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I was in love with Ted Williams.

His long legs, that grace,

his narrow baseball bat

level-swung, his knowledge of art,

it has to be perfect, as near

as possible, don't swing

at a pitch seven centimeters

wide of the plate. 



I root for the Boston Red Sox 

Who are in ninth place

Who haven't won since 1946



It has to be perfect. 



BASEBALL, A POEM IN THE MAGIC NUMBER 9





We wish we lived our lives—grace, level-swung, every day a seeking for perfection—as Williams lived his game; if only our lives could be the knowledge of the art of the game. That is worth rooting for, even if we remain in ninth place.

GEORGE BOWERING (1965)




Prologue



Ted Williams loved to tell the story about the alligator. He told it everywhere, told it for much of his life. There were different permutations to fit different circumstances, but the basic story always stayed the same.

“Didja hear about the alligator?” he would ask.

His voice was loud. His presence was overwhelming.

“Bit that kid's leg off!”

He would be inside an elevator. He would be inside a restaurant. He would be at some “sports fans” event, with people waiting in line to secure his autograph on a scrap of paper. He would be somewhere at a ballpark. He would . . . okay, this was one of the last recorded times he told it . . . he would be standing in an aisle at Walgreens, holding on to a walker.

Someone else would be with him, someone else to share the joke. Ted Williams would nudge that person, wink, do something to let him know what was taking place.

“Terrible thing!” Williams would say.

“What happened?” the co-conspirator would ask if he was sharp.

“Terrible thing,” Williams would repeat if the co-conspirator was not sharp. Get with the program, buddy.

Here the story would change to fit the circumstance. In Florida, easy, the alligator simply had slipped out of the muck around a local swamp, befuddled by the heat, walked down a city street or suburban subdivision, and found the poor, unwitting kid and started snapping and chewing. In New York, perhaps the keepers were taking the alligator to the Bronx Zoo and he escaped. In Newcastle, New Brunswick, perhaps someone had brought the alligator back from Disney World and slipped it into the Miramichi River. In Boston, Minneapolis, Chicago, right at O'Hare Airport . . . 

“Big alligator!

“Bit the kid's leg off at the knee!

“Kid's in terrible shape!

“Don't know what happened to the alligator!

“Still on the loose!”

Ted Williams would nudge the co-conspirator and advise him to watch and wait. The people who had overheard this dreadful tale—who had overheard it from Ted Williams no less, no farther away from me than I am from you; or at least had overheard it from some loud-talking, big son of a bitch at Walgreens—would pass the news. The next people would pass the news and pass and pass. The result would come back like a boomerang. Later in the day. Later in the night. Later in the week. Later.

“Did you hear about the alligator?” someone would ask the co-conspirator.

“Did you hear about the alligator?” someone would ask Ted Williams himself.

The following story is not about the alligator. This story is about the man who started all the talking.
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Boston





Ted Williams of the Boston Red Sox looked as fit as an Indian buck. After a winter out of doors, including a month of lazy fishing at the edge of the Florida Everglades, he was tanned to a light mahogany. His brownish green eyes were clear and sharp, his face lean, the big hands that wrapped around the handle of his 34-oz. Louisville Slugger were calloused and hard. He had 198 pounds, mostly well-trained muscle, tucked away on his six-ft. 33⁄4 in. frame. He expected, he conceded, “to have a pretty good year.”

But as usual Ted Williams had a number of worries at the back of his mind.

TIME, APRIL 10, 1950

The only other car in the parking lot was a cream-colored Cadillac Coupe DeVille with Minnesota license plates. Jimmy Carroll paid no attention.

The sun was coming up, beautiful, over the Atlantic Ocean. Six o'clock in the morning. Jimmy was supposed to meet some people to go out on some rich guy's yacht from Falmouth, Massachusetts, a town located at the fat beginning end of Cape Cod. One of the people, believe it or not, was supposed to be Ellis Kinder, the pitcher for the Boston Red Sox. Jimmy was a baseball fan. He had driven through the dark from Boston, excited, and arrived way too early.

The door to the cream-colored Cadillac Coupe DeVille opened. Theodore Samuel Williams stepped out.

“I didn't know what to do,” Jimmy Carroll says, all these years later. “He started walking toward my car. I rolled down the window.”

“Do you know Ellie Kinder?” Ted Williams asked. “Are you waiting for him?”

“Yeah,” Jimmy blurted.

“Well, where the hell is he? Hi. I'm Ted Williams.”

“No kidding!” Jimmy blurted again. “Jimmy Carroll.”

“The sons of bitches are always late. Do you know a place around here where we can get some breakfast?”

“Well, yeah,” Jimmy blurted yet one more time.

“Well, come on, let's get some breakfast.”

There are other moments in his life Jimmy Carroll can describe with meaning and drama—marriage, divorce, births of children—but none are touched with the magic of that 1950s moment. The sun forever sits the same way. The car door always opens. The tall figure—Jesus, good Christ, it's him—unfolds.

Ted Williams becomes Jimmy Carroll's friend.

“We'd take rides,” Jimmy says about the relationship that developed long ago. “He loved to take rides. He loved going along the Charles River. We'd make the whole loop, over to Cambridge, out to Newton and back. He'd be talking about all the places we passed, asking questions, making comments. We'd take walks. We'd go down Marlborough Street at night, really quiet and dark, a lot of college kids living there, come back up Beacon Street. Noisier. Cars would stop. People would shout.

“I took him all over the place. I took him out to Nantasket once, to the amusement park. Mobbed. We could only stay about five minutes. I took him to South Boston. Mobbed. He signed autographs for all these kids at the L Street Bath House. I took him . . . one day we're sitting around, doing nothing, and he says, ‘Let's go somewhere. Where can we go?' I said, ‘Why don't we go over and visit James Michael Curley, the former mayor of Boston? He's very sick.' Ted said, ‘The guy who went to jail because he was taking money to help the little guy?' I said, ‘That's the one. He threw out the first pitch on Opening Day a couple times. You know him.'

“We go. Ted Williams to see James Michael Curley! We get shown into a bedroom. There's two twin beds. Curley is in one of them. You can see he's close to dying. He's delighted to see Ted, though. He's a fan. Ted gets in the other twin bed! Curls up! They lie there, the two of them. Talked for an hour!”

Magic.

For the next eight, nine, ten years, there was magic.

“I'd drive him to the airport, pick him up,” Jimmy says. “While he was on the road, he'd let me use the car. I was selling liquor at the time. I'd drive the big Cadillac Coupe DeVille to some place, park it right out front. I'd be having trouble with some clients, maybe the Greeks—they only wanted to buy from a Greek—and I'd point outside. ‘You like that car? You know who it belongs to?'”

One night Williams let Jimmy use the car for a date. Jimmy took the woman to Hugo's Lighthouse, a restaurant in suburban Cohasset. As he parked the car, a large policeman appeared. The policeman asked if Jimmy was a baseball player. Jimmy laughed and said he wasn't, but why would someone ask? The policeman said, “Because you're driving Ted Williams's car.” Jimmy asked how the policeman would know this. The policeman said he just knew, that a lot of people knew what Ted Williams's car looked like. Everybody did.

“Could I ask you a favor?” the policeman also asked, after all of this business was done.

“Sure,” Jimmy said.

“While you're eating, while you're in the restaurant, would it be possible for me just to sit in the car? Ted's car?”

“Sure,” Jimmy said.

He and his date ate their dinners. They came out of the restaurant. Six policemen—the original one and five of his friends—now were inside the car. Touching Ted's leather upholstery. Twirling Ted's chrome knobs. Trying to breathe Ted's air. Just once.

   

The fame of Ted Williams in Boston and in much of the country during his baseball life was different from the fame of today. There is no analogy to make, really, to the situation of some living, modern famous person. Williams was closer to a figure from mythology or fiction, to a comic strip character, to Spiderman, Superman, Popeye the Sailor Man. Or more.

“I met him once, when I was around nine years old,” William Bulger, former president of the University of Massachusetts, says. “I was with some youth group at a ballgame. He came over to meet us. I looked up and I thought I was looking into the face of God. He spoke to me. He said, ‘Are you a boo-er?' I didn't know what a ‘boo-er' was. I said nothing. I just stood there.”

The perpetual leftfielder of the Red Sox was famous in a time when heroes were constructed with the imagination and with words rather than force-fed and sold through a 21-inch or 56-inch color screen. The tape measure of the normal did not exist. He did things once, and you saw them once in person or heard them once on the radio or read about them forever. And they grew.

The few pictures at the start of his career in 1939 that came onto the movie screen during the Warner Pathe news before the feature film at the downtown theater were herky-jerky images, black-and-white, Ted Williams obviously posing for his swing before the ballgame began, sometimes not even in the batter's box, perfect lighting, crack, then everything turned grainy and too fast as the hard-to-see ball traveled over a grainy fence and he ran the bases in a speeded-up hurry. Even the pictures at the end on television, 1960, were not much better.

“I started doing the Red Sox games in 1951,” broadcaster Curt Gowdy says. “We used three cameras to cover the entire game. One from first base, one from third, one behind the plate. I went to [owner] Tom Yawkey at the end of the season and said, ‘I think we could use a fourth camera from centerfield to show the balls and strikes. I think it would be a great addition.'

“Yawkey surprised me. He didn't want it. He said the television coverage would become too good. People would stay home from the ballpark. We didn't get it.”

