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THE BIGGEST TRADE THAT NEVER WAS

Dan Topping, owner of the Yankees, and Tom Yawkey, owner of the Red Sox, got a little tipsy at a New York City bar one night in 1946. How tipsy? They decided to trade their respective teams’ best hitters: the Red Sox’s Ted Williams for the Yankees’ Joe DiMaggio. They even shook hands on the deal. The next morning, however, cooler heads prevailed and they decided to call the deal off. But Yawkey said he’d still be interested if the Yankees threw in one of their younger players—“that little left fielder,” Yogi Berra. Topping thought about it…and said no.

Hi Brendan! Hi Willa! (Future Hall of Famers.)
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DICKEY PEARCE: BASEBALL INNOVATOR

Pearce’s 22-year career began in 1856 during the heyday of the amateur era and ended two years after the National League rose to prominence. Along the way, the 5'3" player became a big star and revolutionized two important aspects of the game.

• Shortstop: Originally, the shortstop’s duty was to stand in the outfield and relay short throws from outfielders into the infield. Pearce was the first to move to the spot between second and third base in an effort to stop groundballs before they reached the outfield.

• The “tricky hit”: Always looking for an edge at the plate, sometime around 1866 Pearce decided not to swing at a pitch, but instead put his bat out front with both hands to “deaden” the ball so it only rolled a few feet. Soon after, other batters copied the technique, and the bunt became a new offensive tool.


INTRODUCTION

HEY BATTA BATTA! SWWWING, BATTA!
Welcome to our first all-baseball edition of the Bathroom Reader! We’ve wanted to do one of these for years. And now that we have, it’s made us love the game even more: Baseball is loaded with heroes and goats, kings and jesters, and more than a few loons (our kind of people). And even though the game is usually celebrated for its spectacular moments, we found that it’s the everyday events that illustrate what a truly unique sport it is. And that’s what we’ve tried to capture.

With nearly two centuries’ worth of stories to tell, we were only able to cram in a fraction of what we discovered (we’re already planning another all-baseball edition), but this book will give you a lush picture of where the game came from, what kind of people play it (and watch it), and what goes on behind the scenes to make it happen. Some highlights:

• Origins: How are Medieval milkmaids linked to the birth of baseball? How did a man who never played the game get credited with inventing it? How did umpires survive the lawless 1890s?

• The Greats: Branch Rickey’s struggles to innovate baseball, the original Cleveland Indian, and the courage of Lou Gehrig.

• Records and Milestones: History’s most lopsided routs, things that only happened once, and how a famous play-by-play call might have been lost forever were it not for an overconfident fan.

• The Fundamentals: Does the tie go the runner? What exactly was the reserve clause? What’s the ruling if a ball rolls into an empty beer cup?

• The Bizarre: Learn about “magic mud,” the pitcher who performed cartwheels when leaving the mound, and blernsball.

Now it’s time to step up to the plate and swing away. As we say at the Bathroom Readers’ Institute:

Go with the Flow!

—Uncle John, the BRI Staff, and Porter the Wonder Dog

Here’s the pitch: Uncle John swings…and hits a high fly ball to www.bathroomreader.com!


OPENING DAY!

For the first page of this book, we celebrate the first day of a new baseball season! Optimism runs high, but things can get weird. So in that spirit, we say, “Play ball!”

NO BUSINESS LIKE SNOW BUSINESS
April brings thoughts of sunshine and flowers. But neither showed up at New York’s Polo Grounds on April 11, 1907, for the Giants’ home opener: A storm the previous day had buried the field under several inches of snow. When game time arrived, the groundskeepers had barely finished shoveling the snow off the field and into huge piles along the foul lines.

From the first pitch, the Giants couldn’t get anything going against the Phillies. And with the home team down 3–0 in the late innings, their freezing fans grew restless. One man—noticing how convenient it was that the huge pile of snow was within reach of the front-row seats—made a snowball and threw it onto the field. Then another fan did, then another, and another. Soon it was a melee. Fans ran onto the field and pelted the players, umpires, and each other with snowballs. As most of the players retreated into their clubhouses (a few stayed out to throw snowballs), umpire Bill Klem was forced to call the game. The Giants had to forfeit the first game of the season, on their way to a fourth-place finish.

