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Epigraph

“Chris Ballard finds the heart in the heartland, in this inspirational tale of a small-school ball club that reaches for glory.”

—Edward Achorn, author of Fifty-nine in ’84
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Prologue

Macon, Illinois, Spring 2010

Out in the corn country of central Illinois the clouds stretch forever, thick and soft, as if painted onto the sky of an old-time movie set. Below them lies Route 51, two lanes that’ll take you to Chicago in three hours or St. Louis in two if you really gun it. Years ago you had no choice but to drive through each of the rural outposts along the highway, but now the road has bypasses, so the towns wash past, invisible but for a water tower, maybe a church spire. Moweaqua. Radford. Dunkel. They’re just names on turnoff signs.

Macon appears no different. It flashes by in less than a minute, marked only by an exit and a sign that reads A CITY OF PROGRESS BUILT ON PRIDE, EST. 1869. A glance down the streets, beyond the town marker that reads POPULATION 1,200, suggests progress has slowed of late. The Macon Motel, hard by the highway, is a run-down, one-story building with a plastic billboard that, in listing the amenities, reads only PHONE. A bit farther down the road, the battered façade of the Whit’s End, the town’s only restaurant, is visible, promising CARRY-OUT BEER.

It’s worth pulling over here, though, just off the exit at Andrews Street. Head into the P&V Quickstop, the one next to the Dollar General store, and look past the tank-topped blonde at the cash register, the one with the sad eyes who’s working her gum as if she needs it to last the whole afternoon. Keep going, above the dusty disposable cameras and the COPENHAGEN sign, and you’ll see it, up on the highest shelf, scuffed and dulled, its miniature batter frozen in midswing.

The cashier doesn’t even know the trophy is there, just shrugs and chews when it’s pointed out. Then again, she’s never heard the story of the Macon High Ironmen of 1971, knows nothing about their unlikely coach and the most improbable, magical season in the history of Illinois high school baseball. Plenty of people around here don’t.

After all, a lot’s changed in Macon since then. Many of the family farms have been bought up by big business. Commuters moved in from Decatur, twenty minutes to the north. Schools consolidated. When Macon High became Meridian High in 1994—the same brick buildings just with new signs slapped on them—the basements and trophy cases were emptied of memorabilia.

Now the story of the Ironmen must live on in other ways. Through the white-haired man down at the Whit’s End, the one with stacks of old news clips. Through the stooped newspaper reporter up in Decatur. Through the third base coach in the dugout of the Atlanta Braves, the one who still listens to the team’s old fight song on the drive to spring training every year. And most of all, through the quiet, hazel-eyed man, his hair now gray, his hips rickety, who sometimes stops by the P&V late at night to steal a glance up at the piece of his life that remains on that shelf.

Standing there, peering up, the man sometimes wonders how one long-forgotten season can hold so much power. How its memory can lift up some men but haunt others. How it can continue to change so many lives.
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Part One

Welcome to Macon
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The grain elevator in downtown Macon,
the “skyline” of the town

Herb Slodounik, Decatur Herald


Prelude

Bob Fallstrom had to read the sheet twice, and still he didn’t believe it. Was this some sort of joke? The work of a smartass kid?

By 1971 Fallstrom had been at the Decatur Herald & Review for twenty-two years and had spent the bulk of that time covering small-town high school sports in central Illinois. Over the years he’d seen plenty. He’d covered future major leaguers like Bill Madlock and farm boys who’d never seen a curveball. He’d dealt with coaches who were autocrats, coaches who were assholes, coaches who didn’t know their own players’ names, and, once, a married coach who skipped town on the day of a big game with the school nurse. But he’d never seen anything like this.

In his hand, Fallstrom held a rumpled survey returned by L. C. Sweet, the baseball coach at Macon High, a tiny school twenty minutes south of Decatur that had enjoyed surprising success the previous season. For Fallstrom, who was both the sports editor and lead columnist at the Herald & Review, the survey was a way to avoid spending weeks calling the coaches at the fifty-odd schools his paper covered. The form included lines for batting order and schedule, the coach’s lifetime record, and then, at the bottom, a few questions about team strengths and weaknesses. It was boilerplate stuff, and by now Fallstrom knew what to expect: coaches talking up their players and, when possible, inflating their own credentials. And who could blame them? Everyone wanted to look good in the Herald & Review, which was the only daily paper for dozens of small towns and held tremendous sway in central Illinois. As the saying went in the newsroom, “If it’s in the Herald & Review sports section, it must be true.”

This was different though. Fallstrom called over Joe Cook, his right-hand man in the sports department.

“What do you make of this?” Fallstrom said, handing over the sheet. “Make sure to read the whole thing, down to the bottom.”

Cook scanned the answers, then broke out laughing. There, at the end of the survey, under the heading of “Team Weaknesses,” Sweet had written the following word: “Coaching.”
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Beginnings

Lynn Sweet never set out to be a baseball coach, and he certainly never dreamed he’d live in a place like Macon. In fact, when he got the call from Macon principal Roger Britton in the fall of 1965 inviting him to interview for a job teaching English, the first thing Sweet did was ask where, exactly, the town was.