For virtually all of Ted Williams's 19 big-league years, the assembled folk at the ballpark had to report to friends and neighbors what they had seen him do. There was no replay. There was no highlights package at 11. How far did that ball go? How mighty was that swing? How mad, exactly, did The Splendid Splinter become? The voices of Gowdy and other broadcasters had to explain. The sets of fingers on the typewriters in the press box—each set lined up in direct competition with all the other sets of fingers in the press box—had to find phrases and sentences, cockamamy analogies, to translate and reconstruct reality for the general public's edification. Word of mouth had to carry the brushfires further.

The figure that stepped from all of these words, from all of this thinking—the human being who actually came into a restaurant, sat down, and ordered a malted milkshake—had all the mystery of any unseen divinity. Each swallow, each bite of his sandwich, was an amazement.

Hyperbole trailed Ted Williams like a faithful hound.

“The Red Sox used to come to Harvard to practice in our cage on rainy days,” Billy Cleary, 1960 U.S. Olympic hockey player and longtime Harvard athletic director, says. “We had the only indoor facility in the area at the time. I was an undergraduate then, and as soon as we saw it was raining, we'd all go down to watch the Red Sox, to watch Ted.

“One day there was a bunch of kids around the batting cage, Ted at bat . . . a pitch came in, and he didn't swing. One of the wise-guy college kids shouted, ‘Strike!' Ted turned around and said, ‘That was not a goddamned strike. What do you know about baseball?' Kids being kids, a bunch of them laughed. Ted was fuming.

“His turn was done, so he stepped out and somebody else stepped in. You could see Ted was still mad. Fuming. He was muttering about the kids and the pitch, getting madder by the moment. When his turn finally came around again, you could see him squeezing the bat, harder and harder, still muttering. He was grinding his teeth. The pitcher threw the ball, and Ted swung, and he hit it so hard . . . there was a net, you know, inside the building . . . the ball went right through the net, broke the cords, then went straight to the ceiling, where it hit a big light. Broke the light. Sparks. Stuff falling from the ceiling.

“Ted turned to us. He said, ‘That was a strike, goddamn it.' Walked away. It was the most amazing thing in sports I've ever seen.”

Did it happen that way?

Really?

It did, because that was what the mind remembered and the words reported. There was no evidence to dispute them.

   

He lived at the Somerset Hotel on Commonwealth Avenue, Room 231, a suite, for the last half of his career. He would check in at the beginning of the season, check out at the end. Mae Carney, the head telephone operator, was instructed not to put any calls through to Room 231, never, under any circumstances. Messages were taken, and bellhops like Leo Pratt would hurry them to the room, sliding them under the door if no one answered a knock. Never enter the room! That was the rule.

Room 231 was his refuge. He had a vise and piles of feathers in his bedroom to tie flies for fishing, his major hobby. He had a tripod and a telescope in the living room. He could watch the stars. He also could watch the coeds in their dormitory at Garland Junior College.

Jimmy Carroll was a visitor.

“The suite was perfect for him,” Jimmy says. “It was right next to the stairs. He could come in the back way or leave and no one would see him. He walked a lot of the time to the ballpark. He knew shortcuts and back alleys that no one else knew. He walked through the Victory Gardens [vegetable gardens planted by apartment dwellers during the Second World War in the park land of the Fenway] a lot.”

Jimmy's office was at 120 Ashford Street, behind Braves Field, maybe a mile from the hotel. Ted would call. Jimmy would go to the hotel. There would be no great plan. They would just hang out sometimes. Talk.

They would talk about religion, about politics, about the stock market. Ted had still been paid by the Red Sox during his time in Korea, and his agent, Fred Corcoran, had put the money in the market. Something called IBM. He worried about the wisdom of the investment. Huh. The conversations could be about anything. Religion and politics combined.

“I was a Kennedy man,” Jimmy says. “He was a Nixon man. He always was giving me the needle about the Catholic thing. I sold a whiskey, OFC. He said, ‘OFC . . . that's Only For Catholics? Only For Cardinals? Only For Chiselers? What is it?' I told him the plans were already in place for Massachusetts when Kennedy took charge. The state was going to be split in two. High Mass and Low Mass.”

Jimmy would bring over a case of Cutty Sark, another of his products, but never saw one of the bottles opened. Ted seldom drank, and when he did it was wine, sparkling burgundy. If he and Jimmy went out to eat, they often went to restaurants in the suburbs, quiet places. If they went out to eat in Boston, they went to the Union Oyster House on Union Street, a place Ted liked because management seated him in the back, a private room. Or to Steve McGrail's Linwood Grill on Kilmarnock Street, a place Ted liked because management would instantly fire up two steaks for him. Late at night, the few times he went out, Ted liked the bar at the Copley Plaza. Or the Darby Room. Or the Polynesian Room at the Somerset. Every place had to be dark. Every one of them, it seemed, was down a flight of stairs.

“I remember one night we're coming back from the Copley,” Jimmy says. “Traffic was being rerouted, and we wound up going past the side of the Boston Public Library. Ted suddenly says, ‘Stop the car.' I stopped. He pointed and said, ‘What's that?' It was people, homeless, sleeping on the heating grates outside the library. Ted couldn't believe it. I remember him talking about that all night. How the hell could this country have people living like that? It really bothered him.”

There were trips to prizefights, to see local guys like Tony DeMarco, Paul Pender, Red Priest, Tommy Collins. Ted liked boxing. There were double dates, Ted asking if Jimmy really was interested in that girl he was with. Why is that, Ted? Because if you're not, I'll take a shot at her. Ted liked women. There were trips to see sick kids and old people in hospitals. A lot of those trips. There was a trip to a driving range in Weymouth, a trip to Filene's Basement in Boston (mobbed), even visits to Fenway Park.

Jimmy wound up shagging flies during off-day workouts sometimes. Pete Cerrone, the Red Sox equipment man who also worked in Filene's Basement selling suits, would throw batting practice from behind a door he dragged out to the mound to avoid being killed by line drives back through the middle. Jimmy would be out in rightfield. Ted would hit the ball, and Jimmy would move in for the catch, and the ball would go over his head. He could hear it pass, a low whoosh, a jet engine in the air. The next sound would be a clank when it hit the seats.

“One day Ted told me I should hit,” Jimmy says. “I told him I didn't want to do it. He said, ‘Come on, every kid who grew up in Boston wants to hit the leftfield wall.' Okay, he was right. I went up there, and Pete was throwing underhanded, and I couldn't hit anything. Ted came over, showed me some things, adjusted my hands. He said to Pete, ‘Throw it overhand and throw it in there.' I swung, I connected, the ball went out and hit the wall. I did it . . . I've told my son so many times about hitting the wall, he never wants to hear it again. But I did it. I hit the wall.”

The relationship was one-sided perhaps, Ted always in control, but also perfect. Ted got to do whatever he wanted to do. Jimmy got to see what Ted wanted to do. That was enough. Jimmy sometimes laughed at his good fortune. How many people wouldn't want to be doing what he was doing? He wasn't trying to make a buck, a deal. He was inside the velvet ropes of celebrity, seeing what Ted saw. That was more than enough. Maybe he wasn't walking in Ted's size 10 or 11 baseball shoes, a different size for each foot, and maybe he wasn't taking a swing at a 3–2 fastball, but he was wearing one of Ted's sports coats for dinner. Size 46. Same size. His size. Ted was wearing Jimmy's camel's hair overcoat in the cold. Size 46. Same size.

What was it the two MDC cops called Ted when they stopped him for speeding? Ted was coming over to see Jimmy's mother, sick in Carney Hospital. The cops stopped him, looked at the license, and radioed back to the station, “We've got the Pope of Baseball here,” then gave him an escort to the hospital. The Pope of Baseball! Jimmy could see what life was like to be the Pope of Baseball.

“We had a lot of fun, but there were times he would become really quiet,” Jimmy says. “We'd be driving somewhere. His mind would be someplace else. You could tell. He'd have a look on his face. I'd wonder if he really was happy. I didn't think he was. I still don't.”

Too much. Too much. Too much. That was Jimmy's thought. Too much. Sometimes the life of the Pope of Baseball could be way too much.

“The Colonel called me once, Dave Egan, the columnist from the Boston Record who Ted hated the most,” Jimmy Carroll says. “He was a powerful figure, the Colonel. I was nervous. He said he'd heard that I was close to Ted. I said that I was. He said he'd heard Ted wasn't feeling well. Was this true?”

What to do? Jimmy figured he could tell the truth.

“He's okay,” Jimmy said. “Except he's got diarrhea.”

“Diarrhea?” the Colonel asked.

“Diarrhea,” Jimmy confirmed.

The next morning the phone rang. Williams was furious. There was a story in the paper that “Ted Has Diarrhea.” Why would Jimmy tell someone that?

“I didn't know,” Jimmy still says. “I didn't think they'd put that word in the paper. ‘Ted Has Diarrhea'?”

Stop the presses. This was the life of the Pope of Baseball.

   

He was the famous Ted Williams from the time he was 17, no more than 18 years old. The famous life was the only adult life he ever knew. From the time he joined the hometown San Diego Padres in the Pacific Coast League—he still hadn't graduated from Hoover High School—until the day he died in Hernando, Florida, 83 years old, he was the prize pumpkin at the county fair, prodded and pushed, examined, greeted with oohs and ahhs.

How do you handle this?

