters' questions (and then an
swered them again for the latecomers): he told how, just back from 
Atlanta in the middle of the night, he'd found the telephone mes
sage indicating that Frank's long-awaited heart had turned up at 
last; told what he'd said to Frank and what Frank had said to him 
before he went into the operating room; repeated what the doctors 
had said and what his super-fan sister, the Ursuline nun Sister 
Marguerite, had prayed and had said; discussed his pitching and 
his batting order and his dinner plans. Just another day at the of
fice. The next evening, he was back uptown managing another 
tough game-the one that ended with the tying Braves runner still 
at third base and with Torre, pinned on the bench in an armlock, 
enduring a lingering kiss from Don Zimmer. 

An umpire died on the field on opening day in Cincinnati; 
Roger Clemens struck out twenty batters in a September game 
against the Tigers, just ten years after he first performed the feat (he 
walked no batters in either game); Tom Lasorda at last stepped 
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down as Dodger manager; and the Mariners displayed their new, 
six-foot-three shortstop, Alex Rodriguez, who batted .358, with 
thirty-six home runs, in the first flowering of what looks like a re
markable career. Nothing further will be offered here in summation 
of the 1996 season and its divisional-level playoffs-there it goes: 
bye-bye!-except a numerical footnote to mark the 4,962 home 
runs smacked this year (five hundred and four more than the old 
record), and the seventeen hitters who attained the once sacrosanct 
forty-homer level. I was there, in any case, for the most famous 
round-tripper of the year, which was hit by Derek Jeter and caught 
(in slipshod fashion) by Jeffrey Maier, a foot or two above the up
stretched glove of Oriole outfielder Tony Tarasco at the foot of the 
right-field porch at the Stadium. My seat for the notorious event 
was deep in the auxiliary press rows behind third base, and for a 
time I had no more idea about what had happened (our pressbox 
TV monitors were down) than Rich Garcia, the right-field-line 
ump, who amazingly only saw the ball disappear into the stands. 
Then I realized that Tarasco, pointing upward and shooting out his 
other arm like a cash-register drawer, was reenacting the caper a Ia 
Marcel Marceau. (He was lighthearted about it in the clubhouse later 
on, repeatedly describing the kid's swipe as a magic trick. "Merlin 
must be in the house," he said.) The homer stood, after an epochal 
beef, the Yanks won, and Jeff Maier got to come back to the Stadium 
the next day and sit in the News box behind the Yankee dugout. His 
fame, it is certain, will last a bit more than fifteen minutes. Whatever 
his fate or future, every year or couple of years or five years for the 
rest of his life he can expect a telephone call on the date-perhaps 
to the site of his archeological dig in far Uzbekistan, or his dental 
clinic in the Paramus Mall- and the voice of some scrounging far
away feature writer, saying, "Hello, Dr. Maier? Jeffrey? Aren't you 
the Jeff Maier who-" Jeff, say hello to Ralph Branca. 

The Orioles didn't play very well in the League Champi
onships, which the Yankees walked away with after three stifling 
wins at Oriole Park, thus sustaining their deep-voodoo 9-0 win-
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ning spell over the O's at home. The critical truth that came over 
me (and the Orioles' home rooters, too, I imagine) as play un
folded was the insufficiency or unreliability of air power-the 
home run, that is-as a reliable strategic force. From my seat in the 
second row of the left-field upper deck, the cramped Camden 
Yards playing field, with its tight foul lines and short, quirkily 
angled outfield fences, felt like a subdivided suburban plot. You 
could go out and play here, but watch out! I could easily see how 
the O's had whacked their record two hundred and fifty-seven 
homers here this year, but even as the variously arcing or streaking 
or ricocheting clingers now began to fly about the place-some 
suddenly disappearing below my feet-they seemed to become 
less interesting as the games progressed, if only because the Orioles 
offered so little else in their own behalf. Thirteen of their nineteen 
runs in the series were scored on homers, but they never stole a 
base, rarely moved a runner, and left ten men to die on second or 
third base in the late innings. The celebrated center of their defense 
showed startling flaws-a weakness in Cal Ripken's throwing, and 
even some uncertainty by Robbie Alomar, an infield star of the 
first magnitude, whose between-the-wickets error in the final game 
opened the floodgates for a six-run Yankee inning. Nothing is 
gained by replaying here the infamous earlier moment when Alo
mar, in a late-September game, spat in the face of umpire John 
Hirschbeck after a disputed call at home plate. It might be noted, 
though, that the ultimate victim of the league's insufficient response 
to this offense (a five-day suspension, to be served when play re
sumes next April) wasn't the fans or the umpires but Alomar him
self. Unshriven by the more obvious and appropriate penalty of 
immediate dismissal from all further games this year, he will now 
always be remembered, I believe, not just for his incomparable 
skills but for a guttersnipe moment that he cannot retract or repay. 

"How come baseball makes everybody feel so happy?" a New 
Jersey woman (a daughter of mine, if truth be told) asked me over 
the phone the morning after David Cone's critical and steely 5-2 
win over the Braves in the third game of the World Series. I can't 
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remember what I said, but part of the answer could have been that 
the game, often at the very last instant, allows half the fans to feel the 
excruciating relief of not being on the other side. As parable, let's 
cut to the fourth Series game, down in Atlanta, where the Braves, 
the defending World Champions and familiar October-baseball 
habitues, had matters well in hand after five innings, leading by 
6-0 and heading smoothly toward a 3-1 lead in this Series, which 
they'd begun by simply trampling the Yankees in the Bronx, win
ning by 12-1 and 4-0-and thus sustaining a post-season outburst 
of unmatched offensive ferocity in which they'd outscored their op
ponents by forty-eight runs to two. (Perhaps understandably, a 
dangerous smugness had begun to infect the Atlanta sports phil
osophes, with one local columnist suggesting that it was scarcely 
worth the bother of playing out such a one-sided Series, and an
other murmuring of the Braves, "Theirs is a higher standard.") 

Now, to be sure, the visitors scored three comeback runs in the 
sixth inning, on some singles, a walk, and a little Braves error out 
in right field, but the home-side reliever, Mike Bielecki, quickly 
struck out three Yanks in a row, ending the threat. Not to worry. 
Hanging around for the seventh-inning stretch, the happy At
lantans root-root-rooted for the home team, essayed a bit of farewell 
woo-wooing and forearm chopping, here and there flaunting those 
foam-rubber tomahawks, and then, in considerable numbers, 
began to file down the aisles, headed for home. You couldn't blame 
them: it was after eleven, and tomorrow was a school day. This Se
ries was a lock, and they'd catch the rest of the Braves' win on the 
car radio. In one respect, at least, Yankee fans now suddenly had 
the better of it, for the vast majority of them were already at home, 
eight hundred and fifty miles to the north, where they were fol
lowing the gloomy proceedings via Fox 1V. Well, maybe one more 
batter, most were thinking-you couldn't blame them, either; it 
was another one of those late, overstuffed games-and they waited 
while Charlie Hayes's little lead-off nubber in the eighth rolled 
gently up the third-base line like a windup toy and died there, still 
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two inches fair: an eighty-five-foot single. Laughing and shaking 
their heads-isn't baseball weird-they hung on a bit longer, wait
ing for the next thing. 

All sports are eventful, but baseball, unlike the others, some
times becomes situational as well, suddenly presenting its par
ticipants-the players and the fans together-with as many 
interconnections and possibilities and opportunities for interesting 
disaster as a Cheever Thanksgiving dinner. More and more relatives 
turn up and crowd in around the table, some of whom you didn't 
expect to see here at all, somebody is pouring another round of 
drinks, and suddenly there doesn't appear to be enough silverware 
or stuffing to go around. Nerves and certainties are fraying, 
cousins are eying each other apprehensively, voices are raised in the 
kitchen. Something awful is about to happen. How hot it is in here. 
How fraught. 

Three batters along, with Mariano Duncan on first and Hayes 
now on third, Jim Leyritz, a late replacement, stood in to face the 
Braves' fireballing relief stopper, Mark Wohlers-a right-hander
vs.-right-handed-batter setup, and thus comforting for the Braves. 
Wohlers threw a fastball-a ninety-eight-mile-an-hour streak that 
Leyritz swung at smoothly and fouled back. Leyritz, a backup 
catcher, has a quirky style at the plate. After each pitch, he spins his 
bat forward in his right hand like a baton twirler, and when he 
steps back in, ready to swing, he stiffens his left leg and delicately 
points the foot forward in an almost feminine balletic gesture. On 
this at-bat, he also wore on his left elbow a thick, clunky-looking 
brace that looked like Japanese armor: protection for a painful 
bruise he'd sustained when struck on the biceps by a pitc� in a 
playoff game against the Orioles. 

Leyritz took a ball, then another, and, still putting a good swing 
on the ball, fouled off two more pitches. The home crowd had gone 
quiet, and up in the pressbox behind the plate you could hear the 
Yankee players, on the top step of their dugout, barking encourage
ment to Leyritz. Another pitch arrived-a slider this time, a slider 
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that didn't slide-and Leyritz hit the ball over the left-field fence, 
tying the game and changing this World Series for good. 

Although altered, the game situation persisted, thickening in 
detail and possibilities as the pitchers and batters came and went 
for both sides. We were in Atlanta, which meant National League 
rules: no designated hitter. Under these classic conditions, a tie 
game in late innings becomes a crisis in slow motion, with each 
manager glancing at his bullpen and his dwindling list of pinch
hitters, which he must match up, of course, against the right
handed or left-handed remaining pitchers on the other side, while 
also focussing on the possibilities from the point of view of his op
posing skipper. Fans, happily surveying the field and studying their 
filling-up scorecards, in fancy begin to enter the minds of the rival 
managers: 

Joe Torre (top of the ninth; two on and two out): Look at Cecil 
out there, leading off second again. I sure don't want to lose his bat 
if this goes another inning, but he's no Road Runner, and how will 
I feel if we get a safe knock here and he gets thrown out at the 
plate ? Damn . . .  To run for him or not to run, that is the question. 
Well, O.K.-get Andy Fox out there. Sorry, Cec. Now we'll get a 
hit and go ahead in this thing, for sure. 

It didn't happen. 
Bobby Cox (top of the tenth, two out, with Yankee base run

ners Tim Raines on second base and Jeter on first): Well, here 
comes Bernie Williams up, wouldn't you know it? This guy killed 
the Rangers and killed the Orioles, and I'm not going to let him kill 
us here. I' ll never hear the end of it if I put him on and the front 
guy scores, but it's sure as hell the right thing to do this time. (He 
signals for the intentional base on balls to Williams.) Who will they 
bat here-it's gonna be Boggs, bet your butt on it. 

Joe Torre: Yes. Now. Finally it's Boggs time. All we need is ball 
four, Wade baby ! 

Torre had already wheeled in five pinch-hitters or runners, and 
six pitchers (forty-one players got into this game before it was 
done, including thirteen pitchers and five different third basemen), 
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and for him to have Wade Boggs, a five-time American League bat
ting champion with a deadly eye for the strike zone, still available 
to pinch-hit in this extremity was a miracle of conservation. Steve 
Avery, the incumbent Braves pitcher, worked manfully at the task, 
throwing a one-and-two strike or near-strike that Boggs let go by 
and that ump Steve Rippley called a ball instead. Wincing, Avery 
delivered another ball and then ball four, forcing in the go-ahead 
run. 

The thunderstruck Bobby Cox (we will skip a further visit to 
his noggin here, out of respect), beckoning in a fresh pitcher named 
Brad Clontz, also took care of the suddenly imperative need to 
play his last offensive card by simultanously inserting his left
handed slugger, Ryan Klesko, in the game, routinely switching the 
two names on his lineup card so that Klesko would lead off the 
Braves' half of the inning. Nothing, however, can be routine about 
a tenth-inning contretemps in the World Series. Idly regarding the 
Troy-like panorama below, the baseball gods noticed that Klesko, 
an indifferent fielder who had to take the field somewhere on this 
no-d.h. diamond, was playing first base, and arranged for the next 
Yankee batter, Charlie Hayes, to send up a soft little pop fly that 
Klesko somehow lost in the lights as the Yankees' insurance run 
came barrelling home. Later on-after Joe Torre and Don Zimmer 
had finished pounding and yelling at each other ("Wow! Wasn't 
that-! " "Shut up-who's pitching next?") and Klesko had struck 
out and Wetteland had come on to finish up and the reporters had 
cranked out their comparisons between this epic and the Mookie 
Wilson-Bill Buckner sixth game in the 1986 series-Torre said, 
"That was the best game I've been involved with, ever. Nothing else 
comes close." 

Baseball anxiety, which is to say baseball happiness, came in a 
different flavor the next night, when Andy Pettitte, matched 
against the Braves' John Smoltz in a face-off of this year's potential 
Cy Young Award winners, fired an edgy, hold-your-breath shutout 
that the Yanks won, 1-0, thanks to a fly ball that Marquis Grissom 
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dropped in center field for a two-base error, and a Fielder double. 
Pettitte, who numbed the Atlanta batters with his tailing fastball, 
also contributed a pair of breathtaking defensive plays in the sixth, 
nervily barehanding a bunt and firing to third base for a force, and 
then, on the very next pitch, pouncing on a comebacker to begin 
the game's backbreaking double play. Sudden events like this can 
make careers, and for Pettitte-David Cone said it-this game was 
a defining moment. The win, nailed down when O'Neill caught up 
with Luis Polonia's drive to deep right center, wrapped up the 
Yanks' unlikely sweep down in Atlanta. They had won all eight of 
their post-season road games this year, which is unheard of, and 
that 8-6 comeback, the longest post-season game ever played, was 
the second-biggest turnabout in World Series history. 