A week later, Sweet threw on a coat and tie, hopped into his brown ’58, six-cylinder Ford Customline and hit the road, heading south from Chicago. As he drove, the city faded away, replaced by endless miles of denuded cornfields, the splintered stalks poking out of the hard earth like blond stubble. Every once in a while, Sweet breezed through a town, but mostly it was just him and that big blue sky. To pass the time he rolled down the windows, letting the cool air fly through his hair, and hummed a song about a Tambourine Man. He wasn’t quite sure where he was going, but that was fine. He rarely was.

At twenty-four, Sweet was a dreamer and something of an idealist. The son of a hard-driving Army sergeant, he had, as he put it, “broken the other way.” Sweet was against the war, fond of bucking convention, and convinced the world was full of good people who occasionally had bad ideas. From his mother, he’d inherited a love of the arts, books, and ideas, while his father had given him not only his name—Lynn Junior often went by his initials “L. C.” to differentiate himself from his father—but also the ability to relate to most any man. Later, he would come to look, as one opposing player put it, “like Frank Zappa had decided to coach baseball,” but for now he was still clean-cut, with short dark hair that framed a wide face, hazel eyes, thick eyebrows, and long eyelashes. Darkly handsome, he was both funny and a good listener, a combination women tended to find irresistible.

By the time he drove south to meet Britton, Sweet had come to a crossroads of sorts, forced to confront his future after years of giving it the slip. He’d dropped out of college twice and worked as a roofer, a painter, and, briefly, on the Kraft Foods factory line, a soul-deadening experience he hoped to never repeat. As far back as he could remember, he’d disliked school but loved reading. His mother read to him frequently when he was young and pushed him to make his own discoveries. He tackled Orwell in the fourth grade, later fell for Aldous Huxley, and wrestled with Joyce.

Though an indifferent student, Sweet was beloved by his teachers. On his seventh grade report card, one Cora Johnson of Hopewell Elementary School, in Hopewell, Virginia, had deemed the boy a “dreamer” and a “time-waster” who could “just about exasperate one at times.” Yet she went on to write that she “just loved the boy and thoroughly enjoyed having him in [her] class,” calling him “cooperative, helpful (in his own way)” and possessed of “a good mind.”

In other words, Sweet had many of the makings of a good teacher. So, when faced with a choice between following his father into the military and entering a profession that would provide a draft exemption, Sweet told his father, “Sorry, this cat’s not going,” and majored in English at Southern Illinois University, with the intention of becoming a teacher. He was two months into a student teaching assignment in Chicago when Britton happened upon his name on a list of prospective teachers.

Sweet immediately intrigued Britton, who was a conservative principal in every respect but one: the hiring of teachers. Believing students should be exposed to a variety of influences and approaches, he’d set out to surround himself with the most interesting people possible after rejoining the Macon School District in 1965. During his first few years Britton hired, among others: a hard-ass former Marine to teach industrial arts; a foul-mouthed six-foot-two, two-hundred-and-forty-pound Southern good ol’ boy to coach football and teach chemistry; and a statistical whiz from the nearby Caterpillar factory’s quality control division to teach math. Once, upon being impressed with a barmaid at the Lone Oak Tavern in Decatur named LaVonne Jones, Britton brought the entire school board to the bar to meet her, then hired her on the spot.

In Sweet, however, Britton recognized a rare commodity: an English teacher who was young and male. From the look of his file, Sweet was also well educated (that SIU degree) and worldly (that Army brat background), at least by Macon’s standards. That he had only a couple months of experience didn’t bother Britton. He was more worried about how to convince the young man to move to a place like Macon.

Macon was indeed an unlikely destination for Sweet, who had grown up in a series of midsize cities in Virginia and Arizona before his father got a job teaching ROTC at the University of Illinois, allowing the Sweets to settle in Champaign. Now Sweet was living at the Ravenswood YMCA in Chicago and embracing the burgeoning counterculture of the ’60s. He listened to the Rolling Stones, hung out at poetry readings with kids in berets, smoked his share of grass, and stayed up late debating politics and religion.

Now here he was, driving through a sea of cornfields and mulling a job offer in a town so small he was unaware of its existence only a week earlier. Just when Sweet began to wonder if he’d overshot Macon, or taken the wrong road, he saw a grain elevator rising like an iron redwood over the flat plains. It was easily the tallest building for miles. He had arrived.

As Sweet rolled into Macon, past the barber shop, the feed store, and Cole’s Arrowhead Tavern, he felt like he was going back in time, and in some respects he was. Though only two hundred miles from Chicago, Macon was, in 1965, still stuck in the Eisenhower era. Men had short hair; women wore long skirts; and the ideological shifts sweeping other parts of the country had yet to make their way this far into the heartland. Here, the greatest generation still held sway. Even though tens of thousands of war protesters had picketed the White House and marched on the Washington Monument only a month earlier, in Macon the United States was still viewed as infallible. The idea that anyone would want to stand up and shout about going to war was absurd. If Sweet was representative of where the country was headed, then Macon symbolized where it had been.

It was also, in the truest sense of the word, a community, the kind of town where kids were sent to the post office each morning to bring back the mail and the local paper, the weekly Macon News, ran the grade school menus on the front page of every issue (goulash and meat loaf were big). The paper’s slogan was “We print everything but dollar bills,” and that wasn’t far off the mark. The News contained a regular feature called “Two Minutes with the Bible,” and breaking news stories included headlines such as “Local Cemetery Board Hires Custodian”; “Win Places [Boy] on State Vegetable Judging Team”; and “Evening Woman’s Club Meets in Kyle Home,” a story that included the following dispatch: “Howard Brown, County Supt. of Schools, gave a very interesting report on ‘Squares.’ He says we should all start being square and stand up for what we think is right.”