PAINT THE TOWN RED

Fans arrived at the first game of the Boston Braves’ 1946 season to find the outfield seats covered in a fresh new coat of red paint… that hadn’t completely dried yet. Immediately after the game, several hundred fans with new red stripes on their pants stormed into the team’s offices and demanded that the Braves pay their cleaning bills, which the team (eventually) did.

SEEN ONE DIAMOND, SEEN THEM ALL

The 1982 Opening Day ceremonies at the minor league Little Falls Mets Field in New York were supposed to feature four parachuters descending onto the mound to throw out the first pitch. When the time came, the public-address announcer told the eager fans to look up and wait for them. The fans looked up and waited. And waited. Meanwhile, the plane’s pilot had flown over a softball field about 10 miles away and mistakenly told the jumpers, “There’s your field!” Back at the ballpark, the fans were still waiting. Eventually, the umpire told the teams to just start the game. About 20 minutes later, the four parachuters arrived at the ballpark…in a car.

Mr. April: Ted Williams batted .449 in Opening Day games, and hit safely in all 14 he played.

PRESIDENTIAL STYLE

The first U.S. president to attend an Opening Day game was William Howard Taft in 1911. Clark Griffith, the owner of the Washington Senators, wanted the publicity, and Taft, who weighed 300 lbs., wanted to prove to the country that he was fit enough to throw a ball. From his grandstand seat, Taft threw a weak pitch to the Senators’ star pitcher, Walter Johnson, but Johnson scooped up the ball before it hit the ground, saving the president from certain ridicule in the papers. Since then, every president except Jimmy Carter has thrown out a first pitch of the season. President Truman actually threw two first pitches on Opening Day, 1950—one with his right arm and the other with his left. Both were strikes.

QUICK WORK

Hank Aaron ended the 1973 season with 713 career homers—one behind Babe Ruth. Over the off-season, the 39-year-old slugger had to deal with death threats from people who didn’t want a black player to break Ruth’s record. Aaron, playing with the Atlanta Braves, opened the 1974 campaign in Cincinnati. He hit the very first ball thrown to him over the fence. Two games later, at the Braves’ home opener, Aaron broke Ruth’s record.

***

“Baseball is a game where a curve is an optical illusion, a screwball can be a pitch or a person, stealing is legal, and you can spit anywhere you like except in the umpire’s eye or on the ball.”

—Jim Murray

Pitcher with the most Opening Day starts: Tom Seaver (16).


MR. BASEBALL

The contributions and ideas of 19th-century sportswriter Henry Chadwick made him one of baseball’s most important pioneers.

WICKET TO RIDE
As late as the 1850s, Americans still played cricket, the English bat-and-ball game. There were professional cricket leagues on the East Coast and the New York Times hired an English cricket fan and sportswriter named Henry Chadwick to cover the games. But in 1854, while at a cricket park in Hoboken, New Jersey, Chadwick witnessed a new and different bat-and-ball game being played: baseball. Chadwick was immediately hooked and became the game’s champion. He believed the sport had the potential to be, as he called it, “America’s national game,” so he stopped writing about cricket and started writing about baseball for several New York newspapers. He was such a passionate authority on the game that he even came up with many rules and innovations that remain part of the game today. Here are a few of them.

• RULES. In 1864 Chadwick served on the Rules Committee at the Eighth Annual Base-Ball Convention, where the official rules for organized baseball were finalized. Among his contributions: He called for the elimination of underhand pitching, he established the distance between the pitcher’s mound and home plate at 60.5 feet, and eliminated the rule that a hitter was out if a fielder caught a hit on the first bounce.

• STATISTICS. Chadwick came up with the idea of the statistical batting average—the three-digit number that represents a player’s percentage of hits per at-bat. (Thirty hits in 100 at-bats = a .300 average.) He also devised the earned-run average, the fundamental statistical indicator of a pitcher’s performance. ERA calculates the average number of runs a pitcher gives up over the course of pitching a nine-inning game. The formula: the total number of runs the pitcher has given up, divided by the number of innings pitched, multiplied by nine. The lower the ERA, the better the pitcher.

• KEEPING SCORE. He also created the box score so he could record all the events of a baseball game in a small amount of space, which allowed more newspapers to cover baseball games.