We know the rest. The Yankees, back before their home hordes, 
scored all three of their runs in a third-inning flareup against the 
near-invincible Greg Maddux, with Joe Girardi contributing that 
rarest and most thrilling sight in baseball's catalogue, a triple over 
the center fielder's head. Jimmy Key, the Yankee starter, had inor
dinate trouble throwing strikes but never gave in, refusing to de
liver the inviting, problem-solving, game-risking pitch up over the 
plate. Wetteland wrapped up, after practically inducing mass heart 
failure when he gave up three singles and the Braves' second run in 
the ninth, and the Yanks went into their pigpile. They had con
quered a proud and powerful and (I heard this everywhere) unlik
able team, after beating their unmatched trio of starters: Tom 
Glavine, Smoltz, and Maddux. They beat them in the toughest, 
most grudging competition imaginable, because the three did not 
exactly fold up: their combined earned-run average in these games, 
as they probably won't forget, was 1 .23. Maddux, a four-time win
ner of the Cy Young Award, went out in style, saying, "Obviously, 
it hurts losing, but the atmosphere here is matched nowhere. It's 
exciting to be out there on the mound in front of people going 
freaky. It's wild. Even though we lost, in a while we're going to ap
preciate being in this place. "  
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As always happens, I wanted the baseball back, even at the mo
ment of its ending. Watching Wade Boggs up on that police horse, 
with his hat off and his fist in the air, and the field full of cops and 
debris, I kept turning back in my mind to the pleasures of Yankee 
baseball as it had been at this game's beginning, with the crowd, a 
mass somehow more tightly packed into a single body than at any 
other park, weaving and writhing together, rocking and boogying 
along between innings, to the enormous music from the videotron 
and sound system blasting out "Cotton Eye Joe" and "Rock and 
Roll (Part II)." It was better, of course, during the action, when 
everyone was jumping up for the play or the third strike, with their 
arms raised, and with that motion turning into a front-to-hack 
moving wave, as its leaders-rows of friends together in their gear 
and their high spirits, all hand-slapping and high-fiving-began 
making those everybody-up gestures that drove me bananas even 
while they made me smile and got me up, too. There was the crowd 
sound, too-that many-thousands roar around you and above and 
below you, a curving, enveloping noise so deep and thick that you 
felt it inside your head and your stomach and lower inside you as 
well; sometimes the noise was so loud that the Stadium became a 
part of the instrument, trembling and thrumming with it, the way 
it has always done and was meant to do. The fans' joyfulness was 
there as well, along with their apprehension, with the crowd feed
ing on its own noise and its brash energy, and laughing at the 
power of its familiar deafening yells: "Oooh-oh! Oooh-oh! Oooh
oh! " and "Let's go, Yank-ees! Let's go, Yank-ees ! "  or, quicker, 
"Le'sgo Yank-ees ! Le'sgo Yank-ees ! "  or the ancient, brisk clap-clap 
clapclapclap staccato-a one, two, threefourfive beat that zinged 
around the stands and lifted us with a quicker insistence. 

This Yankee crowd is quick and dead sure of itself, and proud 
of its harsh, vulgar, big-city reputation as the most demanding and 
judgmental body in sports: the La Scala of the pastime. It knows 
baseball, it misses nothing, and it makes up its mind in an instant: 
that sudden deep "Booo ! "  or the irredeemable "Aaaaah-sole ! 
Aaaah-sssole ! "  Plus it's funny. When the estimable Bobby Cox, his 
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world in pieces around him, headed back to his dugout after 
protesting a terrible ump's call out at second base, and then got 
himself thrown out of the game by third-base umpire Tim Welke
they'd been wrangling all week-the bleachers and back-rows 
chorus did a triumphant parody of that gruesome Atlanta toma
hawk chant, with its own fresh lyrics: "Fuck the Braaaves ! Fuck 
thuh Braa-aves ! "  and then had to stop; it had broken itself up. Yes, 
we had the nice victory parade and the ticker tape, with the Mayor 
and the Governor in their Yankee caps, and our guys, the smiling 
players, up on the trucks, but never mind all that now. This other 
stuff is what we'll want to hold on to, with winter coming along. 
Never mind the monuments. 



Legends of the Fens 

September, 2001 

Make mine Boston, just for a while again, after all baseball 
news went glimmering last Tuesday morning. This was before, 
back when we could still take pleasure in our games. The Red Sox, 
as I was saying, have blown another season, this time falling on 
their faces with a thirteen-out-of-fourteen-game string of losses. 
They've lost a manager, the quirkily oblique Jimy Williams, who 
perhaps found his fungo bat the most enjoyable attribute of the 
job, and once, responding to a query about the team's lack of speed 
on the base paths, offered the Zenlike "You can't get a ticket riding 
a bicycle on a freeway, can you?" The bleacher fans chant "Yankees 
suck! "  on a day when the team is playing the Atlanta Braves. (I was 
there and can swear to this.) The Sox' everyday catcher, Scott Hat
teberg, has thrown out ten of a hundred and nine enemy base steal
ers, the worst such average in memory. On the other hand, he is the 
only man ever to bat into a triple play (on August 6th, against the 
Texas Rangers) and then smack a grand-slam home run in his very 
next at-bat. Boston loyalists can spray the Yankees' incomparable 
thirty-nine-year-old Roger Clemens with unspeakable invective 
when he warms up in the bullpen just in front of the Fenway Park 
bleachers but more or less applaud him when he goes on to beat 
them, 3-1 , as he did on August 31 st, striking out ten batters and 
lifting his won-lost totals to 18-1 for the season-this because they 
take bitter pleasure in the knowledge that their mistrusted general 
manager, Dan Duquette, let Roger depart the Sox in 1996, declar
ing him to be in the "twilight of his career. "  The Red Sox are also 
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the only team whose favorite slugger, the gently ferocious d.h. 
Manny Ramirez, wears the outsized uniform pants of the fattest 
player on the squad, reliever Rich (El Guapo) Garces, for style's 
sake. And the Red Sox are the only team with a curse. 

I confess that I've made light of the "Curse of the Bambino"
a neat tagline and title used by the Globe columnist Dan Shaugh
nessy, when he wrote a book about the home team's extensive and 
eloquent failures to nail down another World Championship after 
they last did it, in 1918, and stuck needles into the club's owner, 
Harry Frazee, for his decision, a year later, to sell Babe Ruth, then 
a star pitcher for the Bostons, to the Yankees because, it was said, he 
needed cash as a backer of a Broadway musical. Kitschy kid stuff to 
me-right up to the moment at the end of May this year when the 
Red Sox' double-incumbent Cy Young Award starter, Pedro 
Martinez, mouthing off a bit after beating the Yanks by 3-0, laugh
ingly offered, " I  don't believe in damn curses. Wake up the damn 
Bambino and have me face him. Maybe I 'll drill him in the ass ." As 
every grandmother, tavernkeeper, and six-year-old in New En
gland knows by now, Pedro has not won a game since. Struck 
down almost on the instant by a shoulder ailment, he sat out two 
months, then pitched valiantly on his return but without picking 
up another win. Now doctors have found that he is suffering from 
a slight tear in the rotator cuff, and he may be through for the sea
son. Only in Boston. 

Writers waiting to gain postgame admission to the Red Sox 
manager's office at Fenway Park line up outside the clubhouse, sep
arated by a metal rail from the jammed-together, slowly departing 
right-field-side patrons, who are headed home in the opposite di
rection. If the Sox have won, the crowd is noisy and uninteresting, 
but when they have lost again, as they do by habit in late summer, 
this year and every year, the tableau becomes weighty and shad
owed, with more irony and history and atmosphere to take in than 
any mere game can account for. It's dark down here under the 
stands, for one thing, and the shuffling, oppressed humanity, the 
dingy lighting, the food smells, the bunched strands of wires and 
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cables running haphazard overhead, and the damp, oddly tilting 
stone floor cast a spell of F Deck aboard the Titanic. Fenway Park 
floods a visitor with more images than a dozen other ballparks put 
together, every image apt. The joint opened on April 20, 1912, less 
than a week after John Jacob Astor and Leonardo DiCaprio gal
lantly left the lifeboats to the ladies. The Sox beat the New York 
Highlanders {the pre-Yanks), 7-6, that first Fenway afternoon, be
ginning a season that would feature Smokey Joe Wood's 34-5 
pitching record for the Bostons, and a World Championship over 
John McGraw's Giants. 

Not many of the faces facing me now, on a more recent date, 
appear comforted by the memory. Many of the men have thick 
upper bodies, partly concealed behind loose shirts or sweats, but 
with boyish-looking shorts and big sneakers below. Here comes a 
large, dignified-looking gent with well-tended white hair, a banker
ish demeanor, and a white T-shirt emblazoned with, yes, "Yankees 
suck," in blue block letters. There are more kids than you see at 
Yankee Stadium; fewer Latinos but perhaps more families. Some of 
the nine- and ten- and eleven-year-old boys, with their big mitts 
and Red Sox wristbands and summer buzz cuts, carry an unmis
takable Fenian bloom-a look that is confirmed in the faces of 
their dads. I know what they know, and it comes to me once 
again-forget the Titanic-that these lads could be from Armagh 
or Roscommon instead of Melrose or Walpole or West Newton, 
and their heads already full of the Battle of the Boyne and the 
Easter uprising and Cuchulainn the Hound of Ulster. These local 
heirs have been handed a similar burden of oppression and unfair
ness from their earliest breakfast memories, which have the old 
man groaning over still another bleeding headline in the Globe 
sports pages ("Boggs slapped with palimony suit," "Sox post
season loss skein at 13," "Pedro falls to Bombers"), and you can al
most envision the kids exchanging miserable glances as they try to 
fit the fresh stuff in with the troubles they were born into and the 
long tales imparted during their first trips to Mass -at the Fens. 
There's 1975 to remember, and Why Did We Take Out Willoughby? 
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and Bucky Dent's dying screen shot on a haunted October after
noon in '78, and black Billy Buckner slowly straightening up be
hind first base at Shea Stadium in '86, with the easy ground ball 
skittering off behind him, and, farther away, Pesky holding on to 
the ball in St. Louis while the Cardinals' World Series-winning run 
comes in: throw the ball, Johnny, for the love of God. There's 
Pudge leaving us, and Roger and Mo as well. 

We haven't won since before Grandpa's time, Timmy my boy, 
when we let Babe Ruth go-yes, he was ours, a thug of a lefty 
pitcher then, and he got away. It doesn't mean anything, this Curse 
of the Bambino, but some day, maybe in your lifetime . . .  Don't 
you go worrying about it. 

While I stood in line outside manager Joe Kerrigan's office, 
moments after the Sox had lost to the Yankees in familiar but heart
breaking fashion, to run their losing streak to six, a teen-age boy, 
mournful under his backward-facing Sox cap, was nudged closer to 
me by the outflowing crowd. Spotting the credential hung around 
my neck and my clutched tape recorder and notebook, he leaned 
close, tilted his head, and murmured, "Ask him what's going on." 

Good question. This year's promising Red Sox saw their vi
brant shortstop Nomar Garciaparra, a two-time defending batting 
champion, go down early with wrist surgery, and in June lost 
Pedro, the best pitcher in baseball, to that aching shoulder. Against 
all expectations, the Sox hung in, mounting an offense around the 
electrifying Ramirez, a free-agent slugger who fired a home run 
into the left-field screen off his first Fenway pitch. They also sent a 
succession of tough elder non-Pedros to the mound-the knuckle
baller Tim Wakefield, the thirty-eight-year-old ex-Yankee David 
Cone, and the erstwhile Dodger (and Met and Brewer and Tiger) 
strikeout machine Hideo Nomo, who threw a no-hitter against the 
Orioles in the second game of the year. The Sox grabbed first place 
in their division, at times leading the pack by as much as four 
games, and then, yielding to the inevitable, fell behind the Yankees 
in early July, but hung close as they waited for their missing icons 
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to get better-No mar by August; Pedro, with luck, in Septem
ber-and help win a shot at the wild-card opening in the playoffs. 

But rosiness never lingers long around the Red Sox. Despite the 
team's success, a cranky dislike festered between some of the regu
lars and their semi-silent manager, Jimy Williams, who rarely vis
ited the clubhouse, posted late and mystifying lineups, and 
responded to press queries with a gnomic and infuriating "Man
ager's decision."  Irritability became a clubhouse refrain. Why am I 
sitting out again? Why the hell am I coming out of the bullpen so 
often in no-win games ? Manny Ramirez smiled through it all, with 
CD earphones clapped on to blank out the sounds of bickering. 
Somewhere in my notes is a reminder about the flaplet that began 
when Trot Nixon let drop that the ailing Carl Everett might be 
"waiting around and not rehabbing or anything" -and attempted 
to take it back the next day with " I  am not trying to piss off Carl 
by any means because that is not my job." 