If the town felt frozen in time, it was due in part to its location. When the Illinois Central Railroad crews set up a freight and depot stop south of Decatur in 1845, creating the settlement that would later become Macon, they just as easily could have chosen any other patch of flat grass in the surrounding prairie lands, which stretched for miles in every direction. With no reason for the town’s existence—no river, hilltop, or swath of ideal topography—there was no compelling reason for people to settle there. As a result, Macon remained an out-post, an hour from the nearest midsize city, be it Champaign or Springfield, and twenty minutes from the closest small one, Decatur. By the time Sweet arrived in 1965, Macon was a largely self-sufficient town of twelve hundred, boasting one bank, two grocery stores, two barber shops, a post office, and enough jobs and farmland that residents didn’t have to look elsewhere for their needs. It was possible to go months, if not years, without ever leaving the town, and many people did.

Of course, Sweet didn’t know any of this as he pulled into the Macon High parking lot. He just knew he was a long way from the schools of Chicago. Certainly, Macon High wasn’t much to look at: a one-story brick building that, on its north end, became the junior high. Out back, a rutty baseball diamond shared real estate with the football field. A sign out front read WELCOME TO THE HOME OF THE IRONMEN.

Strolling into the front office, Sweet was greeted by a skinny, neat woman with a brown bob haircut. It was Roger Britton’s wife, Vera. Presently, Roger himself appeared. Tall and still possessed of the athletic build that made him an elite high-jumper and hurdler as a teenager, he had neatly parted, gray-flecked hair and a long, sharp nose. He struck Sweet as an easy man to get along with, and most of the time he was. What Sweet didn’t know was that Britton was both a powerful, persuasive speaker and a savvy salesman, naturally attuned to the ever-changing angles of leverage in any situation. He was the kind of man who, during contract negotiations with the Macon School Board, once brought a phone into the meeting. While discussing a pay raise, the phone rang. Britton picked it up, spoke for a moment, and then placed the receiver off to the side. “Well, this is the other school,” he announced, looking around the room. “They want an answer right now.” Scared of losing a young, talented principal, the board OK’d his pay raise on the spot. It’s a shame none of the men thought to pick up the call. If they had they’d have discovered Vera Britton on the other end.

At the moment, however, Britton was focusing his considerable talents of persuasion on luring Sweet to Macon, and he thought he knew how to do it. Walking down the white-tiled linoleum halls, past the tiny cafeteria and the chemistry and typing classrooms, Britton emphasized how, with 250 students and nineteen teachers, Macon High offered the kind of intimate, personal environment where a young teacher could have an impact. He mentioned that he was a former English professor and, upon learning that Sweet was a Cubs fans, casually mentioned that not only was he a Cardinals man himself, but if an employee were to, say, sneak off for an afternoon ball game, it wouldn’t be viewed as the worst offense in the world. Finally, Britton came to a stop in a small, white-walled classroom at the southwest corner of the building. A row of large windows looked out upon empty cornfields and two dozen individual desks were arranged in rows. Blackboards covered two of the walls.

“Here’s your desk, your textbooks, and your grade books,” Britton said, pointing to a stack of materials on an old wooden desk. “We play poker on Wednesday nights.”

Sweet stared at him. “That’s it? I got the job?”

Britton nodded. He hadn’t said a word about what he expected of Sweet or his curriculum, and this was by design. Britton had taught in three schools, had a master’s in education from Millikin University in nearby Decatur, and was pursuing an advanced degree from Eastern Illinois University. He’d been around a lot of teachers of all inclinations and Sweet struck him as a man who valued autonomy, who perhaps harbored grand ideas about teaching. He was a man to be encouraged, not reined in.

“But I haven’t accepted it yet,” Sweet said.

“True, but we’d like you to,” said Britton.

Sweet stood there considering the offer, and the friendly but assertive man in front of him, and he began to warm to both. It’s not like I have to live in Macon the rest of my days, he thought. Life was full of opportunities; if he didn’t like this one, he’d move on to the next. Besides, he was only an hour from friends and family in Champaign and, best he could tell, Britton was offering him carte blanche as a teacher. Plus, he did like poker.

Ah hell, Sweet thought, why not? He extended his hand and smiled.

Britton smiled back. “Welcome to Macon,” he said. He turned to leave, took one step, and then paused. “One more thing,” Britton said. “There are three taverns in the town and as teachers we don’t drink at them. To set a good example, you understand.”

Sweet nodded and gave Britton a look that said, Of course I understand.

A few minutes later, when the paperwork was in place, Sweet walked out to his Ford. He turned on the ignition, pulled out of the parking lot, and promptly drove down to Cole’s Tavern, where he drank a beer with the locals and talked about the Chicago Bears. He then proceeded across the street to Claire’s Place for another beer before dropping in at the Nite Owl on Wall Street, where he shared a Pabst with the afternoon crew, at which point Sweet felt safe in his determination that all three were fine establishments.

It wasn’t Champaign or Chicago, but Macon would do.
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Shark

Three years later and five miles up the road, a fourteen-year-old boy who would become very important to both Lynn Sweet and the town of Macon found himself in a bit of a jam. From his hiding place, he could hear sirens, could hear police yelling at him to “COME DOWN RIGHT NOW STEVE SHARTZER.” He appraised his options and thought about making a run for it.