Because he could hit a baseball—an athletic feat in the national consciousness second only to knocking out a string of heavyweight contenders at the time—he could go where he wanted to go, do what he wanted to do. There might be a hassle involved, a crowd of bug-eyed gawkers and talkers in attendance, but he could be his own man.

The normal social restraints did not exist. He could pick his friends from the boardroom or the parking lot, whichever interested him, simply by offering his hand. He could pick his women from the Somerset lobby, any of them, sitting on the sofas, waiting for him to pass. He could travel or stay home, eat early or late. He could fart in church. If he wanted to go to church.

Is there such a thing as too much freedom? He was a test. A latchkey child from a broken home, unencumbered by an adolescence filled with parental dos and don'ts, he was raw and basic and naive when he arrived in the spotlight. No one had ever told him what to do in the past, and now, no matter how many people told him, he really didn't have to listen.

He was the famous Ted Williams. He could figure out what he wanted to figure out for himself.

“Vinnie Orlando, the visiting clubhouse guy, told me a story,” Will McDonough, sportswriter for the Boston Globe, says. “Vinnie was about the same age as Ted and said that when Ted showed up for spring training the first time in 1938, he was like a Neanderthal. He was an animal.

“He didn't even know how to drive a car. He asked Vinnie, who had a car, if maybe they could double-date. If Vinnie could find some girls. Vinnie found the girls. He and Ted went to pick them up. ‘How are you, how are you, etc. . . .' Ted and his girl get in the backseat. Vinnie and his girl were in the front. Vinnie said he drove about three blocks. The girl in the backseat started screaming. Ted had just jumped her. He didn't know that maybe you were supposed to talk to each other, maybe eat dinner, whatever. He just jumped on her. He didn't know.”

Where do you go from there?

The necessities of life bring conformity for most people. Get a job, get some money, get married, get a house, yessir, nosir, how high sir? What if all the necessities are covered by the single ability to swing a 32-ounce bat and hit a 5-ounce ball? Maybe you learn to drive and you learn the basics of dealing with the opposite gender, but how much else do you learn? There is no pot to confine growth to a prescribed area. You grow—or you don't grow—exactly in the ways you want.

The famous Ted Williams was able to pick and choose. If he wanted to fish for salmon or learn how to fly a plane or take pictures, he followed his inclinations to the maximum degree. If there was something he didn't want to learn, maybe something personal about relationships with a wife, a child, a friend, something that involved change and pain, well, he didn't have to learn. He could write a check, mumble, and move along.

Take me or leave me. I am what I am. If that was unacceptable, there always was a line of people who would not mind. He could bellow his opinions. He could charm a room, have everyone laughing and feeling good. He could shut down in a moment.

His refusal to wear a necktie, always a source of jokes, was actually a statement. The famous Ted Williams does what he wants. Take me or leave me. If you want somebody who wears a necktie, you want somebody else. Ted Williams was the one who would decide what was right and what was wrong for Ted Williams. Don't believe him? Then just listen.

His language was part of his freedom.

“The first time I ever saw him, first words out of his mouth were ‘you motherfucken syphilitic piece of shit,'” Boston sportscaster Bob Lobel says. “He was playing golf. I don't know if he was talking to the golf ball, to himself, to what. I just know I've remembered every single word.”

“I was in the U.S. Marines,” former Red Sox batboy George Sullivan says. “They always talk about the language in the service. It didn't bother me one bit. The entire time I was a Marine, no one swore any better than Ted Williams. I'd had my basic training in that respect before I ever had basic training.”

“I was a bodyguard for General George S. Patton during the Second World War,” Al Palmeri, who was a director at the Ted Williams Baseball Camp for many years, says. “Yes, General Patton swore. No, he did not swear as well as Ted.”

No one could swear as well as Ted. Not only were the words showstoppers—words like “cunt” and “cocksucker,” dropped freely with f-bombs and modified with his favorite adjective, “syphilitic”—but there was a way he swore that made his outbursts special. He strung the words together to make elaborate, rococo, profane poetry. There was a cadence, a rhythm to his swearing. There was a blasphemous direction too, much of the anger addressed upward toward a syphilitic Supreme Being who had let humanity down just one more time.

“There was always a sequence,” Dottie Lindia, wife of friend Joe Lindia, says. “Once the first word came out, you knew the other ones would follow. And if you ever could interrupt him in the middle, you knew he would have to start over again. The words had to come in the sequence.”

For Williams, the language of the dugout was his language of the restaurant, the living room, the neighborhood store. That was simply the way he was. The social muffler that most people use—the one that keeps them from asking a second cousin to “pass the fucken potatoes” at Thanksgiving—never was developed. Never had to be. Never was.

He was the famous Ted Williams.

“I remember one time, though, we were at a restaurant, many years after he retired,” Al Cassidy Jr., a longtime friend, says. “When we came in, I noticed a table with some mothers and fathers and some kids. I could see they got all excited. They were looking over at our table.

“Then Ted got going. The words were rolling out, one after another. I could see the mood change at the other table. Finally one of the fathers came over and read Ted out. Said there was no need for language like that. Ted took it. He didn't say anything, but he took it. He didn't swear again. Got very quiet. You could see he was embarrassed. He was like a little kid.”

He was a little kid. Always. In a million ways.

That was what made him fascinating.

He preened. He pouted. He could be unbelievably kind, especially with money. He could be cold and remote. Women were a constant problem: a joy, a nuisance, a mystery, a lower life form put on earth mostly to entertain and complain. There were holes in his psychology that could be debated and studied nightly by academics and tavern regulars, third stool from the right. He was brilliant. He was dense. He was conservative, red white and blue. He still could have tons of liberal thoughts. He was an American hero, no doubt about that, a picture on a bedroom wall. He also could do things that were much less than heroic, everyday surrenders in everyday affairs. He was Ted Williams. He could hit a ball. More than anything, he could hit a baseball. He was famous.

Three wives. Two wars. Nineteen years in the major leagues. That was only a start.

He found his way to his own complicated Oz. He then had to stay there for all of his life.

   

A party was planned for Williams's 40th birthday on August 30, 1958. Nothing elaborate. He would throw it for himself in the suite. The guest list was comprised of the normal people, not teammates: the accountants and hotel operators and bellhops and lawyers and people who surrounded him in slack-jawed admiration and helped him live inside his bubble of fame. Jimmy Carroll was on the list.

He had an idea.

“You say to yourself, ‘What do I get this guy for his birthday?'” Carroll says. “He has absolutely everything. What could I get him that might mean something to him?”

Carroll remembered a conversation in one of the many trips in the Coupe DeVille. He remembered exactly where it had taken place. They were going to the airport, down Commonwealth, and had just turned at Arlington Street, when he asked Ted if he had any idols. The night was rainy.

“No, never,” Williams replied.

“You must have had an idol as a kid,” Carroll said. “Ty Cobb? Babe Ruth? Someone like that. You were my idol.”

“No. I grew up on the West Coast. I didn't even know much about those people then. Never followed the major leagues very close. I didn't have any idols. No.”

Silence returned to the car. Carroll wondered if he'd asked the wrong thing. He drove around the Boston Common and was heading on to Charles Street, more silence, windshield wipers whacking, when Williams suddenly spoke.

“I take that back,” he said. “I do have an idol. He's still my idol. Douglas MacArthur.”

“Douglas MacArthur?”

“He's my kind of guy. He was my commander in the Second World War and the Korean War. I really respect him. Douglas MacArthur.”

Douglas MacArthur, huh? Carroll decided that the perfect gift for Ted's birthday would be a signed picture from Ted's idol. Douglas MacArthur. One problem: how would a man get in touch with Douglas MacArthur? All Carroll knew was what he had read, that MacArthur now lived in the Waldorf Astoria in New York and worked for the Rand Corporation. How would a man get through the switchboard at the Waldorf Astoria?

Carroll approached the head bellman at the Somerset with his problem. He knew there was an alliance between bellmen at big hotels, one helping the other for odd requests. The bellman at the Somerset connected him with the head bellman at the Waldorf.

“You'll never get ahold of him,” the bellman at the Waldorf said. “Not a chance.”

“Ted Williams,” Carroll repeated, invoking the magic name as often as possible. “This is for Ted Williams.”

“Here's your only shot,” the bellman finally said. “A driver picks the General up every morning at 8:15 to take him to work. The servants don't arrive until 9:00 A.M. If you call in those 45 minutes between 8:15 and 9:00, you might be able to talk to his wife. And you have to take it from there.”

Carroll called the next day. The General's wife answered. She was cold. Carroll talked at his salesman's warp speed. Ted Williams! The ballplayer! General MacArthur is his idol! Ted Williams! Ted Williams! The General's wife warmed a little bit. She said that the irony was that the General also thought very highly of Ted Williams. He considered Williams to be the personification of the American ideal, the true man's man. Ted Williams? Okay, she gave Carroll the phone number and extension of the General's office. Good luck. Carroll dialed.

“I'm James Carroll of Boston,” he said.

“How'd you get this number?” Douglas MacArthur replied.

The voice over the phone had dignity, force, strength. The only time Carroll ever had heard it was on the news, MacArthur telling Congress that “old soldiers never die, they just fade away.” Never had Carroll been so nervous. Never had he talked so fast. Ted Williams! Ted Williams! Ted Williams!

Slowly, the General became interested. Yes, he truly admired Ted Williams, but he certainly couldn't go to Boston for a birthday party. Carroll said, “No! That wasn't what I wanted!” A signed photograph? Oh, that was different. How about something even better?