The clubhouse hostility was benign, a heat rash, compared with 
relations between Williams and his boss, the executive vice
president and general manager, Dan Duquette; the two parted so 
vividly a year ago (perhaps when Duquette refused to back the 
manager in a dispute with the ill-tempered and scary Everett) that 
it was not expected that Williams would be back this spring. Du
quette, stiff and cautious by temperament, is not above tossing the 
occasional player or manager to the writers, in the manner of a fox 
loin to the hounds. Asked on the Red Sox radio show why Pedro 
Martinez had been removed after the sixth inning of a strong effort 
against the Yankees in June (the Yanks rallied against the Boston re
lievers and won the game), he said, "I think Jimy needs to talk to 
the fans about his thinking on that, because it caused a lot of con
troversy in the market here throughout New England." Martinez, 
it turned out, was already suffering from the shoulder inflamma
tion that would put him on the disabled list, but neither the man
ager nor the G.M. could find a way to be straight with the media 
about the news. 
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It all came apart on August 16th, when the consonantally chal
lenged Jimy was axed, after the team, in slow decline, had slipped 
behind the onrushing Oakland Athletics on the wild-card sideline. 
Managers always get canned during bad news, and the Sox' hopes 
had long since turned sour. Jason Varitek, an essential catcher and 
pitch-caller, broke his elbow making a diving catch in foul terri
tory; Everett sat out too many games with a sore knee and swung 
at too many up pitches when he did play; Manny fell into a de
pressing slump; and, worse, Garciaparra's return to action was cut 
short when his wrist blew up again, finishing him for the year. The 
emotional high-water mark at the Fens, it turned out, had come 
with a 4-3 win over the White Sox on July 29th, Nomar's first day 
back, when he tied the game with a homer in the sixth and won it 
with a single in his next at-bat. 

The burdened inheritor of these woes was Joe Kerrigan, the 
lean and furrowed pitching coach, who was named manager only 
when Duquette, by his own unhelpful admission, failed to per
suade Felipe Alou, the revered ex-Montreal skipper, to accept the 
post. Kerrigan, a computer apostolic, was widely credited for the 
Sox' astounding conversion from their long tradition of Wall
bashing into a pitching-and-defense club, with the lowest earned
run average in the league over the previous two years. He also 
served as advance scout, scouring game tapes from around the 
league and disseminating them in daily printouts of pitcher pro
clivities and situational batting scenarios. Hardworking and intel
lectual, he was handicapped-in the minds of his players, if not his 
own-by having never previously managed a game, at any level. 

Quickly it became clear that Kerrigan lacked another essential 
managerial attribute: luck. The departed Jimy, for all his veterans' 
injuries and whinings, had put a respectable, fiercely contending 
lineup on the field every day that could coax out wins under un
likely circumstances, but on Saturday night, August 25th, ten days 
into the Kerrigan regime, the Bostons ran into an abutment in 
Texas: a ghastly eighteen-inning, six-hour-and-thirty-five-minute 
standoff against the Rangers, played in soaking ninety-degree 



Legends of the Fens • 357 

weather, which was lost, 8-7, at two-forty in the morning. Only a 
bit earlier, the schedule had twice forced the Sox to play a game a 
continent away from one completed the previous day (this hap
pened within a span of ten days, in fact), and the psychic toll of 
those post-dawn arrivals and screwed-up body clocks, taken with 
the nine pitchers wasted in Texas, finished the club just as it was 
about to enter the critical stretch of the season-thirteen successive 
games against the Indians and the Yankees, away and at home and 
away again. Every player and fan and sportswriter had stuck a 
Post-it on these couple of weeks in his mind and looked forward to 
them since spring training. Too late. The Sox, down to the Yankees 
by four games after the eighteen-inning debacle, were six behind 
by the time the two met at last, at Fenway Park, less than a week 
later, and in the toils of the free-fall streak that would push their 
season into nullity and despond. 

The Yankee games, it turned out, were high entertainment, 
stuffed with old-fashioned low-score baseball and great pitching, 
and played out in front of a gallant, beaten-down audience that half 
expected loss and irrelevance and could handle irony with the flair 
of a Nomar plucking up a low line drive behind second. Baseball 
news was piling up elsewhere, to be sure-Barry Bonds in avid 
pursuit of Mark McGwire's home-run record; the embarrassments 
of the Atlanta Braves; the inexorable successes of the Mariners and 
their skinny new star, Ichiro; and the recent moment, undreamed of 
in "Field of Dreams" or "Casey at the Bat," when Omar Vizquel, 
the Indians shortstop, complained to an ump about the distracting 
earrings sported by Seattle reliever Arthur Rhodes, and won an on
the-spot disjewelment-but these bonbons would have to wait. 

The outsized Clemens, riding the wave of his fourth or fifth 
or fiftieth career reinvention, filled the Friday-night game with 
himself, throwing ninety-two-mile-an-hour splitters that had the 
Sox batters waving at his stuff in the dirt (Dante Bichette even 
reached first after fanning on a wild pitch), coughing up doubles off 
the wall, shouting at himself for a mistake or another great pitch, 
and drawing sustenance from the low, baiting cries of "Ro-ger! 
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Rohhhhh-ger! " rolling in from the bleacher wolfpack. The Rocket 
will pick up his sixth Cy Young Award this winter, and he has 
pitched so well for so long-eighteen years now, with active
career leading marks in wins, innings pitched, complete games, and 
strikeouts-that seeing him work is like watching Monet at his 
easel or F.D.R. lighting a Camel. Almost every game he gets into 
produces another historical voice-over. His strikeout of Chris 
Stynes to close the Boston seventh became his ninety-eighth outing 
with ten or more K's, and moved him (we were told) past Sandy 
Koufax and into third place in the annals in this category. It was an 
effort to notice that Clemens was actually trailing in the game, 
1-0, at this juncture, having been clearly outpitched by the Boston 
starter, the veteran Frank Castillo, whose exquisite in-and-out, 
fast-and-slow stuff had the Yankee batters swaying at the plate like 
cobras to a flageolet. 

The fans had noticed, though, and their cries of disbelief when 
a different pitcher, the deeply fallible Derek Lowe, came out in 
Castillo's place to start the eighth were followed by noises of shock 
and outrage when the infield misplayed a grounder, putting the 
lead-off Yankee batter on base, and Jorge Posada swiftly deposited 
another Lowe offering into the center-field stands-the game
winning poke, as it turned out. Boston baseball had once again 
proved confirmatory: Roger can't lose this year, and the abiding 
tradition in this traditional rivalry is Yanks win. 

Kerrigan, in his office, was rational. This had been only 
Castillo's fourth effort since a stint in rehab, he pointed out, and 
Lowe was well rested-the kind of humane considerations that most 
September managers of contending teams keep safely stuffed away 
with their New Year's resolutions. Cruelly, I preferred Lowe's 
summation, which he delivered from beneath his clubhouse sun 
visor: "Every little bad thing has turned into a big bad thing for me 
lately. The booing has been going on for months. We've had a good 
year and now it seems like we've faded in the last couple of weeks. 
I'd boo, too." 

Saturday morning put the Kerrigan decision into perspective: it 
was madness. Up in the pressbox, Dan Shaughnessy, the amiable, 
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pink-haired Globe master, said, " It's a legend every day around 
here. The whole scene of Kerrigan taking out Castillo after two hits 
and fourteen straight outs-why, it's a fable already. It'll never be 
f " orgotten. 

" It's like the other manager getting the can with his team only 
four games out of first place," said a New York columnist. "The 
story of Jimy is improving every day. It's just a matter of time be
fore he's beloved." 

Pleasure in bad news is an old reporters' game, but one perhaps 
played best here in Boston. I'd heard the raw anger of the fans the 
night before, and the resident writers told me that general wrath 
over the Sox' recent failings was deeper than it had ever been. The 
other local obsessions, the Bruins and the Celtics, have fallen from 
the heights of late, and in May and June expectations about the Sox 
were almost off the charts. Manny Ramirez, leading the league in 
batting and home runs, was living at the Ritz for a thousand dollars 
a day. Eddie Andelman, the veteran sports announcer on Boston's 
WEE!, announced a "Yankee Elimination" party on his show, and 
the call-ins went wild. The Sox had spent a hundred and ten million 
dollars in salaries this time around, the second-highest total in base
ball. The Sox had Nomar and Pedro. The Sox had to win. 

Why, amid such blighted memories, do I find Fenway such a 
benign baseball setting, and baseball happiness closer at hand here 
than anywhere else ? It can't just be the postcard setting: that dinky 
red peanut-and-cashew wagon plunk in the middle of Yawkey 
Way, or the patio street signs for sale inside the souvenir shop 
across the street (a Palazzo of Memorabilia) that say "Hideo Nomo 
Drive" (forty smackers), or the stunning not-for-sale poster in 
there depicting a skinny young Yaz, in those pinkish striped stock
ings, just finishing his swing. Inside the doomed park, an older 
souvenir stand by the front gate bears a "Red Sox Apparel" sign, 
and outdoors again, down by the players' parking lot, on Van Ness 
Street, the kid autograph hunters lie face down on the pavement, 
peering under the canvased-off chain-link fence, where they can 
pick up no more than an inch or two of the shoes of their arriving 
heroes or the make of the tires on their swollen S.U.V.s. "Mr. 
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Ramirez ! "  the kids cry out, shoving pens and baseball cards and 
pennants under the barrier. "Mr. Everett, Mr. Everett! " Fenway 
Park will be torn down before long-as soon as the sale of the club 
to one or another of the six current bidding consortiums is com
pleted, in the next few months, and the new management gets its 
act and its political connections (and its new general manager) to
gether and finds a spot to put up a nice modern five-hundred
million-dollar park with luxury suites and limo parking. One fan I 
know has begun a last-minute "muttering campaign," to persuade 
Jack Welch, the retired G.E. genius, to snap up the club. "Self-made 
Salem boy, fanatic fan, practitioner of tough love," his E-mail runs. 
"God knows they need something." 

I don't care that much. I will sign no petitions to save Fenway 
(I've been asked), and I don't believe that it's simply habit and an 
old green-walled brick ball yard and my faded memories of Yaz 
and the Kid and El Tiante that make Fenway work. I think it's pain 
and anger, and all the gruesome, farcical losses as well. Yankee Sta
dium sells you winning and nothing much else, but Fenway offers 
the full range-rage and sweetness and ridiculous remembering
and makes games here matter, however you groan or curse. 

The Saturday disappointment differed only in the barest de
tails from its predecessor. There was bright and blowy September 
weather this time, and a quicker insufficient lead for the home side: 
a solo homer by Trot Nixon, the first Boston batter of the day. You 
could almost hear the "uh-oh"s as the ball went out. Pedro Martinez 
and Orlando Hernandez held it right there for the next hour or so, 
while a nice little flow of K's and mannerisms accumulated in the 
sunshine. In the fifth, El Duque shouted "I got it ! "  while fielding a 
mini-pop by Mike Lansing-a magical tipoff, on the order of Patty 
Duke at the water pump, that he is bilingual at last. 

The convalescent Pedro took his leave after six, and the Sox un
ravelment built itself around a modest eighth-inning fly ball that 
was lost in the sun glare or the gusting breeze in short right field, 
good for the tying run in time, and Bernie Williams's ninth-inning 
homer, which reached the first row of seats in center. In two games, 
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the starters had nothing to show for their thirteen goose-egg in
nings, and the Sox trailed by eight in the East instead of a coulda
been four. Over. Sunday promised little more than a spicy pitchers' 
pairing-David Cone versus his Yankee replacement, Mike 
Mussina, who had signed on with the Bombers for $88.5 million 
over six years-but the quality of the game quickly put secondary 
distractions to one side. Mussina had pitched so well this year that 
a little more run support could have found him at Clemens's level, 
instead of his entering 13-11 .  Cone, for his part, had rediscovered 
himself at the Fens, bouncing back from his horrific, injury-marred 
4-14 record and that 6.91 earned-run blot last year. Adopting a 
mini-windup fashioned by Kerrigan, and waiting out a two months' 
sidelining with a shoulder inflammation, he found better results 
even while working within pitch limitations on his thirty-eight
year-old arm. He stood at 8-3 on this day, with the Boston rooters 
and interloper Yankee fans perhaps finding equal pleasure from the 
Sox' run of a dozen consecutive wins in starts of his this summer. 
As Cone said last year when things were going the other way for 
him, "Sometimes it's not how you pitch but which games you 
pitch that matter."  

This game-which would end up 1-0, Yankees, with the losing 
pitcher more or less in triumph and the winner in near-despair
will go straight into the Boston family storybook. Indeed, you can 
already savor the bitter, flushed-faced joy of future Back Bay 
grandpas and barflies when they come to the good part-the 
ninth-inning pinch-hit, two-out, two-strike single sailed into left 
center by Carl Everett for the first and only Sox hit of the evening, 
and the ruination of Mussina's masterpiece. "Sure, the Yankees won 
it, lad-what did you expect-but oh, my! "  

Mussina and Cone pitch with intensity and with the same lean
ing stillness while they take in the catcher's sign and begin their little 
back step. Mussina had such stuff and command this time that he 
rarely threw the knuckle curve that has been his signature. Nor, of 
course, did we see the deep courtier's bow of his that inaugurates a 
pitch with base runners aboard. He was brooding and hunched-a 
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man who wanted no news at all this day and almost got that wish. 
Nine of his eventual thirteen strikeouts went into the books in the 
first five innings-he struck out the side in the second-with most 
of the victims standing immobile as the dismissing ninety-plus fast
ball or the downflared two-seamer flicked by. 

Cone's work provided greater amusement, but mostly he 
avoided the high counts, bases on balls, or crisis innings that we 
have come to know so well. He throws more curves than sliders 
these days, and as always on a good Cone day you enjoyed his 
thinking almost more than the speed or slant of a given pitch-the 
wisdom of his four pitches just out of the strike zone to Tino Mar
tinez in the fourth, say, before he fanned Posada to end the inning. 
The game was going by in a rush, with the accruing edginess of the 
Mussina no-hitter and possible perfecto matched now by anxiety 
about Cone's pitch count and potential removal by attrition. Still 
no score. The Yankees, in fact, brought in no runs at all in the first 
seven innings of any game of their three-game sweep-another 
first, for any pair of teams, in the annals. 