The trouble began a few months earlier, when Steve was biking through his hometown of Elwin one afternoon looking for something to do, an endeavor that usually proved futile. If Macon was a dot on the map, Elwin was a pencil point. Just off County Highway 30, Elwin harbored ninety-odd people, one gas station, one motel, and one runty grain elevator. Really, it was more of a four-way stop sign than a town. Steve’s parents had moved to Elwin from Decatur when he was in the second grade to provide their two children with a quiet environment. However, it proved far too quiet for Steve’s tastes, and in the intervening seven years he’d gone to great lengths to entertain himself. More often than not, this meant turning even the most mundane activity into a game.

Steve was a pure, obsessive, born competitor. When he was one, his father learned that if he rolled a small rubber ball to his son, Steve would reach up and roll it back. Not once. Not twice, but for five, ten, fifteen minutes at a time. By the time he was three, Steve could swing a bat and catch a baseball. Not allowed to leave the block, he’d sit at its end, where it abutted Fairview Park, and stare down at the expanse of grass below, watching the older boys play pickup games of baseball. Inch by inch, he’d scoot farther down that hill until, finally, he was close to enough to really watch. Always, he hoped they would ask him to play. They never did.

By four, Steve was hitting balls in the family’s tiny back lot in Decatur, which was separated by a wooden fence from an alley, which in turn bordered a synagogue. One afternoon, he sent a ball soaring over the alley and crashing through one of the ornate windows of the synagogue, a mammoth blast for a child his size. The rabbis were not impressed. Neither was his father, Bob. At least not that he let on.

From an early age, Steve learned one abiding lesson from his dad: losing hurts. Bob Shartzer was a veteran of World War II and the Korean War who worked for the railroad on the St. Louis to Chicago line. He was a big man who spoke rarely, drank hard, and was not to be messed with. He saw in his son a boy with loads of talent who nonetheless needed to learn early on that life handed you nothing. So whenever he played a game with Steve, whether it was Old Maid or checkers, Bob refused to let the boy win. After each loss, Steve yelled. Then, when that proved fruitless, he began crying, sometimes for minutes on end.

“Can’t you let him win, just once?” Georgianna Shartzer said to her husband.

“He’ll win some day,” Bob replied.

When, as a six-year-old, Steve begged his dad to erect a basketball hoop in their backyard, his father complied. Only, instead of a full set, he installed only an iron pole with a bracket at the top gripping a naked rim. “When you can make it on this I’ll get you one with a backboard,” Bob Shartzer said. Steve hated his dad for this, but he had no choice. So he practiced incessantly. He had one bald rubber ball and his “court” consisted of a ten-foot patch of dirt, which made dribbling problematic and, when it rained, impossible. Still, Steve made the best of it, looping in one jumper after another from most every spot in the yard. By the time, many years later, that Bob Shartzer deemed his son worthy of a backboard, Steve was accurate from anywhere inside twenty-five feet. On principle, he considered refusing it.

That backyard in Elwin was Steve’s world growing up. A good half acre in size, it bordered on a cornfield and, beyond that, groves of wild elm trees. Stuck in a town with only a few boys his age, Steve collected rocks and, when he couldn’t find those, stole pieces of gravel from the driveway so he could swat them with a broomstick. He fired football after football through a tire attached to a rope swing. He sat rapt in front of Jim Thorpe—All-American on the family’s small color TV, then went outside and tore around the house until he threw up, believing that doing so would make him the best athlete the world had ever seen.

There was no pursuit Steve didn’t think he could master. When he saw an older kid throwing the discus, he thought, Hell, I can do that. So he trudged out to the backyard lugging a high school discus and stood there, at the back of the lot, heaving the iron plate out into the cornfield, time and again. After each throw, he marked the landing spot with a cornstalk, then walked back to do it again, just trying to move that stalk. By the time he was at Macon High, where all the kids from Elwin commuted for high school, he could throw the discus more than 160 feet, a distance that would qualify him to compete at the state finals.

Baseball was his first love, though. By the time Steve was six he was playing with the eight-year-olds in Little League. By ten, when everyone had taken to simply calling him “Shark,” both because of his name and his demeanor, he was bruising other boys’ hands with his throws. When a kid named Stuart Arnold came out for the Elwin team, small for his age and intent on being a catcher, Steve knocked him over the first day with his fastball.

As he got older, Steve began to wonder whether there were other uses for his arm. Which was how, as a cocky, wiry eighth grader with a short brown burr haircut that invariably cow-licked in the front, he came to stop his bike outside the general store, having spied, parked off to the side, an unmanned produce truck. Peering in the back, Shartzer saw a sea of tomatoes—boxes and boxes of fat, round, red tomatoes. Each one, he noticed, was roughly the size of a baseball.

Half an hour later, Steve and a buddy were lugging a crate through town like a couple of scrawny sherpas, looking for a suitable launching spot. There weren’t many options; only a few buildings in Elwin were more than one story. The grain elevator at the intersection of 51 and County Road 30, however—now that was forty feet tall. So up they scrambled, higher and higher above the two-lane road known as the Mt. Zion blacktop. There, perched on metal scaffolding, they could see many things. Including, it turned out, cars approaching from a good three miles away.

Steve informed his buddy of his intention: to hit every car not once but at least twice.