“I have a lot of oil paintings that people have sent me,” MacArthur said. “They're paintings of me going back to the Philippines, most of them. I don't know why, people were inspired by my return to paint for some reason. Why don't I send you one of those? Would four feet by three feet be all right?”

The painting arrived in a crate at the house of Carroll's mother. He brought it to the Somerset on August 30. Irene Hennessy, famous in New England as the Narragansett Beer girl (“Hey, neighbor! Have a Gansett!”) saw him in the lobby. She was a friend of Ted's.

“What do you have there, Jimmy?” she asked.

“You wouldn't believe it,” he replied.

Unveiled in Room 231, the large face of MacArthur stared at the party group. The inscription read: “To Ted Williams—Not only America's greatest baseball player, but a great American who served his country. Your friend, Doug MacArthur. General U.S. Army.” Williams was delighted. He placed the picture on the mantel above the fireplace.

Everyone stared in appropriate wonder. How far can a kid from nowhere in San Diego travel by hitting a baseball? This far.

This far indeed.
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“Good morning, May!”

Here, there and everywhere in San Diego, and even in Tijuana, the smiling face of May Williams, a Salvation Army worker, brings sunshine.

“Here comes May with her ‘War Cry,'” said a citizen on the street the other day as he reached into a pocket for a coin. “Her radiant smile is worth a dime to a fellow anytime, and I never miss paying for a ‘War Cry.'”

SAN DIEGO UNION, SEPTEMBER 21, 1930

The landscape of the past lies somewhere under the landscape of the present. That is a fact. An erector set of change might have been constructed to obscure the gridwork of memory—different buildings, different people, different trees, different signs, and different colors—but the past is still down there at the bottom.

If you can see it.

“This was all jackrabbits and snakes,” Joe Villarino says, driving past the subdivision behind Herbert Hoover High School, house after house after house. “None of these houses were here. Just jackrabbits and snakes.”

The clutter has to be removed.

That is the basic trick.

“Jackrabbits and snakes,” Joe Villarino says again. “This was the edge of the city. Everything to the east was jackrabbits and snakes. Look at it now. My daughter has a house over in Spring Valley. Lives on what they call ‘Dictionary Hill.' You know why they call it that? When they first cleared the land, they sold the lots for $60. And you got a free dictionary if you bought one. Now those 
lots . . . you couldn't touch one for under $200,000. And there's no dictionary.”

Take away the Burger Kings and the Midas Muffler shops and the 24-hour pay-and-go convenience gas stations. Take away four of the six lanes on El Cajon Boulevard. Take away most of the cars too for that matter. Take away the fat concrete walls that make up the modern Hoover High, no windows anywhere, and replace them with a more gentle architecture from a more gentle time. Take away. Take away.

The old San Diego still sits there, population 100,000, maybe 150,000 tops, fresh air that you could breathe, people who would say hello (and you would say hello back), everyone knowing everyone else, everyone knowing everyone else's business. Take away the metropolis, population 1,223,400, the freeways with their important numbers, the 5 and the 8 and the 805 and all the rest. Take away the hustle, the bustle, the revved-up everything. The old San Diego still is underneath.

If you can see it.

“We didn't have a car,” Joe Villarino says. “Not a lot of people did. My father, he paid a dollar a month for a trolley pass to get back and forth to work. I remember waiting for him to get home at night. He'd let me have the pass, and I'd just ride the trolley downtown and back, downtown and back again. Just to do it.”

“This place right here was Powelson's Drug Store,” Joe Villarino says, pointing at a Mexican restaurant named El Rodeo, the letters on the sign done in red and yellow. “The old man who ran it was very nice. He loved the baseball team, loved sports. We'd go in there every day.”

“I had five brothers and two sisters,” Joe Villarino says. “All of my brothers are gone. My sisters are still alive, but my brothers are gone.”

Take away. Roll back. Everyone is still alive. The adventure of long ago is still there. The sun is up. The time is five minutes to eight, and the tall, skinny neighbor kid is coming down the sidewalk from his home at 4121 Utah Street toward Joe's house at 4335 Oregon. Every day. Clockwork. He already is a presence, the tall, skinny neighbor kid, loud in what he says, animated, almost goofy. He has opinions and dreams and confidence.

Joe is waiting for him on the steps of 4335 Oregon. Ted Williams would be here. Every day.

“I'd be right outside,” Joe says, pointing at a squat apartment complex. “Except this isn't my house. The address is the same, but this building is new. . . .”

Off they go to Garfield Elementary School. The tall kid is excited. If they get there early, they will be first in line when the big playground box, looks like a coffin, is opened. They can take out the bats and the balls and get to work. The tall kid already has his glove. Ready to go.

“This is Garfield Elementary,” Joe says, pointing at a one-story, modern school. “Except, of course, it's not the same one we went to. Same place, though. The principal used to park his car right here. It was an old Model T. . . .”

Take away. This is where it all began.

If you can see it.

Joe Villarino is now 85 years old. He can see.

   

I'm looking for the water tower . . . there it is,” Villarino says, pointing at a tower that rises maybe 150 feet off the ground. “Ted and I tried to climb that once. It was my idea. We talked about it and talked about it and one day we did it. We climbed the fence on the way home from school and got about halfway up before the guard came out and caught us. He was going to have us arrested. I was so scared. My mother would have killed me if I was arrested for climbing that tower. The guy just let us go.

“This . . . this was a reservoir,” Villarino continues, pointing toward a large park. “There were dirt embankments on the sides. The whole thing was covered with boards. I don't know what happened to the reservoir. When we played baseball down there [the field at the end of the park] I made money by going onto the boards to get the foul balls. The boards were rotted and creaky. I was small. That's why I got the job. I'd hear those boards creaking and was sure that I was going to fall through. I got 35 cents for every baseball I brought back.”

The park, North Park, was the starting point. The field . . . well, it is called Ted Williams Field now . . . was where the baseballs first started to fly over a short rightfield fence. This was the tall skinny kid's laboratory. From his porch on Utah Street a block and a half away you can see the baseball lights. Add some good, year-round California weather. Add a lot of free time. Add a lot of desperation, drive, whatever you want to call it, the yearning to step out of stifling circumstance. The result would knock the American League on its well-established keister.

“I suppose I knew him as well as anyone, maybe better,” Villarino says. “We went all the way back to when we were six years old. My oldest brother even was going to marry his youngest aunt at one time. Wouldn't that have been something? We almost became shirttail relatives.

“I played marbles with Ted Williams before I ever played baseball with him. He had this big bag of marbles, bigger than anyone else. He always said that he'd won them, but I don't think so. I think he was buying marbles and putting them in his bag.”

The old-timers, Villarino included, say the neighborhood has declined, now populated by new and threatening people, don't go there after dark, but it does not look threatening in the day. It looks much the way it did when Williams was a kid. A working man's neighborhood. The older houses mainly are wooden, tiny affairs, done in a style called “California bungalow.” There are palm trees in front yards, orange and lemon trees in backyards. Kids' bicycles are left on their sides on crabgrass front lawns.

Williams's house (“There it is,” Villarino says) is one of the California bungalows. There is a different tree in front and an aluminum awning over the porch and the street numbers—4121—curiously have been moved from the overhang of the porch to a side pillar, but not much else has changed. Two kids from next door are playing in front. Alas, they are kicking a soccer ball.

The owner of the house now is 62-year-old Tim Higgins. He is a retired postal worker and has lived here for 28 years. His mother lived with him until three years ago, when she passed away. He maintains her bedroom in the back, everything kept the way she had it, simply because he can't be moved to change the arrangement.

“I haven't changed a lot in the house,” he says. “I've tried to keep it up as best I can. People come, once in a while, to take a look, but never anyone from San Diego. Always from somewhere else. I get letters too, people asking for a souvenir from the house . . . but what can I give 'em? I keep thinking that someone will come along, some wealthy man, somebody with deep pockets, make me a big offer because this was where Ted was raised, but I don't think it's going to happen. If this place ever sells, I'll have to sell it as natural real estate.”

Higgins can rattle off what is old and what is new without even thinking. The kitchen is old, same stuff that was here when Ted was here. The venetian blinds, they're originals. The heating is new, central heating installed in 1970. The toilet fixtures definitely are old. A plumber once looked at them and said they might even be valuable they were so old. Said to never change them. To call the Smithsonian first.

The ceilings are very low, maybe eight feet. The rooms are cramped. Higgins can point out who slept where. He also can show the lines of an addition that Ted had carpenters add for his mother sometime after he began making money. The patio in the back, Ted had that added too.

“See how small the backyard is?” Higgins says. “That's where Ted used to go to swing his bat, I guess.”

Higgins met Williams once. He remembers the date, July 8, 1992. Williams returned to San Diego for the All-Star Game with his son, John-Henry. John-Henry wanted to see the house. Higgins remembers how uncomfortable Williams was. An ESPN crew—some crew anyway—was taping the visit. Williams didn't even want to go inside the door. John-Henry insisted. Williams was reluctant at every turn.

“This house, Ted don't like it,” Higgins says. “You could see it brought back a lot of bad memories. All he wanted to do was get out. He was nice to my mother, but I stayed back, didn't even ask for an autograph. People at the post office said, ‘Hey, you should have got his autograph,' but I could see how Ted was feeling.

“This house, Ted don't like it at all.”