Whitey Ford nicknamed Pete Rose "Charlie Hustle" in 1963, after Rose ran to first on a walk.


LITTLE-KNOWN FIRSTS

This is the first page of baseball firsts we’ve ever done.

• First baseball film: The Ball Game, a short documentary produced in 1898 by the Edison Manufacturing Company.

• First feature-length baseball film: 1915’s Right Off the Bat. It starred former Giants outfielder Mike Donlin.

• First major league team to purchase its own airplane: the Brooklyn Dodgers, in 1957.

• First season that batting-average statistics were printed in newspapers: 1874

• What’s so special about March 31, 1996? It was the first day that a regular-season major league game was played before April 1st.

• First former Little Leaguer to play in the majors: a 17-year-old pitcher named Joey Jay, who made his debut with the Milwaukee Braves on July 21, 1953.

• On October 17, 1987, the home-team Twins beat the Cardinals 10–1…in the first World Series game played indoors (at the Minneapolis Metrodome).

• First season in which there were no player-managers in the majors: 1956

• First rookie to hit a grand slam in the World Series: Yankees’ infielder Gil McDougald, against the Giants in 1951. (The Yankees won the Series.)

• First former major leaguer to be inducted into the Radio Hall of Fame: “Mr. Baseball,” Bob Uecker.

• First Canadian pitcher to start a World Series game: Reggie Cleveland, a native of Swift Current, Saskatchewan. In 1975 he pitched Game 5 for the Red Sox (but lost to the Reds).

• First intercollegiate “base ball” game: Amherst vs. Williams, on July 1, 1859. (Amherst won, 66–32.)

• First baseball journalist: William Cauldwell. He covered the New York Mutuals in 1853.

• In his first Little League at-bat in 1971, seven-year-old Mark McGwire hit a home run.

The first permanent concession stand in baseball was built at Wrigley Field in 1914.


TEAM NAME ORIGINS

Here are the stories of how major league teams got their colorful nicknames (although Uncle John would one day like to see an actual pirate fight an actual bear cub).

PITTSBURGH PIRATES. In 1882 they were known as the Alleghenys, named after the nearby Allegheny River. But in the 1890s, they earned a new nickname—the Pirates—after they lured (or stole) a few players from a rival club.

LOS ANGELES DODGERS. When the team was formed in Brooklyn, New York, in 1890, the city had hundreds of trolley cars zigzagging through its streets, and pedestrians were constantly scurrying out of their way. That’s why their team was called the Brooklyn Trolley Dodgers (later shortened to Dodgers).

SEATTLE MARINERS. Seattle is one of the country’s most important seaports, so the name of the team reflects the city’s association with the maritime industry.

DETROIT TIGERS. Legend says that the Detroit Creams (the cream of the baseball crop) became the Tigers in 1896, when Phil Reid of the Detroit Free Press remarked that the team’s striped uniforms looked like those of the Princeton Tigers.

CHICAGO CUBS. In 1902 the team was without a name (abandoning tries with the Colts and the Orphans). That’s when a sportswriter named them “the Cubs.” Why? Because it was short enough to fit into a newspaper headline.

PHILADELPHIA PHILLIES. In case it’s not obvious, a “philly” is someone from the city of Philadelphia.

SAN FRANCISCO GIANTS. The New York Gothams baseball club was fighting for a National League championship in 1886. After one particularly stunning victory, manager Jim Mutrie proudly addressed them as “my big fellows, my giants.” The name stuck. The New York Giants moved to San Francisco in 1958.

The Orioles have played John Denver’s “Thank God I’m a Country Boy” during every 7th-inning stretch since 1975

KANSAS CITY ROYALS. Kansas City already had a long baseball tradition when the American League expanded in 1969. The Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro National League played there from 1920 until the franchise folded in 1965. The Athletics were there from 1955 until they moved to Oakland in 1968. So the city was a natural choice for a new expansion franchise, which they named after the “American Royal,” one of the biggest livestock shows in the United States, held annually in Kansas City.

TORONTO BLUE JAYS. When Toronto was awarded an expansion team in 1976, the new owners, Labatt Breweries, were trying to come up with a name. At a meeting, Labatt board member (and former Ontario Premier) John Robarts was talking about his morning routine: “I was shaving, and I saw a blue jay out my window.” One of the other members said, “Now, that’s an interesting name.”