Cone, visibly less by now, worked through an eighth inning of 
lowering troubles, with the quick Soriano on first after a lead-off 
single. Knoblauch went down with a fly ball and Jeter on a strike
out; Derek said later that his tottering wave at Cone's sidearmer 
was the worst swing of his professional career. With Soriano on sec
ond now, Bernie Williams stroked a high drive that was pulled in 
by Nixon a step in front of the center-field wall. The end-the first 
ending, that is-arrived predictably enough in the Yankee ninth, 
when the fill-in Boston second baseman, Lou Merloni, botched a 
hard-hit double-play grounder that would have closed the inning. 
Enrique Wilson's double brought in the run at last, and finished 
Coney for the day. At least he got the shot, having talked his man
ager into letting him go back out there and take what came: death 
by the bullet, not the bullpen. 

The building, no-hit, nobody-on melodrama by Mussina had 
been buzzed about and gabbled over in the stands all evening, be
cause it was Cone, of course, who had last turned the trick, two 
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years ago this past July, when he shut down the Montreal Expos on 
Yogi Berra Day at the Stadium, for the sixteenth such marvel on 
record. The coincidence added a flair of moral drama to the pro
ceedings, and now in the ninth Everett's two-out, 1-and-2-count 
single, struck off a third successive high fastball, was greeted by pa
thetically exulting Fenwayian cries. Mussina had got within two 
outs of a perfect game four years ago in Baltimore, but he had to 
come up here to be inaugurated into the Hall of Pain. 

No gleam of light has showed itself for the Red Sox since that 
day, and their season has trailed off into scandal and bottomless 
loss. A pitching coach (Kerrigan's successor) was fired moments 
after a losing game, more or less in full sight of the media, causing 
Garciaparra to mutter, "That's why nobody wants to fucking play 
here." The whine was delivered to a teammate but overheard and 
disclosed by a hovering writer, as has happened before in the play
ers' slummy little tenement. Pedro has continued to pitch, despite 
his subpar shoulder; he was taken out of his start in New York ten 
days ago, down by 3-2, after fifty-four pitches. No one in base
ball-well, no one outside of the Boston management-can un
derstand how a franchise arm could have been put at such risk. 

After winning a game at last, against Cleveland, the Red Sox 
dropped four more-"Again, a Crushing Defeat for Region" was 
the headline over a prior Shaughnessy column in the Globe-and 
trailed the Yankees by thirteen games before the Trade Center 
tragedy intervened. David Cone lost to Mussina once again, with 
the teams in New York, in a suspense-free 9-2 renewal. Coming off 
the field in the sixth after throwing a second home run of the day 
to Martinez (Tino drove in five runs, all told), David received a 
handsome, non-ironic standing 0 from the fans. He was gracious 
in the clubhouse: " It was very, very appreciated. I can't remember 
the last time I tipped my hat after giving up five runs." But his sea
son and his hopes of pitching in Fenway in the post-season had 
gone south, along with everyone else's, and it came out in time that 
he'd gone wild in the clubhouse after the accolade, throwing chairs 
and food around-a "snappage," in his lexicon. 
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Cone will be back next year-his great game up in Boston as
sures it':·-but I don't think it will be with the Red Sox. Losing him 
will be sad for the Fenwayites, but it fits nicely within the legend. 
He is bitterly disappointed about the collapse of the Red Sox, but 
loss, of course, is something these pros encounter almost every 
day. When Cone learned that the dour and inward Mike Mussina 
was still feeling the shock of Everett's killer single, he arranged to 
meet him at the Stadium, where he comforted him with a longer 
view. " It's not so bad to talk about a game like that after it's over," 
he explained to me. "You don't want to turn a masterpiece into a 
negative. It feels pretty good to be told that you were part of the 
best game played this year. " 

�-It didn't happen. Cone received no offers in the spring of 2002, and has begun a 

career as baseball broadcaster. 



Can You Believe It ? 

2001 

Come back, Shane Spencer. Baseball, taking its late leave after 
an astounding run of post-season games and a World Series cap
tured by the Arizona Diamondbacks in the last inning of the sev
enth and final game, is missed now like the passing of Christmas or 
a kid's hero in fadeout over the hill. Gone are the games and, this 
time, the telling of the games, as well. For a week or more while the 
Series was going on, friends encountered on the street here in New 
York or urgently heard from by telephone or E-mail began with 
"Wasn't that-" or "Could you believe it when-" and they'd tell 
you where they were when Tino Martinez tied up Game Four with 
his two-run homer, with two out in the ninth, or how they were 
still watching but had actually-can you believe it !-gone to bed 
and were almost asleep when Scott Brosius did exactly the same 
thing the next night: hit a two-out, two-run, game-tying shot off 
the same Diamondbacks closer. Then we were ready to jump back 
to Game Four again and Derek Jeter's tenth-inning mini-clinger, 
just into the right-field stands, which came in an at-bat that began 
just before midnight on October 31 st, and won the thing four min
utes later, in November. And did you catch that 1V shot of the guy 
in the stands, in the middle of all that screaming and jumping, hold
ing up a sign that said "Mr. November"?  Wasn't that something? 
Can you believe it? 

Baseball as melodrama, with the winning or tying runs arriving 
in sudden reversal in the bottom of the ninth inning, is the way 
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children or non-fans expect the games to go, but when it happened 
three times in this World Series, including the finale, it was the 
hardened fans and the players and coaches, and even the writers, 
who were dumbfounded, exchanging excited glances and shaking 
their heads after the latest stroke of the unlikely. Reggie Jackson, 
murmuring mostly to himself late in the Yankee clubhouse after 
Game Five, said, " I  don't understand it. It's unbelievable. I'm 
amazed." Winners' disbelief became endemic in the Series, at first 
afflicting the suave defending-champion Yankees, after they had 
swept their three games at the Stadium in adventure-comix fashion, 
and then the upstart Diamondbacks, at their resortlike Bank One 
Ballpark, in Phoenix, when they turned around Game Seven in its 
final instants. Their pair of runs against Mariano Rivera, the best 
closer in history, produced a 3-2 win and snatched away a fourth 
successive World Championship from the sovereign Yankees. In a 
different autumn, the defeat of the Yankees would have been the 
cause for fierce, exulting cries around the country, but this time, 
thanks to the events of September 1 1 th, these joys were tempered 
and orderly, and the Arizona turnabout became a continuation of 
the other two late-game miracles, back in New York, and a gift to 
fans and Americans everywhere. 

The last part of the story, still being told in exclamatory fash
ion by Arizona friends meeting in downtown Phoenix or Flagstaff 
or Tucson or Tempe, or at the mall or pool or corral, is the one that 
matters, of course. Trailing by 2-1, at the end of an improbable 
string of innings that had matched up two twenty-game winners
Roger Clemens and the D'Backs' ace or co-ace, Curt Schilling
and facing the imminent arrival of a Yankee hug-up on the field and 
another autumn-sunlight parade up Broadway, the newcomers 
pieced together three hits and a pair of bunts to topple the fabled 
and nearly untouchable Mariano. Yankee defense and Yankee 
pitching, the pillars of their recent empire, both failed in plain sight 
here, brought down by the Diamondbacks' courage and oppor
tunism. A lead-off Arizona single by the thirty-seven-year-old 
classicist Mark Grace, and the expected sacrifice bunt from Damian 
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Miller, which was thrown wild past second base by Rivera, brought 
the first pausing "Uh-oh"s up and down the Eastern time zone. 
Another bunt became a force-out at third, but the tying run was 
delivered on a broken-bat double stroked to right by shortstop 
Tony Womack. A different Rivera pitch, which barely brushed the 
hand of the new batter, Craig Counsell, may have been the killing 
mistake, in retrospect. With the bases loaded now and only one out, 
Joe Torre chose to have his infield play in, and the championship 
poke-a softly looped single by Luis Gonzalez onto the grass in 
short left-center, catchable by Jeter in the other configuration
brought Jay Bell flying in from third and sent the pompom-waving 
multitudes into frenzies of happiness. Home players, boiling out of 
the dugout, threw themselves into pigpiles around the infield, with 
the Yankees, for once, looking on in wintry silence. 

A word must be said here for Fox Sports' Tim McCarver, the 
stay-at-homes' seatmate at these big games, who looked at the left
hitting Gonzalez as he stood in against Rivera in this last at-bat of 
the year and expressed concern about Mariano's habit of pitching 
inside. "Left-handers get a lot of broken-bat hits into the shallow 
part of the outfield," he observed. "That's the danger of bringing the 
infield in with a guy like Rivera on the mound." No sooner said: 
Gonzalez, on his second swing, broke his bat and delivered the flare. 

Arizona fans are a little short on baseball lore-the franchise is 
four years old, and their World Championship is the quickest to 
arrive for any expansion team-but they did a lot of catching up in 
this game. The principals-the Yankee starter Roger Clemens; the 
averted-gaze, sleekly firing Rivera; the blond and long-chested 
Curt Schilling; and the six-foot-ten Randy Johnson, back in action 
as a late reliever and ultimate winner (he took three games in the 
Series, all told) a day after his smothering seven innings and hun
dred and one pitches in Game Six-had been in the news and on 
our minds throughout these games. Their presence, together here 
in the last act, gave them a mythic substantiality; they were like 
those gigantic Bread and Puppet Theatre heads you saw bobbing 
along in protest parades in the sixties. 
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Clemens, sweating ferociously in the eighty-seven-degree heat, 
with his minuscule, bunched-together features squinched into a 
knot of concentration, stared down every difficulty (he had men 
on base in every inning), struck out ten, and turned over a six-and
a-third-inning 1-1  tie on his departure. He had already delivered 
the dodgy, essential third game, back at Yankee Stadium, with a 
2-1 outing, pitched despite a strained and sore right hamstring, 
which brought the Yanks back from their early two-game deficit, 
and he looked like the hero here, and a strong choice as Most Valu
able Player. The ancient knock on Clemens has been that he 
doesn't do well in big games, but the canard should now expire. As 
manager Joe Torre put it, " I  don't think he will have to defend him
self again." 

Schilling (at 22-6 this year for the Diamondbacks) and Clemens 
(with his 20-3) were the first twenty-game winners to face off in a 
final Series game since 1985. Schilling's arrival in Arizona, in July of 
last year, after a massive trade with the Phillies, was a grand coup for 
the free-spending owner, Jerry Colangelo, a Phoenix developer, 
who had arrived in baseball on his own terms-"kicked in the 
door," as Schilling put it-and was determined to deliver a cham
pionship without the customary period of hangdog smiling and 
losing that most new owners endure. Randy Johnson, the left
handed Ionic column, had arrived as a free agent two seasons be
fore, signing on for $52.4 million over four years. He and Schilling 
simply panzered the National League this summer, accounting for 
forty-seven per cent of the team's wins, and winning nine of the 
pair's eleven starts in the playoffs. Johnson, who is thirty-eight, 
struck out three hundred and seventy-two batters in the course of 
his 21-6 summer, and has just picked up a third successive Cy 
Young Award; his opposite number is Clemens, who took the 
honor for the sixth time. 

Schilling, with that dominating jaw and rock-star pack of hair, 
is attractive and smart and-well, we can no longer say "over
assured," can we? Asked by a reporter about the "mystique and 
aura" of the Yankees, he said they sounded like a pair of strippers 
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to him. Back in September, he wrote a moving, widely distributed 
essay about America after the Trade Center attack. I retain a vivid 
picture of the complete-game 2-0 shutout that Schilling delivered 
for the Phillies against Toronto in the 1993 World Series, when he 
pitched on pure character in the late going, and betweentimes lay 
back on the bench like an expiring emir, his head hidden beneath a 
towel. He came into this Series announcing his availability as the 
starter for the first, fourth, and seventh games, and the efforts of his 
manager, Bob Brenly, to bring this about encouraged a rush of 
double-thinking and position-taking by the media. Benefitted by a 
9-1 Arizona waltz in the opener, Schilling did return on three days' 
rest for Game Four. Ahead by 3-1, in a strong performance, he was 
taken out after seven innings: a defensible logic, perhaps, right up 
to the moment when the Arizona closer Byung-Hyun Kim suf
fered that sudden incandescence at the hands of Tino Martinez. 
Brenly, staring down a roomful of second-guessers, admitted in a 
postgame interview that one of his reasons for the removal had 
been to save Schilling for a start in Game Seven, when and if. 

This did come to pass, as we know, but now the beleaguered 
skipper faced a trip on his knees to the top of one of the nearby 
peaks (a favorite Apache way of saying " I'm sorry") for permitting 
Curt to bat for himself in the seventh inning in the tied-up, 1-1 
final-and to cough up Alfonso Soriano's eighth-inning go-ahead 
homer. Brenly's last move of the year was Randy Johnson, whom 
he had kept in action in Game Six, the previous evening, for all 
those pitches, despite a 15-2 home-team lead. Dead wrong, said the 
writers to each other, except that the reappearing Randy-a spec
tre and a half to the Yankees' left-handed batters by now-deliv
ered four outs, and turned the proceedings over to his teammates in 
the ninth, who won it. No wonder managers hug everybody when 
the champagne begins to flow. What Brenly knew, of course, was 
that Johnson, a hard nut, had pulled off the same feat while pitch
ing for the Seattle Mariners in the American League divisional 
championships of 1995, when he came back on one day's rest after 
capturing the third game and stubbornly tacked on three more 
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innings for the win that eliminated the Yankees, of all people. Since 
then, the Yankees had emerged as winners in fourteen post-season 
series, including the last eleven in a row (a stretch of seventy-two 
games, all told) before they ran into Randy again in a significant 
game-but he had become a bad habit for them after all. 