“But how are we going to do that from way up here?” his buddy said.

“I’ll show you,” Steve said. And with that, he took a tomato and, gauging the speed of an oncoming car, lobbed it up into the air. Then, while the tomato arced toward the asphalt, Steve reloaded and pumped two more overhand shots at the hood of the approaching sedan.

The first shot, the lob, missed. The other two did not.

It’s worth considering for a moment the physics of the situation. The cars on the highway were going 60 mph, Shartzer was fifty feet away, and the tomatoes were of varying weight and size. In essence, his task was akin to a quarterback trying to properly lead a wide receiver, only the receiver happens to be standing in the open door of a passing train. Yet, again and again, Steve torched those cars. Splat. Splat. Splat. Tomato guts shot into the air; seeds sprayed across windshields.

Some of the drivers kept right on going. Others screeched to a halt, then leapt out and looked around angrily for a culprit. They never thought to look up. Even if they had, Shartzer was hidden from view.

For months, Shartzer wreaked havoc from on high. He loved the sense of danger, the power of the moment, and, most of all, the challenge. Every time he hit one of those cars, it was proof of his talent, testimony to the future that awaited him. Sometimes friends joined him; other times he chose a different launching spot. No one, it seemed, was the wiser. Down in Macon, farmers spent their afternoons muttering about how crates of tomatoes kept mysteriously disappearing from their trucks.

Eventually, however, Steve tired of tomatoes. As he saw it, they had two flaws: They were soft and they didn’t always carry well.

You know what carried well? Apples.

And that’s how Steve found himself jammed above the axle of a big soybean truck on the night of the Macon High prom, sirens screeching outside.

Earlier in the evening, accompanied by a kid named Waldo Ross, Shartzer had once again ascended the grain elevator. He and Waldo were having a grand time flinging fruit, detonating one shot so artfully that pulp smattered the dress of a prom-bound girl like apple shrapnel. And then they did it: Steve hit an Illinois state trooper. Not once, or twice, but with the elusive triple.

“Oh SHIT!” said Waldo, suddenly very scared.

“GodDAMN!” said Steve, suddenly very proud.

Then the cop car stopped, turned around, and came roaring back—right toward the grain elevator. With the same quickness that served him so well in so many sports, Steve scrambled through a busted-out window in the elevator and climbed atop the wheel well of one of the towering bean trucks, wedged under the motor some ten feet off the ground and prepared to hide for as long as was necessary. Until Waldo, who was neither as quick nor as creative as his friend, tried to wedge in next to him.

“Get out of here. There ain’t room for both of us,” Steve hissed.

But the boy kept pushing and pushing until he had all but one leg in that crevice. Moments later, the cop yanked on that leg and down came Waldo. Steve was still hidden, though. For what felt like an hour, but couldn’t have been more than five minutes, Steve huddled there, scared shitless in a way only fourteen-year-old boys who’ve suddenly realized they’re not indestructible can be. Finally, he heard Waldo’s voice.

“Shark, come out. We’re caught.”

By this time, two more troopers had arrived, though it seemed like ten to Steve when he walked out to see all those twirling lights. What’s more, the cops had their hands on their guns. Steve thought about running, but before he could move he was thrown to the ground and handcuffed.

A few hours later, Bob Shartzer showed up at the police station in Decatur to retrieve his son. After a brief lecture from a tired officer about the dangers of throwing fruit, Steve was released into the night.

In a town the size of Macon, the Shartzer incident naturally created a bit of a stir. In the teacher’s lounge a few weeks later, Sweet was pouring a cup of coffee when Carl Poelker, the math teacher, ambled over.

“You hear about the kid up in Elwin last month?” Poelker asked.

Sweet said he hadn’t. But as he listened to the story of how an eighth-grader had taken out a cop car going full speed from the top of a grain elevator, he had a very different reaction than most of the other teachers.

Now that, Sweet thought, is one helluva arm.
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Write Your Own Obituary

Steve Shartzer arrived for his first day of English class during his sophomore year at Macon High to find a strange-looking teacher at the front of the room, back turned to the class, reading a newspaper. By now, Lynn Sweet bore little resemblance to the clean-cut young man who’d first moved to Macon nearly four years earlier. A thick Fu Manchu mustache curled over the corners of his lips; a pair of bushy sideburns dipped down his cheeks; and dark hair flopped across his forehead. He looked like an unkempt Beatle, one who in this case happened to be wearing an outlandish green corduroy blazer with a rainbow ribbon tacked to it.

Shartzer looked around for a desk but all he saw were four large, round tables, so he joined some of the two dozen other students at one of them. Behind him, the walls were plastered with posters: Mick Jagger in midserpent dance, Grace Slick in eyeliner, and a Ray-Banned Bob Dylan. In the corner stood two rows of bookshelves. One teemed with an eclectic collection of novels and short stories, many of which were rarely seen in a town like Macon. The other overflowed with magazines and comic books, everything from Popular Mechanics to Spider-Man. Conspicuously absent, either on Sweet’s desk or the tables, were grammar textbooks.

Once everyone was seated, Sweet turned around.

“I’d like to start class with an exercise,” he said, brandishing the Herald & Review from the previous Sunday. “Who can tell me what the most interesting part of the paper is?”

Hands shot up.

“Sports?”

“Comics!”

Sweet shook his head. “Nope. It’s the obituaries.”