   

Williams was the Huckleberry Finn character of this modest neighborhood, the undisciplined roamer, the kid who didn't have to be home at any particular time. Born on April 30, 1918, named “Teddy” after Teddy Roosevelt—a name Williams later formalized to Theodore Samuel Williams—he and his brother Danny were caught in the cold climate of a bad marriage. Their father, Sam, was a photographer who left for work early and stayed late and didn't smile much at home. A drinker. Didn't care. Their mother, May Venzor Williams, was a religious zealot. She was always working for the Lord. For the Salvation Army.

May Venzor Williams was the dominant figure in Ted Williams's young life. Or maybe the dominant nonfigure.

“She fell in love with the Salvation Army when she was very young,” her nephew, Manny Herrera, says. “Her family was Mexican Baptists, religious enough, but not in the Salvation Army. The Army would hold revival meetings on the corner of Haley and State Streets in downtown Santa Barbara, where she grew up. When May was 11 years old, maybe 12, one of her sisters would come home and tell their father that May was down there singing. Mr. Pedro Venzor would get up, go down to Haley and State, and bring May home. She wouldn't fight. He'd say, ‘Those people are crazy.' ‘Yes, Daddy.' ‘They're fanatics.' ‘Yes, Daddy.' ‘I don't want you going down there with them.' ‘Yes, Daddy.'

“The next day she'd be back at Haley and State. Singing again.”

That early love affair never ended. The only hiccup in her devotion came while she was training in Hawaii to become an officer in the Salvation Army. She met Sam. He was seven years older, finishing up his time in the U.S. Army, an enlisted man from Mount Vernon, New York, returning from the Philippines. He claimed he had served with Teddy Roosevelt in the famous charge up San Juan Hill during the Spanish-American War. There is some mystery to that—his birth certificate indicates he would have been 15 years old at the time—but whatever he told May seemed to work. She gave up her hopes for a Salvation Army commission (officers were not allowed to marry outside the Army) but kept her faith and went with Sam. The year was 1910.

They were an interesting couple for the time, May with a Mexican mother and a Mexican father with Basque roots, Sam a mixture of Welsh and English. They lived for a short while in Los Angeles, where Sam was a streetcar conductor, but by the time the boys were born, and after May apparently had suffered two earlier miscarriages, San Diego had become home. This was where May had been stationed, a foot soldier now in the service of the Lord. The family moved into the tiny white house on Utah Street when Ted was five years old. The price of the house was $4,000. The payments were $100 per month.

Sam wandered into his photography business, owning a shop on Fifth Avenue. May charged into her life's work. She went to nearby Tijuana to convince drunks of the error of their ways. She went to downtown Broadway in San Diego to ring a bell on Christmas. She went wherever money was being raised and the Word was being spread.

“I went with her to the bars a couple of times,” Alice Psaute, an 80-year-old Salvation Army veteran, says. “You'd go in with pots. Men would throw money at the pots. You'd have to get on your hands and knees and pick quarters off the floors.”

“You'd see May on the streetcars all the time,” Frank Cushing, a friend of Ted's from San Diego, says. “There were only two streetcar lines at the time, the 7 and the 11, and she'd be on either one of them every day. So if you took the streetcar, you saw her. Praising the Lord.”

She would wear her blue uniform with the familiar blue bonnet every day. She was tireless and fearless. She sang, she played musical instruments, she did magic tricks to attract the curious. She once—Alice Psaute says—held the world record for selling the most copies of The War Cry, the Salvation Army magazine, in a calendar year. The world record. Not San Diego. Not California or the United States. The world record. What kind of dedication does that take?

Too much, perhaps, if you have two young boys.

“May actually was ahead of her time,” Manny Herrera says. “She was one of the first liberated women. She did what she wanted to do. She didn't want to cook . . . couldn't cook. That gal burnt everything she ever tried to cook. She didn't want to clean house. I was in her kitchen once, she had nine big stacks of newspapers in there. My aunt Sara, who raised me, May's younger sister, came down from Santa Barbara to cook and clean house when the boys were young. May didn't want to do it. She was a sweet woman, but she was no housekeeper. She was all Salvation Army.”

The boys, who both cringed when they were brought by her to be part of the Army's street-corner revivals, eventually were left at home. They had that unsupervised heaven that all kids say they want but few can handle. Where to go? What to do? The dull lights of education, of course, offered no great attraction. The boys went for the two traditional dramatic enticements: Ted went for sports, for baseball, and Danny, two years younger, went for trouble.

“I was seven years behind Ted at Hoover High,” Frank Cushing says, “so when I got there, Ted was already a big deal, famous in the big leagues. But my metals shop teacher always talked about Danny, the things Danny Williams did. Never talked about Ted.”

The roles of the athlete and the delinquent almost seemed to have been handed down from a higher power. Ted was bigger, stronger, favored his father's light coloring. He looked Anglo. Danny was shorter, sickly, favored his mother. Darker. Danny Williams looked Mexican.

Would the roles have been reversed if the bodies had been reversed, the skin colors reversed? Hard to say. Ted did have the disposition, the mind, to pick up something and study it harder than anyone else around him. He fell into an all-consuming love with baseball the way the mathematics prodigy falls into an all-consuming love with the infinite variations of numbers. The fact that he looked like an athlete and an All-American boy certainly did not hurt when coaches looked to find their favorite students, the ones who had the chance to learn most, but the love was there at the beginning. Danny . . . Danny did have the disposition for trouble.

“He wasn't a bad kid,” Joe Villarino says, “but he always had to challenge authority. He just did things. Like the playground was locked up every night and didn't open until nine. No one was supposed to be in there before nine. Danny just didn't care. He'd climb the fence and be in the playground by himself. The playground director would come at nine, find Danny, and ban him for a month. The month would pass and Danny would be allowed back, and a couple more months would pass and he'd climb the fence again and be banned again. It was like he had to do it.”

He became the truant, the kid who went to a succession of schools, failing in most of them, the kid who maybe stole your bicycle when you were young and maybe stole your car when you were older. He gravitated toward the gray, if not toward the darkness. Ted would later tell the story of standing on the front porch with Danny, ten o'clock at night, waiting for their mother to come home to let them inside. There was a reason they were standing outside. Danny.

“When he had a key and got inside, he'd take things down to the what-do-you-call-it, the pawn shop,” Manny Herrera says. “May would walk by the pawn shop and see her Salvation Army cornet in the window. What was this? She'd go inside and ask how it got there. The man would pull out a slip of paper and say, ‘Do you know a Danny Williams from 4121 Utah Street?' May would have to pay to get her cornet back.”

His edgy early life would evolve into his edgy later life. He would get into trouble and Ted would send him money, and he would get into more trouble and Ted would send more money. Ted would send a new set of furniture to his mother, and Danny would send the furniture to the pawn shop.

Danny's sons, Ted (named after Uncle Ted) and Sam, remember moving a lot as young kids, always ahead of bill collectors, going from El Paso to Chicago to wherever. They remember an embittered, often mean man at the wheel of the family car. They remember a pistol strapped to the shaft of the steering wheel.

“Dad had a hard time with authority,” Ted Williams, the son of Danny, says. “The handgun was part of it. He figured that if the handgun was showing and he had a license, it was okay. Well, maybe it was in some states, but not all of them. We'd be driving and get stopped, and there'd be a big thing. Because of the handgun.”

Danny wound up his travels exactly where they began, back at 4121 Utah Street, living with May. He came back to die. He had leukemia. His two sons moved into the bedroom he and his brother had shared. They listened to May talk about the Lord, saw her leave the house in her uniform and bonnet. They went to Salvation Army summer camp. They learned how to ride bicycles in North Park.

“May was very sweet,” Danny's son says. “By this time she was still in the present, but she was winding down. Virtually every sentence she spoke did have some mention of the Lord. It was not a very happy time. My father was an unhappy, angry man. He always felt like he was owed something by somebody but never got it. His illness made him more unhappy and angry.

“I was eight years old when he died. He was just 39.”

Ted, in his autobiography, My Turn at Bat, describes Danny as “the kind of guy who always wanted a motorcycle, but never got one.” Danny was that indeed. He was the flip side of Ted. There is a mystery, always, when two brothers live in the same bedroom, are raised in the same circumstance, eat the same food, and use the same shower and then step out the front door and do truly different things.

How do you figure it? Danny found trouble and disappointment.

Ted found baseball.

   

Ted was all baseball when we were kids,” Joe Villarino says. “The rest of us would play other sports. Ted only cared about baseball. That's all he talked about. He never talked about girls, never had a date that I know of. Just baseball. I had a nice little girl, shared my locker at school. Not Ted. Just baseball.”

“He'd walk down the street—I can see this—and put his hand along his nose, straight out, like he was looking on two sides of a door,” Les Cassie Jr., teammate and friend from the neighborhood, says. “He'd close one eye, then the other, figuring out what he could see from each eye. He did this all the time. He was always figuring things out. I guess it had something to do with hitting. They'd talk later about how great his eyes were. Well, he worked at it.”

“He was different from all the other kids, from the rest of us,” Roy Engle, teammate and friend, says. “I don't know how else to describe him. He was just different.”

He was serious about what he was doing. That was a major difference. Maybe the other kids thought they were serious about baseball, wanted to go off to the great ballparks of the land, but they were hoping a lot more than working. Baseball to them was a lottery ticket. A maybe. The other kids, when baseball season ended, were playing the other sports, football and basketball, chasing the other lottery tickets. Ted was working. Baseball was a train ticket, not a lottery ticket, a train ticket to a glorious future. A definite. He had inherited May's devotional gene. He simply put his devotion into a more secular pursuit.