The Diamondbacks showed confidence and fortitude in this 
Series (and some terrific plays around second base), and their de
served trophy, the first for any professional team in the Valley of 
the Sun, is being carried about to banquets and football games 
there, where it's touched and rubbed like a holy relic. Mark Grace 
and Matt Williams, the venerated infield corners, may feel the same 
way about their Series rings, when they arrive: the first for either 
one after their combined twenty-nine seasons in the show. 

In a less shadowed baseball autumn, there might be more time 
to think about a flurry of feats and farewells that turned up before 
the close of regular play. The celebrations of Cal Ripken Day in 
Baltimore were fervent. The pale-eyed god, retiring after twenty
one seasons, which had included that 2,632-consecutive-games 
wonder, 3,184 lifetime base hits, and nineteen consecutive All-Star 
Game appearances, waved to the fans from a slowly circling con
vertible, out beyond where Camden Yards groundskeepers had 
mowed his No. 8 into the outfield grass. There were gifts and tears 
and "whereas" es. When the Orioles ran out onto the field to begin 
the game against the Red Sox, first baseman Jeff Conine tossed the 
infield warmup ball toward Ripken, as usual, but this time threw it 
over by the stands-so that Cal had to run it down in foul terri
tory. When he turned around, there was no sign of his teammates. 
A different batch of Orioles-the lineup from August 12, 1981,  his 
very first start in the majors-had appeared from the third-base 
dugout: Rick Dempsey behind the plate, Eddie Murray at first, 
Rich Dauer at second, and Gary Roenicke, Al Bumbry, and Ken 
Singleton heading toward their positions around the outfield. There 
were empty places at shortstop, where the late Mark Belanger had 
held forth, and at third, where Ripken played back then. The 
middle-aged O's were in their ancient uniforms, and wore caps dis-
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playing that long-gone grinning-bird logo. And here came Earl 
Weaver, tiny and snowy-haired, walking up to the home-plate ump 
with his lineup card. Sensation. 

In San Diego, Tony Gwynn, the perennial Padre batting cham
pion, hung them up after twenty seasons and a lifetime .338. In San 
Francisco, the Giants' Barry Bonds, largely underappreciated as 
the best player of his time, took care of the slur with his seventy
three home runs, eclipsing Mark McGwire's once epochal seventy. 
(McGwire has just retired, unexpectedly departing at the age of 
thirty-eight because of chronic knee problems.) Bonds's season
long assault on the McGwire mark was almost quietly waged, be
cause he was so clearly and admirably engrossed in trying to help 
his team win, which used to be the main idea. Almost more im
pressive to his fellow-pros was Barry's .863 slugging average (total 
bases per at-bat) this year, which is tops in the books, ever. 

Attention must be paid also to Rickey Henderson, whose final 
hit of the year for the Padres put him into the three-thousand
lifetime-hits coterie. Henderson, of course, is the forever stolen
base champ: his 1 ,395 swipes puts him four hundred and fifty-seven 
ahead of the nearest pursuer, Lou Brock. This year, Rickey also 
went past Ty Cobb for most lifetime runs scored and Babe Ruth 
for most walks, but I prefer his all-time seventy-nine lead-off home 
runs, because each of them, if you think about it, so depressed and 
pissed off some pitcher. In his prime, with the vivid Oakland teams 
of the eighties, Henderson leading off first base was a twitchy, 
squinting packet of energy-you laughed at the sight-that drove 
the pitcher and the infielders to distraction. He became such a 
threat to the outcome of close games that more than one manager 
made the decision to walk the batter just ahead of him (with the 
bases empty, I mean) in order to clog his progress. Irritation be
came Henderson's life work, afflicting even his teammates along 
the way. After Rickey won a protracted argument with the Oak
land management over the payment of a million-dollar bonus clause 
in his contract in 1989, Athletics general manager Sandy Alderson 
heard that the transaction didn't seem to have cleared a bank. 



3 72 • Game Time 

Rickey, legend has it, had framed the check instead of cashing it, 
and had it up on a wall at home. 

Baseball's story this year will always turn back to Yankee Sta
dium, where the games for a time felt diminished and trivial after 
the September 1 1 th attack on the World Trade Center. Ceremonials 
and long minutes of silence, players in Fire and Police Department 
caps (and the "PAPD" version, for the Port Authority's cops), plus 
attending groups of policemen and firemen, vociferously cheered, 
greeted the resumption of play after a week's suspension, but the 
altered thoughts and fractured attention that each of us now bore 
didn't allow much fun to come through. When the Yanks dropped 
the first two games of the divisional playoffs to the headlong young 
Oakland A's, at the Stadium, I bade goodbye to them and their em
inent departing seniors in my heart, perhaps almost with relief that 
I wouldn't soon again be hearing "God Bless America" in these 
emotional settings. (How many other New Yorkers there, I'd asked 
myself, could remember breakfast times in the late sixties, an epoch 
away, when Larry Josephson, a host with the left-leaning radio 
station \VBAI, would do a little fund-raising by playing Kate 
Smith's "God Bless America" over and over again, non-stop, until 
his listeners had phoned in fifty bucks' worth of pledges, in self
defense?) 

And then, with the Yankees away in Oakland for the weekend 
games, pessimism took a sudden kick in the pants from Derek Jeter 
and his play up the first-base line in Game Three. With the Yanks 
clinging to a parlous 1-0 lead in the seventh (these series are three 
losses and out) and an Athletics base runner, Jeremy Giambi, lead
ing off first, Terrence Long drove a smash into the right-field cor
ner, where the ball was grabbed and flung plateward by Shane 
Spencer. His throw airmailed both cutoff men, Soriano and Mar
tinez, and was skipping aimlessly along when Jeter arrived from the 
middle of the diamond, snatched up the ball backhand, and in the 
same motion flipped it sidewise to catcher Jorge Posada, who 
tagged the flying Giambi on the back of his right leg a fraction be
fore his foot touched the plate. The feat takes longer in the telling 
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than the playing, but what was clear on the instant was that Giambi 
was out, that the Yankees would win, and that nobody at Network 
Associates Coliseum or anyplace else had ever seen this done be
fore. Electrifying and liberating, the play blew loose a gust of 
change and baseball happiness back in New York. Anything was 
possible now, even a couple of seconds of pure good news. 

The play has been memorized everywhere. When you rerun 
the footage, Jeter's presence on the right side of the diamond still 
startles, but Derek is at ease in this strange place. With his body 
bent double for the backhand grab, he starts the play running full 
tilt into foul ground, thirty feet from home, and finishes it like a 
tricky touch-football lateral. (One friend of mine saw a bucket
brigade shift and lean to Jeter's hand-along.) The flip, in any case, 
perfectly leads Posada, putting the ball into his mitt with his arms 
extended, at a juncture where he can complete the sweep and tag in 
the same motion. If the throw arrives a few inches closer to his 
body, the play becomes a catch and a lunge, and the runner is al
ready past him. Giambi should have slid-he would have been safe 
if he had-but he didn't. 

The play unsettled or even undid the Athletics, who did not 
distinguish themselves in their swiftly following run of losses: a 
9-2 beating the next day (in which their cleanup batter, Jermaine 
Dye, weirdly suffered a broken left tibia with his own tipped foul); 
and, back at Yankee Stadium again the very next day, their error
strewn 5-3 elimination. Jeter delivered two hits in this game, and 
fell on his back into a front-row box beyond third base in the 
eighth while completing an outlandish catch. The bleacher fans had 
not been on hand in Oakland, but now they gave him their all
the full "Der-ek JEET-AH ! "  over and over. With the next stage for 
the Yanks assured, the first sense of a different text or script for 
New York was in the air. 

Jeter keeps rearriving. He is twenty-seven, with six full seasons 
and one base hit short of twelve hundred to his credit-the most 
for anyone in baseball since 1996. Casting back to decide which of 
his rivals among the great current generation of shortstops might 
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also have been capable of the relay play out in Oakland, I come up 
with the Indians' Omar Vizquel, but I don't think he would have 
imagined it. 

Joe Torre said, "This kid, with that play the other day, thinks 
cool in hot situations. And making that play, he never has any re
gard for putting his body in peril or being embarrassed with a bad 
swing. We have a number of them, but he's a true leader at a very 
early age." 

The Seattle Mariners, who will have but a cameo role in this ac
count, tied a record with their hundred and sixteen wins this sum
mer but contrived to turn up at the Stadium two down in the 
American League Championship Series, after strong performances 
by Andy Pettitte, Mike Mussina, and Rivera out at Safeco Field. 
The clubs now exchanged lopsided wins in the third and fifth 
games, the last a 12-3 elimination party by the Yankees. What 
deserves remembrance is the middle, fourth game, an austere clas
sic that has been dimmed a bit by the World Series. The gimpy 
Clemens and his successor, Ramiro Mendoza, had between them 
given up only a lone single when Bret Boone delivered a homer 
with two out in the eighth, for the first run of the game. This was 
the evening when the Yankees' extreme debility at the plate
which was to finish them off in the end-fully showed itself, as 
they found themselves unable to bring home any of the eight bat
ters walked by the Mariners' Paul Abbott. But heigh-ho, no matter: 
here came Bernie Williams, with his one-out, full-count homer 
against Arthur Rhodes, to tie things up again in the eighth, and 
then Alfonso Soriano, the rookie second baseman, to win it with a 
two-run walk-off job in the ninth. Magical. 

Bronx fans had a party the next night, when their guys blew 
out the visitors, with some old Yankee icons-Paul O'Neill, Bernie 
Williams, and Tino Martinez-each contributing a home run. The 
Mariners' celebrity star Ichiro Suzuki was a bust in these games, re
peatedly driven off the plate by inside pitching, and the Seattle ex
press, gone now without much of a struggle, would not threaten 
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the famous hundred and twenty-five total wins (regular-season 
plus post-season victories) rung up by these same Yankees in 1998. 
"Hey-hey-hey, goodbye! "  sang the top-deck fans, to the old "Sha
na-na" strains, while the lower stands, for no reason, fell to chant
ing "Hip hip Jor-hay! Hip hip Jor-hay! "  during a Posada at-bat, 
throwing their arms up like cheerleaders. With the World Series 
gained once again and an extra week or more of New York baseball 
guaranteed, the bleacherites stayed on after the game ended, point
ing and cheering when Joe Torre went over to Rudy Giuliani's box, 
next to the home dugout, and escorted the Mayor-a devout Yan
kee fan, a guy who stays on until the end of the game-onto the 
field with the other heroes. 

Seattle manager Lou Piniella, a classy gent, told the writers 
how he'd looked around at the yowling and stomping fans as they 
disported themselves after the Yankees' horrid bat-around sixth, 
even taunting his club with "Overrated! Overrated ! "  and almost 
wanted to cheer a little, too. "I thought, Boy, this city has suffered 
a lot, and tonight they let out a lot of emotions, " he said. "I  felt 
good for them, I really did-and that's a strange thought to come 
from a manager who's getting his ass kicked." 

What Piniella felt about New York was shared, I believe, by 
fans and casual baseball watchers everywhere this fall, and perhaps 
even by some who have but a passing awareness of baseball. The 
Yankees are famous symbols for the city, of course, but only in a 
Steinbrennerian, overdog sort of way. This particular Yankee team, 
however, is very well known, thanks to its continuity of players
the center core of Paul O'Neill, Tino Martinez, Scott Brosius, 
Derek Jeter, Bernie Williams, Chuck Knoblauch, Andy Pettine, 
and Mariano Rivera, who go back nearly half a decade together
and to their hundreds of accumulated hours on national television. 
Their smallest mannerisms are familiar to countless Americans, 
who this year may have been seeing them, even without knowing 
it, as home folks-the only New York family on their radar. The 
Yankee players had been on the scene, so to speak, on the morning 



3 76 • Game Time 

of September 1 1 th, when the bad news for the country arrived, and 
how they felt and how they would fare now mattered. And mil
lions here in the city felt the connection: the Yanks were us. 

President Bush threw the ceremonial first pitch of Game Three 
for a strike, from the full distance, and the Yankees and the weather 
seemed to take it from there. Arizona's veteran-loaded assemblage 
had been assuring themselves that the clamor and history of the 
old ballpark wouldn't bother them, but the chilly, swirling Bronx 
breezes felt unfair. Foul balls sailed sidewise out of reach, back by 
the screen, while Diamondback infielders bumped into each other 
on routine pops, and their discomfited pitchers let fly with three 
wild pitches. Our wind, the fans felt, pumping their fists into it. 
Clemens, defending a 1 -1 score, pitched on undistracted, and Yan
kee defense produced a diving grab by Soriano in the sixth that 
saved a run, and, just afterward, a skidding backhand catch by 
Spencer in left field, as he collared Matt Williams's rocket. The Yan
kees' go-ahead run in the bottom half, delivered by Brosius, was 
hailed by cowbells and flying bits of paper, and soon came Rivera 
to nail things down. Almost a great game. 

It was Halloween the next night, when Game Four produced 
the first of Byung-Hyun Kim's bitter disappointments. Spencer 
this time threw a runner out at home, on a super play, but the in
domitable Arizonas were ahead, by 3-1,  in the ninth when Tino 
Martinez, with Paul O'Neill on base after a single, hit Kim's first 
offering over the wall in center. Kim is a submariner, but Tino 
had gone into the clubhouse video room here to study his slants 
against the earlier batters. He looked for a rising fastball on the 
first pitch, and jumped on it. Derek Jeter, by contrast, took an out
side Kim offering into the short-right-field seats for that winning 
blow in the tenth, and flew into home plate like a descending 
parachutist. 