There were puzzled looks. Sweet paused. “You know why? Because each one tells a life’s story, right there in one column of the paper.”

And then Sweet began to read. He read about farmers who’d lived through World War I and women who’d raised nine children during the Depression. He talked about the scope of each life, about all the crazy, interesting things these people had done, of how much they’d lived.

When he was finished, he gave the class its assignment. “Now I want you to write your own obituary.”

There were giggles, but Sweet was serious. He told them to take out paper and a pencil.

A boy behind Shartzer raised his hand. “But Mr. Sweet,” he said. “How are we supposed to know how we’re going to die?”

“You’re not,” said Sweet. “How you die is the one thing you don’t have control over. What you do have control over is the rest of your life. Write about how you want to live.” He paused, then smiled. “Have fun with it.”

And so they did. It was neither the first nor the last unconventional assignment Sweet would give the class. Over the weeks and months that followed, Sweet never produced a grammar text or taught a traditional lesson. He did, however, quiz the students on the funnies page, to make sure they “at least picked up the newspaper,” and required them to memorize ten esoteric vocabulary words every Monday, upon which he tested them on Friday. Forty years later, many of the students would still be able to recall the words: banal, xenophobic, hirsute.

Every so often, Sweet announced a class-wide, collaborative project. One time, he told the students they would be creating their own magazine and could choose any subject they wanted. As a joke, one of the boys suggested it be all about carp, the ugly, tasteless fish that always seemed to bite first in the local waterways. When Sweet embraced the idea, the kids thought this hilarious and fantastic—a whole magazine about carp!—and spent long hours working on it. A month later Carpmaster Magazine was published, complete with tongue-in-cheek reviews, letters to the editor, cartoons, how-to’s, fake ads, essays (including “The Carp, America’s Noblest Gamefish”), and recipes. (For example, “Carp Stew” called for “3 freezer-burned carp, 1 lb. of spoiled cheese, 2 strips of bacon, and 2 lbs. of spoiled hamburger.”)

Even mundane tasks became exercises in creativity. Sweet required students to add a third line in the upper left-hand corner of their assignments, below their name and class, listing their future profession. Thus papers would read:


Jane Metzger

English IV

P.E. Teacher



In Shartzer’s opinion, though, hands-down the best part of Sweet’s class was his reading policy, or lack thereof. Rather than a set list, freshmen and sophomores were often allowed to read whatever they wanted, a freedom that blew their minds. Instead of the Odyssey, they could choose to read about rebuilding a motor in Popular Mechanics. The only requirement was that they finish the story and understand it, then write a properly prepared report.

When Sweet did assign class-wide books, they were often ones the students had never heard of, like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, which was considered radical at the time in a town like Macon. Sweet had a way of explaining the novels that made sense, though. When the class read Lord of the Flies, he took all the students out behind Macon High to a creek and had them reenact parts of the book, forcing them to choose sides and role-play When they read a classic such as Macbeth, he asked them to read it again if he felt they didn’t understand it the first time. When they did, the students were surprised to find that they enjoyed it more the second time. As Sweet explained, “The more you give to a great piece of literature, the more it gives back.”

Most of the students had never experienced a teacher like Sweet. Some had grown up on farms that lacked hot water. Others had gone the first fifteen years of their lives without reading anything much longer than a comic book. Yet as a freshman named David Wells later put it, with Sweet, “I was learning without even realizing it.”

In Shartzer’s case, it was in spite of his best efforts. Steve was one of those boys who’d avoided books the best he could, preferring to spend his time playing sports. He was bright enough, but had often put that intellect to use finding ways to avoid doing work, whether it was charming a teacher or enlisting his older sister Pat’s help on a book report. Yet even Shartzer didn’t mind Sweet’s class. By the end of the semester, the strange-looking man in the corduroy jacket had become his favorite teacher. He was by no means alone. Had you polled the Macon High population, there’s a good chance a majority of the students would have agreed.

The local parents, however, were not as enamored. Not only did they find Sweet’s curriculum unusual and the lack of grammar troubling, but he kept sending their kids home with strange, seemingly dangerous books. Not just Brave New World and Heart of Darkness but Lord Jim and, worst of all, “that play,” Inherit the Wind, which struck many in the deeply religious town as blasphemous.

Had Sweet’s teaching methods been the extent of his transgressions, the parents might have let it slide. They were not.

The whispers had started within weeks of Sweet’s arrival in Macon in January of 1966. They began in the halls of the high school and spread through the town like so much pollen drifting in the wind, from the taverns to the Methodist Church off Route 51 to the fake-wood table-tops in dozens of kitchens. Did you hear about that new teacher? Did you hear what he has those kids reading? Did you see that new Mustang he’s driving? Did you know he’s not going to church, any church? Did you see that girl he had with him last week, the one from Champaign?

Even if Sweet had wanted to stay under the radar in Macon it would have been impossible. New hires at the high school were announced on the front page of the Macon News, accompanied by a home address. If he forgot to pay his taxes it was a matter of public record, his name included in the News’ annual Delinquent Personal Property Tax List, which listed all sums, ranging from the paltry ($1.93 for one Ms. Elsie Damery in 1965) to the truly scandalous (a town-high $171.95 for Mr. J. T. Hogan).