One of his earliest teachers was his uncle, Saul Venzor, one of May's four brothers. At family gatherings in Santa Barbara, Spanish spoken more than English, Saul would play catch with his eight-year-old nephew in the driveway. Saul had a semipro baseball history as a pitcher. There was a family legend that he once had struck out Babe Ruth, Joe Gordon, and Lou Gehrig during an exhibition. Whether the legend was true or not probably doesn't matter. The important part was that Saul was good enough to have it attached to him. He was a big guy and competitive.

“Saul was tough,” Manny Herrera says. “If he played you in Chinese checkers, he had a ruler in his hand. He wanted you to think. If you made a wrong move, he'd whack your hand with the ruler. Why'd you make that stupid move? You wouldn't make it again.

“He taught Ted how to throw a baseball. Saul had a good fastball. Ted had a good fastball.”

While Danny broke away from authority, Ted walked toward it. Authority controlled the bats and balls, the games. The knowledge. He played baseball at Garfield Elementary, starting out as a normal recess and after-school activity, but by the age of 12 he was into his obsessive mode, swinging the bat in the backyard, imagining a late-game situation at the faraway Polo Grounds in New York, runners on base, Williams at the plate. He was swinging the bat, swinging and swinging, drinking malted milkshakes, eating any food put in front of him, swinging the bat, looking for size and power and that perfect synchronization to send baseballs over the fence at North Park. The playground director wasn't a threat. He was a friend, a teacher.

His name was Rod Luscomb, and he was a big, good-looking guy, six or seven years older than Ted, a former minor league ballplayer who'd been thwarted in his climb upward by an injury. Luscomb saw the potential in a kid who was consumed by baseball. Luscomb also had been consumed. He became Ted's batting practice pitcher and confidant. “Instructor” would imply too much teaching. Ted pretty much taught himself, finding the uppercut swing that would be so different from the swings of most big-league batters in both style and performance.

“Lusk had pitched in the minors and was still pitching semipro ball on Sundays,” Williams said in the book Ted Williams: My Life in Pictures. “He would throw me batting practice for an hour or more. Then I'd throw to him. I tagged after him, hung around that little playground for a good seven years. A wonderful, wonderful man. I can't give him enough credit for making me a ballplayer.”

Luscomb was one of a number of neighborhood men who would respond to the want, the need, of an unregulated boy. If Sam didn't care and May was too busy with the Lord, there were other men who had time. Want to stay for dinner? Sure. Want to go fishing? Sure. Want to come along? Sure. Here was a kid who would savor things that their own kids perhaps took for granted.

Mr. Roetert, next door, was a game warden and took the kid fishing for bass. Mr. Lutz, across the street, was a great shot with a rifle and took the kid hunting for rabbit. Mr. Villarino . . . he had a trick where he could fold his eyelids back, make his eyeballs look like they were going to fall out. Could you do it again, Mr. Villarino? Mr. Cassie, well, Mr. Cassie did a lot of things with Ted Williams.

“They went fishing all the time, my father and Ted,” Les Cassie Jr. says. “I went with 'em once. It was the most boring thing I'd ever done. I never went back. Still haven't gone back.”

Mr. Cassie and Williams would go to Coronado Island at night, walk past the elegant Del Coronado Hotel, the chandeliers lit, rich people dressed and doing whatever rich people did, then fish for albacore until midnight. They would go to Mission Bay, pull down some bamboo sticks and make fishing poles on the spot to go fishing. They would talk, plan. They would be surrogate father and surrogate son.

“Ted was like part of our family,” Cassie Jr. says. “He'd eat dinner a lot at our house. My mother loved him. She'd always make a place. We'd go to the pool hall and play snooker, Ted and me. There was only one table in the pool hall, and it was always open. The only people we ever saw playing were us. We both thought there was something suspicious going on, like a card game in the back, but we never knew. We'd play pool, then we'd go to my house for dinner.”

The Williams story that Les Cassie Jr. has told the most—for over 65 years now—is Williams's introduction to Hoover High baseball coach Wos Caldwell. There is a Br'er Rabbit, word-of-mouth rhythm to it after all of these repetitions, Williams showing up at Hoover baseball practice after finishing his last day at Horace Mann Junior High School in February. The practice was one of those Chorus Line affairs, one of the first practices of the season. There were maybe one hundred kids, all trying out for the team, at a field—not the baseball field—next to the school. Williams shouts, ‘Hey, coach, let me hit.' No answer. Williams sits on the steps of the print shop. ‘Hey, coach, let me hit.' No answer. Finally, after a few more of these pleas, Caldwell relents. He is a big, quiet man who once played football with Red Grange at the University of Illinois. Okay, this will shut the kid up. Go ahead.

“The first one went on top of the lunch arbor,” Les Cassie Jr. says, bringing in the proper majesty of the moment. “No one had ever hit one up there. Then he hit another. Then, when it's over, he tells Wos Caldwell, ‘I'll be back tomorrow.'”

Okay, the kid could hit.

He also could pitch.

For the next three years, he was the hitting-pitching star of the Hoover High Cardinals. The league seasons were short, 12 games plus playoffs, because the road trips were long on the Southern California coast, schools spread apart, but Caldwell scheduled games everywhere against all manner of teams to keep his boys playing. Williams once estimated he played about 64 games a year with the high school. Then he estimated he played another 64 with other teams. With the Fighting Bob Post American Legion team. With the Texas Liquor House semipro team. With the kids' league in the mornings at North Park and again with the men's league in the afternoons. He went up to Santa Barbara, played on semipro teams with Saul Venzor, a 15-year-old kid with men.

He was a commodity. He could hit. He practiced even more than he played, single-minded and constant.

“If I gave you a quarter for each pitch you ever threw me in batting practice, how much do you think I'd owe you?” he asked Wilbert Wiley, another local kid, many years later.

“Start at $100,000,” Wiley replied.

“Hundreds of kids have the natural ability to become great ballplayers,” Williams would tell Time magazine, “but nothing except practice, practice, practice will bring out that ability. I used to go with another kid, Wilbert Wiley, who was just as enthusiastic as me. We'd take turns pitching to each other. . . . Come to think of it, one of my greatest thrills came when I was 14, the day I discovered I could hit whatever Wilbert threw me.”

Williams hit brand-new baseballs. He hit old, scuffed-up baseballs. He hit baseballs held together with electrical tape. He hit imaginary baseballs, again and again. He walked down the street with a bat and hit flowers off their stems. He hit .583 in his junior year at Hoover High. He hit .403 in his senior year. He hit.

“We had a pretty good team,” Joe Villarino, who was the third baseman, says. “But we were pretty good because we had Ted. He was something else. He talked about seeing the ball flatten out when it hit the bat. The rest of us would try to look, but none of us saw what he saw. I know I never saw the ball flatten out on the bat when I hit it.

“Always, the conversation was about hitting. I remember him wondering why some hitters let their little finger hang over the knob of the bat. He wondered if it did something, gave them more power. He tried it out. Said it didn't do anything at all.”

“There was a game, a team put a shift on against Ted,” Les Cassie Jr. says, a glimpse at future strategies. “Ted hit the ball to left. He was wily. He solved the mysteries of the game.”

School was mostly a lark, a place you had to be to play baseball on the team. Rod Luscomb later remembered that the first time he met Williams at the playground was at two o'clock in the afternoon. Williams was supposed to be in school. He was ten years old and said that school wasn't important. He wanted to be a ballplayer. Luscomb told him that he couldn't be a ballplayer in North Park until 3:15 every day and had to go to school if he wanted the playground instructor to pitch to him. Williams went to school.

He was, for sure, a teacher's frustration, the smart kid who didn't care. He went for the laugh instead of the grades on the report card. He was the kid a teacher wanted to sit in the front of the room, the one to be kept under surveillance.

“Ted would speak his piece in class,” Cassie Jr. says. “You knew he was there. He had that big, booming voice even then.”

“We had a teacher for history, Mr. Maguine,” Villarino says. “Ted would always mispronounce his name. He'd call him ‘Mr. May-quin.' Mr. Maguine would say, ‘It's pronounced Ma-gwynn.' Old Ted would say, ‘Right, Mr. May-quin.' Then he'd just laugh. That would happen every day.”

“He habitually stopped in the office to have a friendly chat with the principal, who, to him, was not a superior person, but a friend,” Floyd Johnson, the principal at Hoover, remembered years later in a conversation with sportswriter Forrest Warren. “As these little conversations progressed, the conversations always turned to baseball and fishing, and I always have been extremely interested in both sports.

“If one had looked in on one of these visits, they would have seen Ted slumped down in his chair with his feet on the principal's desk. I was completely oblivious of Ted's posture. I thoroughly enjoyed the conversation. This was not impudence on Ted's part, because to him all folks on the campus were just the same—faculty, principal, or kids.”

Fun outside of school was greasing the streetcar tracks on Halloween night, watching the cars slide. Fun was playing a game called “Big League” in the handball court at North Park, hitting a pipe that ran across the wall for a home run, playing “Over the Line,” that old sandlot standby, Ted almost able to place the ball where he wanted. Fun was Ted going hunting with a kid named Wally Hebert. They had two bullets between them—bullets were expensive—but they came home with two rabbits. Fun was even pounding out the neighborhood bully. The kid was giving Joe Villarino trouble, and Villarino, small, was building up to a confrontation when the kid also crossed Ted. End of the bully. Ted could scrap. Fun was anywhere.