The "Wow"s and "No way"s echoing down the Stadium ramps 
and around the clubhouse as well were so loud that it was a while 
before I remembered that Orlando Hernandez, who had started 
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the game and pitched eloquently in his six and a third innings, had 
held out a philosopher's promise of an ending like this . Talking via 
an interpreter on Tuesday afternoon, a day before his start, he de
clined to discuss his previous autumn triumphs and adventures 
with the Yankees. "It doesn't really do anything," El Duque said, 
"but on Thursday, God willing"-Thursday had just arrived
"we'll be able to speak about tomorrow's game." 

Diamondback rooters will have to make do with a tinged and 
perhaps parochial closing view of these proceedings, which now 
takes us aboard the No. 4 Lexington Avenue Express one last time, 
headed uptown for Game Five. Late autumn and the imminent end 
of baseball bring a particular blackness and sense of foreboding to 
the Stadium, with its dark backgrounds and blue facings. The fans 
are bundled in their winter gear, and the serried rows of faces have 
a mushroomy hue. Not much optimism had carried over from 
the midnight events that tied up the Series, and the Diamondbacks' 
fresh 2-0 advantage-two solo home runs in their fifth, against 
Mussina-felt insurmountable. The Yankee batters couldn't do 
much against Miguel Batista, a determined journeyman righty, and 
the fans fell into souvenir bouts of cries and applause for Paul 
O'Neill, who was retiring when the Series ended, and for Martinez 
and Brosius and Knoblauch and perhaps even El Duque, who might 
not be back again, either. When the ninth arrived, I said goodbye to 
colleagues in the auxiliary press box (I wasn't going to Phoenix) 
and moved a few yards along to the main box, where I could stand 
behind the back row and then make a quick jump along to the ele
vators and the clubhouses when the last out arrived. I was still there 
when Brosius, coming up to bat against the selfsame Kim (what 
was he doing here, anyway?) with two outs and Posada on second, 
swung his bat and insistently threw both hands into the air. Jump
ing a little myself, I saw more than a hundred writers and colum
nists look up from their computer screens and game stories, and 
then down again as they unanimously and professionally punched 
in "Del" or "Cancel" or "Shit ." We were tied again, lightning had 
struck twice, and Kim, who had cringed down to his knees as the 
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Brosius shot went out, was being comforted by his infielders, with 
Mark Grace hugging him like a dad. 

The mini-game that now transpired required an extra graf or 
two from the writers for Soriano's horizontal dive and catch, with 
the bases loaded in the eleventh, when he snaffled Reggie Sanders's 
low drive in the webbing of his mitt to save a couple of runs. But 
Brenly was down to the bottom of his bullpen, and Soriano's single 
to right in the twelfth brought in Knoblauch, with the winning run 
and the amazing three-night sweep. 

"It's 'Groundhog Day,' " Joe Torre said. " I  don't know what's 
. 

" gomg on. 
This replica last-gasp Yankee win and their brief but doomed 

lead in the Series weren't the only things to take home at the end. 
From the eighth inning on, the bleacher fans and then the entire 
right side of the Stadium delivered an extended homage to their 
dour and departing neighbor, Paul O'Neill. Nothing started this, 
not a catch or a play-they'd saved up for the moment. "Paulie! " 
came the deep chant. "Paulie ! "  It went on for long minutes, with a 
spontaneous "clap-clap, clapclapclap" echo thrown in after each 
proclamation, and the name corning in booming, incised block let
ters now: "PAUL OH NEILL! "  . . .  "PAUL OH NEILL! "  

He looked up at the fans from the field, twisting his head to one 
side as if to acknowledge what was going on but without throwing 
out anything as blatant as a wave. When the half-inning ended, he 
tipped his cap from in front of the dugout. " I'm thinking, What's 
the right thing to do here?"  he said later. "We were still losing the 
game." 

I've written often and at length about O'Neill's line drives and 
flung helmets and scarifying at-bats-scarifying to him, of course
and it sometimes startled me that people I knew continued to mis
read him, and to find his self-absorption annoying or egocentric. 
But those grimacing scowls, I always felt, came from a sense of 
rigor and duty he had imposed upon himself. Shy and driven, and 
privately religious, he believed he'd been given a tremendous gift, 
which he had to repay with each game and inning and at-bat. His 
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teammates and his family sometimes tried to kid him about the 
doom and gloom, but he never let himself up. One of his four 
brothers, Robert, called his sister Molly (the oldest sibling) last 
summer in the middle of a 1-for- 17 drought of Paul's, and said, "I 
just heard from Happy-calling from the George Washington 
Bridge. He said the jump was looking better and better." In his self
flagellating desire, O'Neill reminded me of Carl Yastrzemski, who 
never gave himself a day off, either. Yaz had more talent than Paul 
and could carry his Red Sox team for days on end, but for me and 
those folks around right field O'Neill summed up this particular 
Yankee club, which made such a serious business out of winning, 
and did it for so long. 

Standing in front of his locker when the game was over-and 
for once looking younger than his years-O'Neill said, "We've 
done all we can possibly do in this Stadium. We left it all on the 
field." 

I'm not sure whether another bunch of players will come along 
whom we can follow with the unstinting interest and affection that 
we gave to this elite group, or even whether baseball, when spring 
comes back, will seem worth caring about again. I doubt that it will 
offer the balm that these Yankee games did, but, as Fats Waller used 
to say, "One never knows, do one?" 



Takes : The Purist 

2002 

Ted Williams has been gone for a couple of months now, but he 
remains in mind, unchanged by his final stat. He'd played his last 
game with the Red Sox more than forty years ago, but generations 
of fans too young to have seen him play attached themselves avidly 
to the legends-his over-.400 batting average in 1941 ,  which he 
risked by disdaining to sit out a doubleheader on the final day, and 
collected six hits, for a triumphant .406; his capering dance around 
the bases after his walk-off home run in the All-Star Game that 
same year; his extended tours of duty as a Navy fighter pilot in the 
Second World War and then with the Marines in Korea, where he 
flew some of his missions as wingman to John Glenn; the home run 
into the stands at Fenway Park on his last career at-bat, in 1960, 
which became the centerpiece of a Homeric account of the event 
by John Updike, "Hub Fans Bid Kid Adieu." 

Great feats become fixed and bronzed in the aura of many old 
sports heroes-Joe DiMaggio was a walking effigy by the time 
he'd reached his fifties-but Ted stayed in the present tense, even 
in old age, and became something like a family connection, a wild 
old in-law or famous cousin, to countless New Englanders, not all 
of them baseball fans. Modern-day players felt the same way. At 
the ceremonies before the 1999 All-Star Game, in Fenway Park, 
Williams threw out the first pitch from the front of the mound (at 
eighty, and enfeebled by a stroke, he was in a golf cart), and was 
detained out there afterward, surrounded by present and recent su-
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perstars-Tony Gwynn, Nomar Garciaparra, Mark McGwire, 
Sammy Sosa, Larry Walker-who'd clustered forward to shake his 
hand and stand near him. The P.A. announcer begged the celebrities 
to take their seats, but they were like kids who'd waited all morn
ing for an autograph; they didn't want the moment to end. 

Wanting to know him and waiting to extend the visit was 
something I knew about. When he talked about hitting it was as if 
you and he were equals in the exciting debate. He was never lofty 
about it, despite his lifetime .344 batting average, five hundred and 
twenty-one homers, and .482 lifetime on-base percentage (the best 
ever), plus the ghostly speculative numbers that could be tacked 
onto his totals had he not missed the better part of five seasons 
while in the service. He appeared to remember baseball first-hand, 
without sadness or sentimentality, and he became young again 
when he talked about it. (More on Ted Williams-continuing the 
visit, so to speak-appears in the next chapter.) 

Williams and I became friends when we discovered that each of 
us had a son named John Henry, and we always asked about the 
opposite J.H. whenever we hadn't seen each other for a while. 
We'd just gotten this over with once again at the Red Sox spring 
camp in Winter Haven-this was in 1985, and we were sitting on a 
bench in right field-when Ted said, "You remember how I'm 
down here working with our young guys in the system, trying to 
get something going in their heads about hitting?" 

I said yes, I'd written about this a few springs ago, and 
Williams said, "Well, I don't live too far from here, so it's no big 
deal for me to come back again in July or August and see the kids 
playing with our team here. I know which ones are worth checking 
back on. I know the ones that should be hitting up around .280 or 
.300, now they've got their feet wet, and which you look to to 
begin driving the ball, but you know what I find? They're all down 
around .245 or .260 and they've forgotten everything we ever 
talked about. You know why?" 

He was indignant, his chin in the air. 
"Why, Ted?" I asked. 
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"They're fucking their brains out," he said. "They're just kids 
but they're all married, and the ones that aren't have got somebody 
living in with them, so it's like they're married. They're just think
ing of that one thing. Roger, do you remember the kind of year I 
had the year before I came up with the Red Sox. I didn't do too bad 
that summer, did I ?" 

"No, Ted,"  I said, wondering where this was going. "You had a 
super year, there in Minneapolis. Everybody'd heard about you, 
even before you arrived."  (He'd batted .366 with the Millers in 
1938, the best in the American Association, and also led the league 
in home runs, runs batted in, and runs scored.) 

"And I didn't have too bad of a year that first year with the Red 
Sox, did I ?"  

"No, it was a great year." (Williams batted .327 in  1939, his 
opening summer at Fenway Park, and led the league with 145 runs 
batted in.) 

"Roger," the Splinter said, "I didn't get laid for the first time 
until the All-Star Game break of my second year in the majors. I 
was thinking about hitting." 



Kiss Kiss, Bang Bang 

2002 

Before the Anaheim Angels ran onto the field for home ball
games this fall, you heard the loudspeakers at Edison Field putting 
out "Back in the Saddle Again," but the hokey touch may not fit 
them much longer. The Angels, who went forty-one years without 
qualifying for a single inning of World Series play, unexpectedly 
stand as World Champions, and the shade of Gene Autry should 
be allowed to dismount at last. The founding owner of the 1961 ex
pansion club became known throughout the sport as "the Cow
boy," and the brave smile he sustained through the endless back 
trails of baseball fatuity (he died in 1998, at ninety-one) made 
everyone hope for a pennant for him someday. Now it's happened. 
Jackie Autry, his widow, produced his white cowboy hat at the on
field award ceremonials after the team put down the San Francisco 
Giants, 4-1 , in the seventh and deciding World Series game, and 
waved it for the exulting scarlet-clad home crowd. It was like George 
Steinbrenner brandishing Babe Ruth's bow tie, only sweeter. The 
team has belonged to Disney since 1996, but it's up for sale, at a 
suddenly improved price. Michael Eisner, there on the same stand 
with the commissioner and the rest of the brass, wore an Angels 
cap, but appeared stunned under its curved brim; a year ago, the 
Angels finished forty-one games back in their division. 

This was the noisiest World Series to date, with the California 
fans endlessly whacking those scarlet or black-and-orange plastic 
ThunderStix together (the sound is like a shipment of tin pails 
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falling downstairs), and the teams knocking out a hundred and 
forty-two hits and a record twenty-one homers and eighty-five 
runs. Although the rivals tied or reversed the lead six times during 
the Series, and four of the games were settled by one run-the An
gels took the last two, at home, to grab the title-the humiliation 
of both sets of starting pitchers (their combined 7.82 earned-run 
average set another Series record) deprived the games of the anx
ious silences and sense of foreboding that accompany a classic. This 
was another action movie, all bangs and blasts, with the Angels' 
affinity for the retributive big inning providing one main plotline, 
and Barry Bonds, a monstrous Vaderish force looming up again 
and again in the middle of the Giants' batting order, the other. Ter
rific entertainment, and undemanding. 

This was not much like last year's Series, one of the best of all, 
in which the Yankees produced those two last-gasp home runs at 
the Stadium, and led the Arizona Diamondbacks in the bottom of 
the ninth inning of the seventh game, out in Phoenix-of course, 
America was thinking-before the defense and Mariano Rivera 
came unglued and cost the Yanks a fourth straight championship. 
This year's Yankees, again easy winners in the American League 
East, disappeared quickly, going down to the wild-card Angels in 
the divisional playoffs, in four games. Back-to-hack eighth-inning 
home runs by Garret Anderson and Troy Glaus took away a game 
in the Bronx that El Duque had seemed to have safely in hand; out 
west, where the even-up elimination was resumed, a 6-1 Yankee 
lead dissolved while the batters were swinging feebly at the fiery 
sliders of a twenty-year-old rookie reliever named Francisco Ro
driguez. The next day, Doomsday, the Angels ran off ten hits and 
eight runs in the fifth: the biggest one-inning October outburst in 
seventy-three years. Adios, empire. 

When the debacle was picked over, much blame fell upon the 
losing Yankee starters-Andy Pettitte had lasted three innings, 
Mike Mussina four, and David Wells departed after a seven-hit bar
rage in the fifth-but the Angels batters did similar heavy damage 
to the Twins' pitchers in the next post-season stage, and to the Gi-
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ants after that. All three celebrity pitchers are in their thirties, while 
Roger Clemens, who started the first game and departed in the 
sixth, long before the Yankees' winning rally, is forty. Age may not 
have been the only problem, though. Patience, stout pitching, and 
a strong defense have been the cinder blocks of the splendid Yankee 
edifice, but they were rarely in evidence this time around. The 2002 
Yankees hit a lot of home runs-more than any other team in the 
American League except the Texas Rangers-but also struck out 
the most. It was the Angels, you began to see, who kept showing a 
useful aversion to the K. 