Other information could be ferreted out without much trouble. With limited telephone service, houses in Macon had what were known as party lines where scores of farmhouses might share one telephone line. To distinguish between each, different rings were used. Thus a riiiiing-riiiiing might signal that someone was calling for you while a ring-ring meant it was for your neighbor. This was all well and good, except that anyone on the loop could, if they were adept, pick up the phone and listen in to anyone else’s conversation. Some women in Macon, it was said, spent a good amount of time doing this. They were the same ones who could be seen huddled together at tables or in the vinyl booths at the local diner the next day.

These whisperers held an unusual amount of power in a town as small as Macon. Technically, there was an official town government, but the city council met only once a month, for an hour and a half or so, in a small building under the water tower. None of the councilmen were professional politicians, to say the least. The mayor at the time was a good-natured man with white hair named Wayne Jones; his day job was as the janitor at Macon High.

More problematic for Sweet, most everyone in town cared what went on at the high school. Because Macon was so small and had an unusual number of large families—the Jesses numbered fifteen, the Tomlinsons fourteen—just about every adult in town could claim children, nieces, nephews, or grandchildren who attended Macon High. And thus most everybody had a stake in what went on there. If the town’s power structure was loose, the school’s was the opposite. The principal answered to the superintendent, who in turn answered to the school board, which consisted of seven elected men—and they were always men—who were usually parents or important local citizens.

Men like these had usually come of age during World War II, then settled down to raise large, God-fearing families. To them, teachers were expected to instill discipline and emphasize that there was a right way and a wrong way to do things in life. The sooner you learned to do the former, the sooner you’d have your own large, God-fearing family.

Sweet, it became apparent to the board and many others in town, wasn’t much interested in any of that. What they needed was someone to keep him in line, because Britton didn’t seem inclined to do so. When Britton was elevated to superintendent, hope arrived in the form of a new principal by the name of Bill McClard.

When he moved to Macon at the age of thirty-two, Bill McClard was, without a doubt, a man on the rise. Armed with a bachelor’s from Illinois State and a master’s from Eastern Illinois University, he’d worked at two high schools, first as a teacher and then as principal. The son of a Navy man, McClard was short and thick, with a boxer’s nose and a soft chin. A heavy smoker, he’d developed a bit of a paunch in his thirties and, due to a bad back, tended to hunch forward as he walked, giving the impression that he was carrying a heavy load that he was in a great hurry to deliver. A reserved, proud man, he’d been deeply influenced by his time in the Army.

As a result, McClard saw school as an extension of the military, a hierarchical system in which teachers were the lieutenants and students were the foot soldiers. Like many teachers at Macon High, he kept a wooden, cobblestone-sized paddle on his wall. These paddles were treasured items. Some teachers named them (“Board of Education” was popular) while others whittled holes in the wood, the better to approach maximum smacking velocity before making contact with a young man’s backside. When students got into trouble, especially male ones, McClard sent them to the gym. To a call of “Line up the miscreants!” the boys turned and bent over so that a cadre of teachers could take turns doling out blows. Sometimes the teachers wound up and halted just short of making contact, just to see the boys jump.

Needless to say, McClard found a welcoming community in Macon. Britton had hired him because he was talented and came highly recommended but also because he knew the school needed someone to play the role of bad cop. Needless to say, McClard’s zealous embrace of this role went over well with the school board. Meanwhile, the other teachers—an inclusive, collegial bunch—invited him to play cards, drink beer, and, on the weekends, attend raucous pig roasts. His wife, Viola, a pretty and gregarious brunette who went by “Vi,” quickly became a fixture on the social scene, attending the women’s club meetings and, to many, serving as better company than her husband. The couple was happy in Macon, and McClard saw the job as an ideal stepping-stone to bigger and better things. An ambitious, intelligent man, he had visions of larger school districts, maybe eventually a job at the state board of education in Springfield. He had only one problem. Its name was Lynn Sweet.

By the time McClard was established in Macon, Sweet had settled in quite nicely, or so he believed. He’d become friendly with a group of teachers, was beloved at the taverns, and knew the best spots to go fishing and hunting. Still blazingly single, he used his $450 monthly take-home check to rent a tiny month-to-month apartment over the Laundromat on Front Street that, while spare, suited him just fine, even if it didn’t allow him to be much of a host. When one of his teaching buddies came over one night with dinner, Sweet looked around for plates only to realize he didn’t have any. Instead, they ate right off the table.

Sweet had expected some blowback to his unconventional teaching methods. Even so, he found he’d underestimated just how traditional Macon High was. All it took for a reminder was a walk down the hall to the class of Jack Stringer, a bowtie-wearing ex-Marine who had the bottom of his ear shot off in combat. Early in Stringer’s tenure, a tall, petulant student made the mistake of talking out of turn during class. Stringer strode over to the boy, picked him up by the shirt collar, and threw him up against the wall. Then he stared the student in the eye and yelled: “BIG BOY, IF YOU EVEN THINK ABOUT TALKING AGAIN WHILE I’M TALKING, I WILL COME RIGHT BACK HERE AND ME AND YOU ARE GOING TO GO ROUND AND ROUND.” When the boy started talking again minutes later, Stringer threw down his chalk, took four quick steps, and put the student to the ground, using a knee to pin him. “I TOLD YOU I’D BE BACK, BIG BOY. REMEMBER, I KILLED MEN BETTER THAN YOU IN KOREA. JUST GO AHEAD, JUST TRY IT AGAIN.” And that was all it took. Stringer became so feared at Macon High that one time, when he had to leave school at noon feeling sick, his next class of students arrived and sat in absolute silence for forty-five minutes awaiting his return, lest Stringer come back and find them talking.