“You'd go to the movies with Ted, he always did this thing . . .” Cassie Jr. says. “He'd stop at the water fountain, get his hands all wet. Then you'd sit down in the theater, and Ted would do a loud ‘Ker-chew' and flick the water on the people in front of us. We'd all start laughing.”

“He didn't go to many movies, though, back then because he thought they might hurt his eyes,” Villarino says. “But he'd go to anything that had Olivia de Havilland. For some reason, he just loved Olivia de Havilland.”

The three years of high school went past in this kind of hurry—now a gauzy, Depression-era film clip—and the biggest award Ted received on graduation day was for typing. Bob Breitbard, who played football but not baseball at the same time at Hoover, remembers the principal, Floyd Johnson, standing on the front steps of the school and singling out both Williams and him. It was a moment.

“He said, ‘I want to give Ted Williams and Bob Breitbard special recognition,'” Breitbard says. “‘They both were able to type 32 words a minute without an error. They finished first in their class.'”

Fun was typing?

“My sister still says she took the test for both of you,” Joe Villarino says to Breitbard.

The interesting part of that graduation—besides the fact that Ted received exactly one gift, a fountain pen, from Mr. Cassie for graduating high school—was that it was held in February 1937, the class having gone all the way through school on an off-semester pace. By the time graduation was held, Ted already had played half of the 1936 minor league season.

He was a San Diego Padre veteran before he ever left high school.

   

The Padres were the new game in town in 1936. They were owned by Bill Lane, a crusty old-timer who had made a lot of money in gold in Utah and eventually brought a baseball team from Salt Lake City to Los Angeles. The team became the Hollywood Stars, part of the AAA Pacific Coast League.

After ten years of operating in L.A., playing at Wrigley Field, also home of the Los Angeles Angels, the rent suddenly had been doubled on Lane, from $5,000 to $10,000 for 1936. He thought he could do better than that, and he could. The city of San Diego was ready for minor league baseball.

How ready? Using the cheap and plentiful Depression-era labor of the WPA, a wooden stadium seating 11,500 was built in three months near the docks and the train tracks on the site of an old bus terminal. Or almost built. Certain amenities were skipped in getting the park ready for opening day—there was no backstop, for instance, so patrons had to be ready for foul tips at any moment—but Lane didn't mind. He had a clause in his contract with the city that if the park were not fully completed, he did not have to pay rent. The doors still could open, tickets were 75 cents apiece, and the nearby naval base had sailors with free time and the ballpark had beer.

The Padres were a hit. They would lead the PCL in attendance in 1936. Lane wouldn't pay rent for the entire year.

“It was a different kind of crowd,” Autumn Durst Keltner remembers. “People dressed to go to the games. It was an event. My mother and I would dress for every game, then sit in the box for players' wives. It could get ugly sometimes—people yelling things at the wives if their husbands weren't playing well—but you dressed and you sat there and watched the game.”

Autumn was 12 years old at the time. Her father, Cedric Durst, was a 36-year-old outfielder on the Padres. The PCL consisted of mainly players at one end or the other of their career, moving up or out. Durst, who'd played four years with the St. Louis Browns, then four more with the New York Yankees, including the famous 1927 “Murderers' Row” edition, was among the latter.

“He'd roomed for four years with Lou Gehrig,” his daughter says. “That's why they had him room with Ted.”

Durst was quoted about the experience in a 1960 series about Ted by Phil Collier in the San Diego Union. He remembered Williams as the most intelligent young hitter he'd ever met, the first kid he'd seen who had figured out what was taking place in the pitchers' heads, the strategies that were being used against him. Most kids swung and survived on reflexes. Williams already was using his head.

“He was a big, good-natured kid, and full of confidence,” Durst said. “He woke me up one morning—he was jumping on his bed, beating his chest, and he said, ‘Christ, Ced, it's great to be young and full of vinegar.'

“I said, ‘Sure, Ted, but not at six o'clock in the morning.'”

Williams had wound up with the Padres in the middle of their season after a complicated bidding process that also involved the New York Yankees. Because he was a minor, either his father or mother would have to sign for him. Sam became involved with Bill Essick, a scout for the Yankees. Negotiations were proceeding, and it appeared Ted would be heading off into the Yankees' spread-out farm system. May, on the other hand, talked with Bill Lane.

It made sense for Lane to sign a local kid for a local team. It made sense for May that her son would play baseball close to home. Sense equaled sense. She extracted a promise from Lane that Ted would not be farmed out in the next two years and also extracted a small bonus. She signed the contract. The local kid was on the local team. He was paid $150 per month.

“I'd seen him before he ever signed,” second baseman Bobby Doerr, another teenager who had played a year in L.A. with the Stars and moved with the team to San Diego, says. “Teams didn't have the big farm systems they later had. There were a lot of tryouts in those days, guys trying out before the games.

“I was standing by the right side of the batting cage for some reason that I don't know. I mean, I was a right-handed hitter, so that meant I usually stood on the left side of the cage, but somehow I was on the right this day. There's Ted, no more than eight, ten feet away from me. I remember him telling me he was six-foot-three, 147 pounds. I don't know why he told me that.

“The old guys—which was most of our team—were hitting and Frank Shellenback, our manager, was pitching. He said, ‘Okay, now let the kid hit a few.' The old guys all were kind of grousing about that, but then Ted got in there and started swinging. After he hit six or seven balls, one of the guys said, ‘Well, they'll sign this kid in the next week.'

“On Monday, there he was, waiting for us at the train station. He was on the team. Off we went to San Francisco.”

Think of the excitement. This was possibly the first time Williams had ever ridden on a train, certainly the first time in a sleeping car. The wheels were clacking and the countryside was going past, and he was in this special car, filled only with ballplayers, professional ballplayers. He was going to the dining car, the seats in the special car then turned into beds while you ate, lowers and uppers, uppers for the rookies, lowers for the veterans, everyone sleeping for a night, still moving, then landing at some city you've never seen, going to some ballpark you've never seen, playing against players you've never seen (but maybe have heard about), playing baseball, baseball, baseball.

Maybe there was no air-conditioning anywhere, not in the hotels, not on the trains, where the windows were opened and the grit just covered everyone, and maybe the uniforms were that heavy, itchy wool, weighing 500 pounds by the seventh inning, caked with mud, not to be cleaned except once a week, and maybe and maybe, but this was heaven. The road trips were different in the PCL, due to the distances between cities. Teams would check into a hotel and play seven straight games in the same city. Monday was off for traveling. Games were played Tuesday to Sunday, a doubleheader on Sunday, the second game shortened to seven innings. Heaven. The Padres would have a curfew of six o'clock on Sunday if they were traveling, hurry to the train, travel all night, then travel all day and travel all night and half the next day, arriving just in time to take cabs to Civic Stadium in Seattle to play on a hard-rock dirt infield in the sun. Heaven.

“I caught the first ball Ted Williams ever hit as a professional,” Bobby Mattick, who was playing for the Los Angeles Angels at Wrigley Field, says. “He came into the game as a pitcher. We were up on them pretty good, and Shellenback brought him in. When he got to hit, this lanky kid, all bones, he hit a liner to me at short. He got up again, but I don't remember what he did. I just remember that his first game was as a pitcher, and his first time at bat he hit the ball to me.”

There are a couple of mistakes in Mattick's memory—Doerr's memory too for that matter. Williams's first at bat was a strikeout in San Diego on a Sunday, the day before the trip to San Francisco, a called third strike, looking, against Cotton Pippin, a righthander from Sacramento. But the important part was that this was the start. Firsts came one after another. Yes, on his next trip to the plate after Mattick's catch Williams collected his first hit. Yes, he collected another hit in his next at bat in the game. First two-hit day.

First catch in the outfield. First base on balls. First spit as a professional. Here were new eyes on an old parade. The kid chattered from morning until night, chewing his nails, booming out his words, asking questions that were followed by more questions. Why did a pitcher do this? Why did a batter do that? The kid swung any object that happened to be around, swung the bedroom pillows in simulation of the swing he would use at the plate. He swung nothing, just that imaginary bat, if no object could be found. Repetition brought subtle innovation. There would be baseball people, sportswriters, fans, who would wonder for years at his “natural” swing. Well, if it was natural, it was because he did it all the time.

Because of his size, so tall and so thin, and because of his age and because of his energy and because of his . . . well, because of his swing, he was noticed. He was a different sort of talent.

“I can see this now,” Dominic DiMaggio, future teammate and friend says. “The first time I ever saw Ted, I was sitting on the bench for the San Francisco Seals, and our manager, Lefty O'Doul, went out and talked to him while they were taking batting practice. That was unheard of. He never did that, talk with someone from another team. All of us saw it and were wondering what he was doing. He came back to the dugout, and someone asked him. He said, ‘I told him, “Never let anyone change your swing.” '

“Lefty O'Doul was the most respected teacher of hitting in the entire league,” Mattick says. “He was very big on hip action. When he saw that in Ted—remember you saw a guy for seven straight days in the Pacific Coast League—that was important.”

Different. The kid stuck in your head.

“I remember the first game he played against us in San Francisco,” Max West, another kid in the league, playing for the San Francisco Missions, says. “We played at Seals Stadium, which was located down by the water. Very windy. Very tricky. A big brewery was right across the street, and it got so windy that this foam from the beer would blow across and land on the field. New guys on the team were always told that if you ate some of the foam it would be like drinking beer. They'd give it a try and be washing out their mouths all night. It tasted bitter, awful.