As the Yankees began to slip behind in the games out west, it 
seemed to me that they had taken on a weird resemblance to their 
remarkable second baseman, Alfonso Soriano, who set all sorts of 
franchise records this year as a lead-off man but lost his stroke in 
the late-September going while he lunged and flailed after a fortieth 
home run, to go with his forty-one stolen bases. Soriano is stub
bornly impulsive-he managed only twenty-three bases on balls 
in seven hundred and forty-one plate appearances-and it's time 
someone convinced him that the home run and the free pass are 
part of the same idea. Barry Bonds, for instance. When Bonds' sea
son ended, someone noticed that his all-time hundred and ninety
eight bases on balls plus nine plunkings by the pitchers taken alone 
gave him a higher on-base percentage than Soriano's entire offen
sive output. Or maybe Alfonso will have noticed the smaller, much 
less talented Angels lead-off guy, David Eckstein, who said during 
the Series, " I  enjoy fouling off pitches. I definitely like to have at 
least a six-pitch at-bat. I hate the first-pitch strike, second-pitch 
groundout." Paul O'Neill used to work on the pitchers this way
you loved watching him-but this year it was the other guys who 
remembered the knack. 

Old fans and columnists, not all of them in Boston, have been 
whining about the recent domination of the Yankees and the At
lanta Braves (who have made it into post-season play for eleven 
straight seasons) and that tilted playing field which is said to favor 
the oversalaried big-market clubs-except maybe in Queens. 
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Friends of mine were crowing when the Yankees and the Braves 
and the wealthy, defending-champion Diamondbacks all went 
down together in the first round of post-season play, and there was 
a wider delight when the Minnesota Twins, who had once been 
scheduled for "contraction"-a euphemism for corporate death
by Commissioner Bud Selig, easily won their Central division and 
then upset the Oakland Athletics in the divisionals. But these same 
purists, handed a World Series that unexpectedly matched up two 
vivid wild-card teams with a combined salary total that equals the 
Yankees' hundred-and-seventy-million-dollar top, showed a sud
den affinity for "The West Wing" or wrestling or an early bedtime. 

What the snoozers missed was a jamboree of offense, sustained 
by semi-familiar combatants-barring Barry-who quickly im
pinged on the imagination. Tens of thousands of grownup Califor
nians brandished stuffed monkeys, screaming for another rally, and 
surrendered themselves blissfully to a new, Nipponized style of 
rooting. The Angels played only three games at the Stadium this 
summer, thanks to the unfortunate new unbalanced schedule, but it 
didn't take much effort now for me to begin sorting them out: the 
slashing, overeager Eckstein-a "gnat," to his manager, Mike 
Scioscia-who requires a full-body, Little League sort of heave to 
get the ball over from short to first; the pink-bearded Darin Erstad 
holding out his vertical bat at the pitcher like an artist measuring 
perspective on his brush; Tim Salmon settling into his lounge-chair 
posture at the plate; and the suave Garret Anderson, a superstar in 
hiding (everyone says this, but the epithet sticks), with a late, calm, 
left-handed swing that makes you squirm with pleasure. These 
and other Angels regulars-the young third-baseman slugger Troy 
Glaus, second baseman Adam Kennedy, and first baseman Scott 
Spiezio-sometimes projected the large, earnest blandness of a 
suburban high-school football team, and you had to look into the 
bullpen to find the bristly or creepy antidote: right-hander Bren
dan Donnelly staring at his catcher through his grasshopper-eye 
spectacles; Ben Weber's windup-toy, Tik-Tok of Oz delivery; the 
pallid and squinting closer, Troy Percival; and the Olmec-visaged 
phenom Francisco Rodriguez. 
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On the Giants' side, the recurrent Barry at times appeared to 
blot out the rest of the lineup on presence alone, but when his at
bats were over, one way or another, here came the banged-up thirty
seven-year-old catcher, Benito Santiago, once again burdened with 
insult after another intentional base on balls to Bonds, or with an
ticlimax after another Bonds homer. Benito has pizzazz-his shar
pei face is framed by diamond earrings, and columns of tattooed 
Japanese ideographs crawl down his right arm-and his winning 
two-run homer in the eighth inning of the fourth National League 
Championship game, against the Cardinals, which followed a well
booed pass to Bonds, was the populist clinger of the year in San 
Francisco. 

Another rookie pitcher for the Angels was twenty-four-year
old John Lackey, who was allowed to start the critical seventh game 
of the World Series, and won it after delivering five innings of 
heavy-breathing, furiously concentrated effort, in which he gave 
up four hits and a lone run. Excellent work, but I found almost 
more satisfaction in the luck of Chad Zerbe, a thirty-year-old left
handed reliever, who happened to be the pitcher of record for the 
Giants in the sixth inning of Game Five, just before they blew open 
a 16-4 Iaugher, to go ahead in the Series for the last time. Five years 
ago, he was pitching for the Sonoma County Crushers, in the in
dependent Western League, a back hallway of baseball, and some
times rode the team bus on a twelve-hour run north to play against 
the Tri-City Posse, in Pasco, Washington. Neither Nolan Ryan nor 
Juan Marichal nor Pedro Martinez has a World Series "W" attached 
to his name, but now Chad Zerbe does. 

Before we get on with this California Series-think of it as 
Stanford vs . U.C.L.A.-a U-turn can swing us back to the regular 
season and quickly out again. It will go down as a dreary one in 
most fans' recollections. The death of the thirty-three-year-old 
Cardinals starter Darryl Kile, on June 22nd, who died in his sleep 
from an undiagnosed heart disorder while the team was in Chicago, 
threw a shadow across the games. Somehow these Tony La Russa 
Cards kept themselves together, capturing the National League 
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Central Division, and when they brushed past the Diamondbacks 
in the Divisional playoffs, with astounding successive victories over 
Randy Johnson and Curt Schilling, the coming reward of the 
World Series felt-to me and to most fans, I believe-like no less 
than their due. But what is due is often not done, and it was the 
Giants who got there instead, after a seven-game playoff. Bright 
expectations also hung about the Oakland Athletics (and their 
shortstop and coming M.V.P., Miguel Tejada), who ran off a 
thrilling record streak of twenty straight wins in August and Sep
tember, and won the tough American League West, only to fall be
fore the Twins, of all people, in the pennant elimination. It was the 
third straight year in which the A's, a tender birch, had shrivelled 
and cast their leaves in the first cold of October. 

Locally, the last-place Mets outdid themselves in futility by not 
winning a single home game in August. They will go on from here 
without manager Bobby Valentine, who was fired after the season 
ended; his successor, Art Howe, the recent and successful skipper 
of the Oakland Athletics, has been greeted with extreme coolness 
by croakers in the Greek-chorus media swarm. This was also a 
summer of apprehensions and ironies surrounding the ancient 
labor dispute. Boredom and irritation became the prime baseball 
currency, right up to the morning of August 30th, when a surprise 
settlement was announced. The strike was averted by some mini
mal give-and-take between the same old parties, in the face of 
widespread fan protests and editorial rumblings over the spectacle 
of an overexpanded but cable-enriched three-and-a-half-billion
dollar monopoly and an elite labor force that averaged just under 
two and a half million dollars in salary headed for their ninth work 
stoppage in three decades. The new agreement will require all clubs 
to share thirty-four per cent of their net local revenues in an evenly 
divided pool, and increases a luxury tax on the highest-spending 
clubs, but the ceasefire left an empty taste, more Diet Coke than 
Mumm's. Some of the blame for this derives, I think, from Major 
League Baseball's gooey glorifications of bygone heroes, and its 
lack of imagination in publicizing the vigor and unpredictability of 
the game itself. 
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Ted Williams, who died in July at the age of eighty-three, went 
out with almost a liberating rush of national affection, a joyful sad
ness. There was also a distracting-well, astounding-Page Six 
sort of sidebar to the obituaries, when it came out that his son John 
Henry had arranged to have his body cryogenically frozen, to pre
serve Ted's DNA or batting eye for possible resurrection or some
thing. Later on, I saw a newspaper piece about a psychic who was 
trying to reach Ted out there, to discuss the bizarreness. But Ted 
Williams is beyond this, in every sense. His electric energy when 
batting or talking about batting is its own preservative. No one else 
took such lively interest in the work, or carried it off with such 
flair, and fans who got to see him up at the plate a few times sensed 
in some degree that they had been admitted to an inner circle of 
difficulty and pleasure. The picture of Ted batting is burned deep 
into the collective New England memory: the youthful, intelligent 
gaze switching from his bat to the pitcher and back again; the loos
ening shrug he gave his limbs and shoulders as he stepped in; the 
lightly bent knees and tilted head; and the bat held well up behind, 
completing a tall vertical line at plate-side-from foot to knee to 
elbow to chin to bat tip-that defined for the pitcher the dimen
sions of the chilling task at hand. His right-front shoulder drooped 
as the pitcher's motion began (he batted left, of course), putting the 
bat still farther back, but your attention now swerved to his lead 
hip, which had cocked and turned even as he strode forward, so 
that his body, now moving swiftly toward the pitch, simultane
ously coiled and twisted away. The extended swing (if he chose to 
swing) would start a fraction late but then catch up, reaching full 
power as his hands and arms drove through the ball. But that hip
cock was the whole trick: it made you smile even as you drew in 
your breath. It kept him loose-there was a touch of cha-cha-cha 
there-and it provided that extra beat of time which hitters call the 
prime ingredient of a sound swing. He'd given himself a chance. 

Williams had a great eye for the strike zone-he famously 
wouldn't offer at a pitch that was a millimeter in or away-and 
when his book "My Turn at Bat"{ written with John Underwood), 
came out in 1969, we fans studied its mesmerizing cover: a color 
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photograph of Ted at the plate, with a diagram before him that 
showed seventy-seven baseballs exactly filling the rectangle of the 
strike zone. The balls were in different colors, ranging from gray to 
yellow to ochre to green, and then to deep red for three stacked 
baseballs in the middle of the zone. Each of the balls in the photo
graph also had a batting average of likelihood printed on it, from 
.230 on the whitish gray pitch farthest down and away, to a purple 
bottom inside-corner sphere at .250, and then ranging on up to 
.400 for those three crimson gophers. Williams himself had con
ceived the diagram and presided over its printing, and everyone be
lieved that it represented a chart inside his head that he consulted 
each time he stepped in. "Get a good pitch to hit" was his mantra 
and he repeated it all his life. 

Each year, we fans hold on to the vision of a few plays or 
pitches, to keep us warm in the winter, and for me these include 
Jason Giambi's rainy fourteenth-inning grand-slam home run 
against the Twins at the Stadium, which ended the game with a 
13-12 victory; and a catch at Fenway Park by the Athletics' Ter
rence Long, who reached deep into the right-center-field bullpen 
in full stride to snatch back a shot by Manny Ramirez. In July, the 
Minnesota center fielder Torii Hunter was struck in the side by a 
pitch thrown by the Indians' Danys Baez during a Twins-Indians 
game in Cleveland. Writhing, Hunter spotted the ball still in the 
dirt, and unexpectedly grabbed it up and fired back, nailing Baez in 
the groin. The play, even the thought, was new to me, and I looked 
for it as one of the entries in baseball's "Memorable Moments," a 
much touted M.L.B.-MasterCard promotion that took up thirty 
minutes of prime time before the fourth game of the World Series, 
in San Francisco, but in vain. The No. 1 memorable moment, it 
turned out, was Cal Ripken's consecutive-games streak, which was 
never exactly a moment, if you think about it. Nor was Lou 
Gehrig's teary farewell speech, nor Jackie Robinson's breaking 
baseball's ancient color bar, the fifth- and third-rated entries, respec
tively, in the contest. Oddly, the ten finalists did not include Bobby 
Thomson's pennant-winning Polo Grounds home run in 1951, or 
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Carlton Fisk's killer twelfth-inning blow against the Reds in 1975, 
or the moment when someone on the promotional side of things 
first decided that what the pastime really needed was more on-the
field pageantry and honorings, to break baseball's old habit of slow 
but remorseless action. George Frazier, a fabled style-setting colum
nist for the Boston Globe, once observed that the warm-weather 
sport does not include a half-hour pause in which people march 
out onto the field and throw sticks in the air, but now Bud Selig has 
taken away that joke, among others. 

Barry Bonds, of course, was the central event of this season, just 
as he was last year, when his seventy-three home runs wiped out 
Mark McGwire's briefly epochal seventy. Bonds' forty-six round
trippers this time elevated him to a lifetime six hundred and thirteen; 
he trails only his godfather Willie Mays, Babe Ruth, and Hank 
Aaron on this list. Bonds is thirty-eight years old, and perhaps three 
outstanding seasons away from Hank's all-time seven hundred and 
fifty-five. It will be a stretch for him, but Bonds has been startling 
us for some time now. For me, his latest achievement, a .370 batting 
average, which won him the National League batting title by more 
than thirty points, ranks among his rarer feats. Those bases on balls, 
taken with his hits, not only gave him the new one-season on-base
percentage mark, of .582, but meant that he did his damage while 
being allowed fewer than three official at-bats per game. His Most 
Valuable Player award, announced last week, is his fifth-two more 
than anyone else has up on the mantel. 

Bonds-with his shortened-up black bat twitching behind his 
ear, and that short-arc slash at the ball ticking within-stands in 
the middle of the Giants' batting order like an aneurysm. Pitchers 
think about him before, during, and after each appearance: in the 
lingo, he keeps turning over the order. He is not much liked-he is 
not about us, he has always made clear-but I 've noticed that his 
home runs now invite a higher laughter. The Giants' batting coach, 
Gene Clines, runs up the dugout steps, eyes agoggle, after each 
Barry blast, shouting "Oh, my Godd !"  Bonds' opening-game 
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homer, against the Angels' Jarrod Washburn, came on his first 
World Series at-bat, after a seventeen-year wait, and replays on the 
TV monitors picked up an inadvertent little grin on Washburn's 
face: Wow, and off me! Next night, still in Anaheim, Tim Salmon 
hit two home runs for the Angels in the course of their long come
back win, but Bonds' ninth-inning, four-hundred-and-eighty-five
foot monster, which brought the Giants up to 1 1-10, was observed 
by an eager row of Angels from the front railing of their dugout, 
and you could lip-read Salmon's "That's the farthest ball I've ever 
seen ! "  Bonds' fourth and final Series homer, in the sixth inning of 
Game Six, which put the Giants ahead by 4-0 for the nonce, re
versed an inside ninety-seven-mile-an-hour fastball by Frankie 
Rodriguez-everyone on both teams had been waiting for this 
face-off-and this time Barry allowed himself a little smile, too. 