Sweet, however, refused to engage in corporal punishment or intimidation. As he liked to say, “If you do it right, you don’t need the hammer.”

If the students had balked at Sweet’s methods, or overrun his classroom, it would have been easy for McClard to rein him in, but the opposite was the case. The students adored Sweet, whom they saw as young, interesting, and suffused with big-city cool. Other teachers expected to be addressed as “Mister” or, on the field of play, “Coach.” Sweet instructed his kids to call him only “Sweet.” So they did.

Carl Poelker, the young, blond math teacher hired away from Caterpillar, at first wondered if there was a trick to Sweet’s methods. Then he watched how Sweet played cards with the kids during lunch and invited them to bring meat to grill on the barbecue he stashed outside his classroom, the smell of burgers and dogs wafting into the nearby parking lot. He noticed how Sweet hung out with students after school, how he took them on hunting trips, and asked about their parents. And then it hit Poelker: He just really cares about the kids as people, so they don’t want to let him down. If Sweet bucked the system, or didn’t adhere to school regulations, Poelker noticed he usually did so on principle. If a rule didn’t make sense, Sweet saw no reason to follow it.

McClard, however, didn’t care how anyone felt about the rules. They existed for a reason and were to be respected and obeyed on principle. And Sweet not only flouted the school’s rules—McClard’s rules—but refused to demonstrate the proper respect for a principal’s authority.

From the start, the two men clashed over small matters: grading policy, how Sweet chose to spend his class time, and of course the junior class play, which Sweet thought would be more entertaining if he “modernized” parts, like making the lead male in Just Ducky a recovering alcoholic who suffered from hemorrhoids.

It must have been difficult for McClard to ignore other differences between the two men. While McClard was brusque and at times awkward in social situations, Sweet had a way of getting along with most everybody, even those, like Burns, the brawny football coach, who were as right wing as Sweet was left. Likewise, Sweet was a natural in front of the students, hamming it up. McClard, for all his authoritarian bent and considerable administrative talent, had a habit of becoming a nervous wreck during public speeches. His hands shook, his movements became erratic, and he became so anxious that, when possible, he tried to delegate his duties. Linda Shonkwiler, who graduated in 1971, remembers her shock when, upon being elected class president, McClard told her to stand up and give the assembly addresses in his place. (Little did McClard know that Shonkwiler’s greatest fear was also public speaking.)

With each passing year, McClard and Sweet’s relationship continued to sour. It seemed inevitable that matters would come to a head.

It sounded like a grand plan. A dozen teachers and administrators would take off on a Saturday morning in the spring and drive down to St. Louis in the VW bus of Phil Sargent, the athletic director. They’d hit some taverns and then head to a St. Louis Cardinals game. Sweet was charged with organizing an itinerary and, as usual when it came to such matters, took great delight in doing so, especially since he was a diehard Cubs fan. The Friday before the trip, he passed out a sheet to all involved.

Scanning the paper, superintendent Britton began chuckling. On it, Sweet had included a roster of “Members of the Excursion” under three headings.

The first read “Cardinals fans and gentlemen of position” and included McClard, identified as “Principal of Macon High School, Macon, Illinois”; Ralph Coate, “Head of the Science Department, Macon High School, Macon, Illinois”; Britton; and three others.

The second heading, however, read “Cubs Fans—people of questionable background including deviates and assorted degenerates.” In this group Sweet included himself, identified as “known alcoholic and chaser of females”; a teacher named Guy Carlton (“Wino and part-time street fighter”); a teacher named Ralph Lancaster (“Pepsi addict and known cigar smoker”); and a Champaign buddy named Fred Schooley (“A friend of Sweet’s, suspected sex fiend”).

Finally, a third header read “Others: This group is made up of people who know nothing about baseball.” Here Sweet included his friend and former baseball coach, Tim Cook, described as a “Yankees fan, non-drinker, ex-Coach, and suspected psycho,” and a teacher named Dale Sloan who, based on his allegiance, was demeaned as a “Giants fan, non-drinker, henpecked dullard.”

Then there was the itinerary itself:

[image: Image]

The crew, and the game, did not disappoint. By the end of the evening Sweet had purchased five Styrofoam Cardinals hats and gleefully smashed them up in front of St. Louis fans; the Cardinals had won; and everyone save Tim, Dale, and Phil Sargent was lit. On the ride home, Britton suggested a game of poker. Cards were produced; hands were dealt.

Half an hour into the game, McClard started needling Sweet about his teaching. Sweet laughed it off.

Ten minutes later, McClard came at him again. Sweet chuckled once more, but he was becoming annoyed. Sweet liked to think of himself as someone who could get along with most anyone, but he didn’t like to be pushed around.

“Look, I’m going to teach English how I want,” Sweet finally said. “Your authority means nothing to me.”

The VW bus went silent. McClard’s face turned pink, then blossomed into an unhealthy red. This was most definitely not how a lieutenant spoke to his commanding officer.

“I’ll fire your ass!” McClard yelled, nearly knocking over his pile of chips.

“Go ahead and try,” Sweet responded, now yelling himself.

And, best anyone can remember, that was the precise moment when McClard began endeavoring to do just that.

Britton could only protect Sweet for so long. Baseball would have to do the rest.
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