“Anyway, Ted was up. He hit this long shot to right that looked like it was going foul, out of the park. He broke his bat on the hit. He didn't even run, went the other way, going back to the dugout for another bat. Well, if you knew the wind, you paid attention. Sure enough, that wind kept blowing the ball back and back, and when it landed it was a fair ball inside the rightfield line. Ted already was back to the dugout. Do you think he heard about that?”

Williams and Doerr became road-trip friends, pushed together by their age and situation and what they found was a common love for fishing and hunting. Doerr talked about fishing for steelheads and trout, Williams about fishing for bass and albacore. The day games would end early enough for walks at night, and the night games would free up time for walks during the day. The two young guys would walk and walk—stop for a milkshake every now and then to try to put on weight, more weight for more power—and wind up, say, down at the fish pier in Seattle. Look at the fish! All the way from Alaska! Arctic char! Halibut!

“We'd go to movies a lot, Westerns,” Doerr says. “I remember coming out of a movie one time in Oakland. Bill Lane was out there. He was a mean old guy. He grabs Ted. He says, ‘Hey, you're heading the list.' Ted says, ‘What list?' Lane says, ‘The overeaters list.' We got two dollars a day for meals. Ted said he couldn't live on that. He was charging for meals that were more than the two dollars a day.

“I don't know what he did for the rest of the year, but he did tell me that the next year, when he was playing every day and hitting, he ordered as much as he wanted and Lane didn't say a thing.”

The baseball part of this new life started slow for Williams. The Padres had three veteran outfielders, and Williams was a reserve, playing only when Durst or Vince DiMaggio or Ivey Shiver was hurt or needed a rest. The plan was to allow this new kid a chance to watch and learn, maybe become a contributor next year. The plan fell apart, though, toward the end of August. Shiver suddenly announced he was quitting. He had a chance to become the football coach at the University of Georgia. Lane tried to convince him to stay, but Shiver saw coaching football as his future. The job was open, by default, for Williams.

He was solid, if not spectacular, during a stretch run, then quick elimination in the PCL playoffs. He finished with a .271 average on 107 at bats in 42 games. His only home run had come during an exhibition game and did not count in the statistics. The interesting part was that his future quietly had been settled.

“Red Sox general manager Eddie Collins came out to look at [shortstop] George Myatt and me,” Bobby Doerr says. “While he was here, he saw Ted and became interested. He signed me, and he wanted to sign Ted. Lane told him Ted was too young and that he'd promised Ted's mother that Ted would be around for two years. Collins asked Lane to be called when the bidding opened. And Lane didn't forget.”

“It wasn't hard to find Ted Williams,” Collins later explained. “He stood out like a brown cow in a field of white cows.”

In the 1937 season, after graduating from Hoover in the winter, and after a first two months with another stretch on the bench, Williams finally broke into the lineup on June 22 with an inside-the-park homer to Lane Field's deep, deep WPA centerfield to give the Padres a 3–2 win over Portland. Shellenback kept starting him after that, and Williams kept delivering base hits and homers. The Padres wound up winning the PCL title with eight straight wins in the two rounds of the playoffs. Williams wound up with a .291 batting average with 23 home runs.

His Hoover friends, like Villarino and Cassie and Roy Engle, were able to go to the park and watch it all unfold. Cassie remembers listening to the road games on the radio with his father. There was a pure excitement here, this skinny kid doing all this stuff in front of friends. Didn't he say he was going to do it? Here he was. He was doing it. Williams still was living on Utah Street. He still was taking batting practice at North Park, bringing scuffed-up balls from the pros back to the playground.

He had just passed his 19th birthday, and he was ascendant, taking this one last run around the familiar bases.

“Which pitch bothers you most?” veteran pitcher Howard Craghead asked him one day.

“Can't tell the difference,” Williams replied. “They all look like they are hanging out in front of the plate on a string.”

“The Boston Red Sox bought a champion when they acquired 19-year-old Ted 
Williams . . . ,” an unnamed West Coast correspondent breathlessly told the Boston Globe after Collins finally was able to corral the rights to Williams in December 1937. “If this lad doesn't make good, there will be many scribes and managers doing some explaining, but they are confident the youth will make a name for himself under the big tent. . . . 

“Williams has good eyes and no ‘fat' pitch ever gets by him. To give him one down the alley with nothing but the cover on the ball is like putting a match to a stick of dynamite. He'll murder the apple. Change of pace pitches and curve balls don't cross up the lad, either. . . . His supporters predict that he'll put Boston on the map and pack the people into the park to see this lanky ‘stringbean' plaster the ball. And let us tell you, the kid really can smack that pea.”

The correspondent, moving out of the produce department, then described a Williams home run that supposedly had traveled 126 miles. The ball, he said, landed in a boxcar in the rail yards behind Lane Field and was not found until the train reached Los Angeles. This statistic later would be repeated in a Ripley's Believe It or Not cartoon, but PCL historian Art Beverage says that similar home runs have been attributed to other PCL sluggers. Part of PCL myth, probably none of the hits were real. The correspondent also described another Williams homer that nearly knocked a kid out of a tree behind the Lane Field fence.

“There has been so much written about Williams' attitude that one would be led to believe the kid is a ‘bad actor,'” the correspondent added. “But he isn't. There isn't a finer youth to be found anywhere. True, he's at that age where he doesn't like to take advice, believing that he knows everything and can't be told anything, but he'll come to earth before long.”

The kid, however, felt he was traveling in the opposite direction. He wasn't heading toward restrictions; he was leaving them behind.

The deal that was made—the Red Sox trading the rights to four minor leaguers to Lane and shipping $1,000 to May and Sam—would not only send him off to the challenge he always wanted but free him from all the constrictions he felt on Utah Street. He would be out of the home life he always had hated.

“It was like this,” Williams once explained. “My mother went one way, my father went another way, and I went yet another way. Three people. Three different ways.”

May had not been part of that family section with Autumn Durst Keltner at the Padres games. She had chosen her normal routine, circling outside the park, selling her magazine, ringing her bell, doing God's work. She was not averse to telling people, yes, sir, that was her son, Ted Williams, who was a star for the team. Yes, sir. This was the place Williams was leaving.

“I was talking with him not too many years ago,” Manny Herrera says. “I told him, ‘I loved your mother, man. She was a sweet lady.' She had come to live with us near the end of her life. Ted just said, ‘Well, yeah, but she was. . . .' He then used some words that I wouldn't repeat. Hah. I had the feeling that he did not think she was a great mother.”

   

Lane Field is long gone, replaced by a parking lot. Ted is gone. The teachers, the coaches, so many of the characters—May in her Salvation Army bonnet, Sam, Danny—are gone. There will be a time soon when the past will be buried even deeper, nobody around who can describe it, nobody who can pick it out from the picture of the present. Ten years? Fifteen? Twenty? There will be a time, but it is not now.

Joe Villarino still is playing ball.

“It's a good glove,” he says, pulling a black first baseman's mitt from the trunk of his Japanese car. “My daughter bought it for me three years ago. For my 82nd birthday. I think it cost her $165.”

He plays in the LaMesa Senior Slow-Pitch Softball League. Three times a week. There are over 200 players in the league, age 55 and over, average age 71. The games are played on Little League diamonds, the sound of an aluminum bat hitting a fat ball sending old bones into action. Joe Villarino is the second-oldest player in the league.

“We have guys who drop dead playing,” he says. “I bet there have been six or seven guys who dropped dead since the league started. There was a guy just last year. He was on second base, and someone hit a ball into the outfield, and he tried to get from second to third. Never made it. Died right there between second and third.”

Joe has played some form of ball for all of his life. From Hoover, he took a shot at the minor leagues, went to Kilgore, Texas, D League baseball. Found himself on the buses, playing on the dirt infields in the hot sun, no money in his pocket, and came home. Played in local hardball leagues. Then fast-pitch softball. Then slow-pitch. Took time out to go to Fiji and the Philippines with the U.S. Army during World War II, drafted. Came back, got married, worked a career for the gas company. Raised a family. Kept playing ball.

“I can't throw anymore,” he says. “I blew my arm out throwing curveballs to my son. I thought he could have been something—he was a good little ballplayer, but short, like me. It just didn't happen.”

He stands in the parking lot next to the Little League field. The other old-timers are packing up. The question arises: would Ted have done well in this league?

“Ted would have hit a home run every time he came up,” Joe Villarino says. He smiles.

He says he wishes he had seen more of Ted through the years. He wishes Ted would have retired in San Diego after baseball. It just didn't happen that way. Once Ted left, he never lived in San Diego again. Maybe it was the specter of his mother that kept him away, maybe it was Danny's troubles, maybe it simply was the attractions of other places, another, richer life. Who's to say? Maybe he was busy. He simply didn't come back much. Only on visits.

“The first time he came back was on December 25, 1938, after that first year in Minnesota,” Joe Villarino says. “He showed up at my house on Christmas Day, driving a Buick convertible he got out there. Never had a car before that. Never drove. He had a woman with him too. Doris Soule, her name was.”

Ted was out in the world.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Mont_9780385507493_epub_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mont_9780385507493_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Mont_9780385507493_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ANCHOR BOOKS
O

eBooks

Ted Williams

Leigh Montville