Murmurings about Bonds' possible use of steroids-he has de
nied the charge-fade when you watch him play for a few games, 
because his true' strength is so obviously mental. There were no 
reservations in what you heard about him at Series time. " It's un
canny for a guy to be this locked in for three years now," said Gary 
Matthews-yes, Ted Williams's old tutee, who was the batting 
coach for the Milwaukee Brewers this year. "To do it time after rime 
this way-nobody's ever been there before, man." Tom Glavine, 
the cold-faced Atlanta left-hander, said, " I  don't know if you'd 
pitch to Barry even if Babe Ruth was hitting behind him right now. 
He's that good a player." In the Giants clubhouse after the fourth 
Series game, the distinguished ESPN analyst Joe Morgan said, 
"Every time Bonds walks onto the field, he knows he's the best 
player there. I saw Willie Mays play and I played against Aaron, but 
I've never seen anyone as feared in a game as Barry Bonds. "  

I will take a pass on Bonds' eventual niche in the pantheon
though it's hard to disagree with the Chronicle columnist Ray 
Ratto, who rates him perhaps the third-best player ever, behind 
only Ruth and Mays. Ratto said that Barry could never expect to 
climb higher, and Bonds was burned about the restriction as soon 
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as he read it. My useful friend Charles Einstein took a longer view, 
in a letter he sent along a week or so after his piece ran in The New 
Yorker. " I  think I would agree about Bonds being third to Ruth 
and Mays," he wrote. "Presumably this would give us a second
string all-time outfield of Aaron, DiMaggio, and Ted Williams ( ! ). 
And thus a third string of Clemente, Mantle, and Ty Cobb (! !). But 
who among us wants to be the one to inform Stan Musial that he 
couldn't even make the third team?" 

The place to appreciate Bonds is at Pacific Bell Park, which was 
put up three years ago in the China Basin area of downtown San 
Francisco by the Giants' owner, Peter A. Magowan, at a cost of 
three hundred and sixty million dollars. It's the first privately fi
nanced park since Dodger Stadium, forty years ago, and the press
ing load of debt on Magowan and a consortium of local banks and 
businesses is one of the reasons that a players' strike wasn't allowed 
to happen this time around. Unlike some owners who never come 
to the games, Magowan is a passionate and knowledgeable fan, and 
his godlike eye can be perceived in the Pac Bell details. Out in front, 
a statue of Willie Mays in late full swing is better art and better 
baseball than the Hank Aaron effigy in Atlanta or the Stan Musial 
icon in St. Louis. More significantly, Magowan was smart enough 
to understand that making home runs easier for Bonds and future 
Giants sluggers would be less fun for the ticket-buyers in the end 
than making sure they'd be rare. Pac Bell is the second most diffi
cult park in the majors for home-run hitters, and the common wis
dom around the league last year was that, given a different home 
venue, Bonds would have hit ninety. 

Ticket-holders in Pac Bell's topmost right-field deck, called the 
View Level, can see a sweep of water, with the far end of the Bay 
Bridge angling away toward Oakland, and during afternoon games 
fans all around the park can watch the sail peaks of tall sloops glid
ing past the twenty-five-foot-high right-field wall. An all-time Gi
ants' "Splash Hits" notice board posted on the wall bears a current 
"23 "-twenty-one of them by Bonds. The bleacher stands in left 
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and center have been kept low, and what you get from behind 
home plate is a sweep of sky-very few parks do this anymore
and an exhilarating sense of the invisible Bay nearby. When Bonds 
drove a three-run homer over the wall to tie up the Cardinals, 4-4, 
in the fifth inning of the third National League Championship 
game, Fox TV picked up a guy in a yellow kayak out there in Me
Covey Cove, who fished out the ball with a net. Funny, but what 
we saw from inside was better. Barry put a tremendous drive on 
the ball, which sailed and flickered through the soft afternoon air 
and disappeared into another realm. 

The World Series games went on forever, thanks to all those 
runs, but also zipped by, faster and faster, as the lead changed 
hands and the ominous end came nearer. This always happens. The 
Angels edged ahead in the Series, at Pac Bell, after Game Three, in 
which they batted around in the third inning and again in the 
fourth, putting up four runs each time, but the Giants pulled level 
with a 4-3 win in Game Four, the next day. Then they won again, 
in the 16-4 blowout, and the lads (as old-time San Francisco fans 
think of them) headed back to Anaheim needing but one more win 
to take their first World Series since 1954. 

I had my hopes way up, too-my loyalty to the Giants goes 
back to Carl Hubbell and Bill Terry-but I couldn't help noticing 
that even when the Angels lost they kept right on hitting. Back in 
that 1 1-10 win, in Game Two, none of their batters-not one in 
the forty they sent up to the plate-struck out. When I mentioned 
this to the Anaheim batting coach, Mickey Hatcher, he said, "Yes, 
and did you see that most of our home runs have been solos, with 
nobody on base?" He said this approvingly. "We like each of our 
hitters to be his own batting coach. Our guys aren't thinking home 
runs; they're thinking on-base percentage, runs scored, and R.B.I.s. 
Getting those three in mind is the big thing we try to accomplish in 
spring training." Hatcher has a pink, rowdy-looking face-he will 
be remembered as the Dodger batter who helped sink the Oakland 
A's with two numbing first-inning home runs in the 1988 World 
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Series-but here he sounded like a free swinger who'd found holy 
redemption. 

The house of baseball contains many ways, and the Giants' 
own comeback win, in the chilly winds of Game Four, started with 
a ten-foot single squirted off home plate by pitcher Kirk Rueter 
(allowed to bat for himself because skipper Dusty Baker desper
ately needed to rest his bullpen) in the fifth, and a bunt by lead-off 
man Kenny Lofton that meandered up the foul line like a six-year
old bicyclist's first solo: fair, fair, foul-oop, fair-foul, then 
miraculously fair again. It was watched from close range by the 
hovering third baseman, Troy Glaus, whose late grab plucked it up 
from the white of the foul line: base hit. A couple of singles and a 
sacrifice tied up the game at 3-3, and David Bell's whistling drive to 
center in the eighth, struck against Frankie Rodriguez, of all 
people, won the essential game. The screechings and leapings and 
back-poundings of the bundled-up Giants rooters next to me in 
the left-field bleachers (where I was sitting, amid the frozen flower 
of American sporting media) were being repeated pretty much 
all around the Bay. During the second act of the San Francisco 
Opera's production of Mozart's "Die Emfi.ihrung aus dem Serail," 
the tenor Paul Groves stepped forward during the recitative that 
precedes Belmonte's celestial aria to interpolate "Tree-oomph! 
Tree-oomph! In base-ball, Giants vier, Angels drei ! "  Tumult. 

The next evening's excessive events-this was the Giants' 16-4 
runaway-brought cacophonous Pac Bell celebrations as well, and 
a pure Dada flash when J. T. Snow, rushing in with the Giants' 
nimh run, on a triple by Lofton, saw out of the corner of his eye 
the tiny three-and-a-half-year-old batboy, Darren Baker, weirdly 
collecting Lofton's bat from beside home plate. This was a digital
ized startler: baby Forrest Gump in the fall classic. Scary, too, be
cause the Angels catcher Bengie Molina was bracing himself for the 
imminent arrival of another base runner, David Bell, but Snow, like 
an old-style railroad man bending for a mailbag, leaned back as he 
crossed the plate and grabbed Darren by the from of his jacket, 
snatching him to safety. The replays, which ran on television all the 
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next day, ended with a reaction shot of Darren's dad, Dusty Baker, 
clutching his ears in embarrassment. If the Giants had won the 
championship, J.T.'s save would have been their Christmas card. 

All week long, I'd been trying to decide which of these two 
lively clubs deserved to win the World Series, on history and mojo. 
I'd seen the Giants fail in four different post-season playoffs and 
two World Series, going back to 1962, my first year on this beat. I 
recalled their collapse in 1987, when the team went back to St. 
Louis, ahead by three games to two in the league championships, 
and dropped the closing two to the Cardinals. Also, this was Dusty 
Baker's last hurrah, after a successful decade at the helm; he and 
Magowan have had a falling out, and he has just stepped down. 
(His successor will be Felipe Alou, who must be ravished to find a 
Barry Bonds in his lineup, after his ten lean years with the Mon
treal Expos.) Jeff Kent will not be re-signed, in all likelihood, and 
free agents David Bell and Reggie Sanders may not return, either. 
This was a last stand for the sprightly old bunch. On the other 
hand, I still held a clear memory of the shocked faces of Gene 
Autry and Angels manager Gene Mauch when, in 1986, an almost 
certain series-clinching win against the Red Sox evanesced after a 
four-run Sox rally capped by Dave Henderson's homer in the 
ninth. Two more games were required to complete the debacle, but 
the two Genes never did get to a World Series, and the reliever 
Donnie Moore, who surrendered the Henderson blow, couldn't 
stop brooding about his failure; three years later, he committed sui
cide. Your turn to win now, Angels. 

The expert I wanted to consult in this dilemma was my de
paned friend Bill Rigney, who managed the Giants for their first 
three years out in San Francisco and again in 1976, and also man
aged the Angels for a decade, from their inception. I needed Rig, 
because I know he would have put his hand up to his mouth and 
whispered, "Giants ! "  

Baseball is fun until it suddenly isn't, and even now the shock 
of the Giants' two losses in Anaheim awaits me, a beast in the bed, 
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when I wake up in the night. Back at Pac Bell, Mike Scioscia, talk
ing about his rotation, had said, "Kevin Appier is going to start 
Game Six, unforeseeing anything that might happen tonight." The 
participle, a fresh depiction of baseball's uncertainty, stuck in my 
mind, and perfectly fits the Giants' and the Giants fans' condition 
late in Game Six. Everything had gone their way so far in the eve
ning, with Appier swiftly dismissed and joy accumulating from 
thirty-nine-year-old Shawon Dunston's two-run homer in the fifth 
(Dunston kissed his son, Shawon, Jr., another member of Dusty's 
Boys Town, on the way back to the dugout) and Bonds' solo job 
an inning later. Barry kissed his son Nikolai, too, and then Dusty 
Baker, out on the mound to relieve his starter, Russ Ortiz, with one 
out in the seventh and the Giants up by S-0, unexpectedly handed 
him the game ball, as a keepsake and memorial. Kiss, kiss-it was 
Christmas in October. 

The Giants reliever Felix Rodriguez-the other F. Rodriguez, 
in our thinking-arriving in this happy scene, found runners at 
first and second base, with one out. A bare eight outs were required 
for the party, starting perhaps with the familiar awaiting batter, 
first baseman Scott Spiezio. A switch-hitter, Spiezio took up a left
handed stance against the righty Rodriguez. Spiezio crowds the 
plate, but Rodriguez has a rising four-seam fastball that he can de
liver reliably to the outer corner against lefties, away from their 
power. He did this seven times, with Spiezio smoothly fouling off 
four of the pitches with late swings. With the count full, Rodriguez 
tried a fresh plan, down and in, just above the batter's knees, and 
Spiezio hit it into the right-field stands for a three-run homer. 

It required three more Angels runs, which came in the eighth, 
and one more Angels comeback the next day-a pitchers' battle, of 
all things, in which all the runs in the 4-1 victory had arrived by the 
third inning-to settle this World Series, but I think everyone up in 
the Bay part of California knows that it was the Spiezio at-bat that 
ruined the festival. What I said-what we all said at the moment
was "Uh-oh," and we were right. The Angels' comeback from a 
5-0 deficit was the best ever by a Series team facing elimination. 
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Now the Anaheim rooters, perhaps leaving their ThunderStix home 
in the closet, will have a fresh season in which to discover whether 
their Angels are the real deal or a bunch of hardworking, doubt-free 
swingers who stayed hot for five late weeks of baseball in 2002. 

Spiezio, who is thirty, was prepared for his moment, if we 
weren't. He'd been practicing for it for more than a quarter cen
tury. His father, Ed Spiezio, a former third baseman who played in 
two World Series with the Cardinals, began pitching to Scott when 
he was three or four years old, and already a boy switch-hitter. Ed 
built two mounds in the back yard-one at the regular distance, 
and a forty-foot one to speed him up against fastballs-and had 
Scott situational hitting almost from the beginning. At the end of 
the day, every day, the situation was always Game Seven of the 
World Series, with the tying and winning runs aboard. The Spiezios 
did this all summer long, and in cold weather-this was in Morris, 
Illinois, where Ed Spiezio has a furniture store-they'd move into 
the basement and do it some more. 

"He'd imitate different pitchers-sometimes special guys like 
Kent Tekulve, throwing from off to the side," Spiezio fils said in 
the clubhouse. "He'd even act like he was a left-hander, which was 
sort of impossible. But he was getting me ready to be a major
league ballplayer. It was my whole life. " 

Spiezio, who has a youthful look and a cool little mustache and 
beard, is a rock singer in his spare time, with a group called Sand
frog, but he'd made baseball sound like the more exotic line of 
work: something that kids might really want to look into one of 
these days. "Listen," he said, " I  enjoy it. The time I put in was pure 

. 

" enJoyment. 
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