FLORIDA MARLINS. Named after the minor league team it replaced, the Miami Marlins, which was named after the large fish found in the waters off the coast of Florida.

LOS ANGELES ANGELS. Los Angeles is Spanish for “the angels.” It was also the name of an old minor league team in Los Angeles.

MINNESOTA TWINS. The team represents the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul. It’s also the first team named for an entire state.

WASHINGTON NATIONALS. The District of Columbia had two major league teams from 1901 until 1971: one known officially as the Senators—then the Nationals, and then the Senators again—that played from 1901 to 1961 (they became the Minnesota Twins); and another team called the Senators that played from 1961 until 1971 (they became the Texas Rangers). When Washington, D.C., got another team in 2005, the choice for a name was between those two, and the Nationals won out. Why? Mayor Anthony Williams wanted to protest the District’s lack of representation: He said it would be an outrage to name the team the “Senators”—because D.C. has no senators in Congress.

For more team-name stories, turn to page 206.


GROUND RULE DOUBLE

A freak play, a bad bounce, or a ballpark’s particular quirks can sometimes make a ball go where it’s not supposed to go. When it does, umpires may call it a ground rule double. The most common: when a ball hits the ground in the outfield and bounces into the stands. Here are some of the more bizarre ground rule doubles in history.

• In 2001 Oakland’s Johnny Damon hit a line drive into right field. The ball hit the ground in fair territory…and then rolled into an empty beer cup that had fallen out of the stands. Umpires called it a ground rule double. (If the the ball hadn’t landed in the cup, Damon probably would have made it to second anyway.)

• In August 1982, Bill Buckner of the Chicago Cubs hit a long drive into the outfield of Wrigley Field. If it had gone a few feet higher, it would have cleared the wall for a home run. But it didn’t. Instead, it landed in the famous ivy that covers Wrigley’s outfield wall…and stayed there. The umpires gave Buckner a ground rule double.

• The Minnesota Twins’ Metrodome has a relatively low roof—it’s only 172 feet high—so there are some special rules for the stadium. If the ball hits the roof and then lands in foul territory, it’s a foul ball. If it hits the roof and lands fair, it’s a fair ball. If it gets caught in the roof over fair territory, it’s a ground rule double, and that’s happened only once—in 2004, to Corey Koskie of the Twins. But in 1984, Dave Kingman of Oakland hit a pop fly that went up… and disappeared. What happened? It was later discovered that Kingman’s ball had flown through a tiny drainage hole in the roof—and out of the stadium. Kingman got a ground rule double.

• In 2007 Melky Cabrera of the New York Yankees hit a line drive into the middle of the infield. The ball hit Kansas City pitcher Ryan Braun in the leg so hard that it flew into the air (the ball, not Braun’s leg), bounced once on the Yankees’ dugout roof (along the first base line), and went into the stands. Cabrera got a ground rule double (and Braun wasn’t hurt).

Richie Ashburn once hit the same fan twice with foul balls—in the same at-bat.


DUH!

Baseball may be the “thinking man’s game,” but even great thinkers can have occasional lapses of…thinking.

“Man, it was tough out there. The wind was blowing about 100 degrees.”

—Mickey Rivers

“We’re not the brightest tools in the shed.”

—Doug Mientkiewicz, on his Red Sox teammates

“The secret to keeping winning streaks going is to maximize the victories while at the same time minimizing the defeats.”

—John Lowenstein

“Two weeks—maybe three. You never know with psychosomatic injuries.”

—Jim Palmer, on how long he’d be on the DL

“It’s a good thing I stayed in Cincinnati for four years. It took me that long to learn how to spell it.”

—Rocky Bridges

“Slow thinkers are part of the game, too. And some of these slow thinkers can hit a ball a long way.”

—Alvin Dark

“That’s why I don’t talk. Because I talk too much.”

—Joaquin Andujar

“Not true at all. Vaseline is manufactured right here in the United States.”

—Don Sutton, when accused of using foreign substances

“All I’m asking for is what I want.”

—Rickey Henderson

“Sometimes they write what I say and not what I mean.”

—Pedro Guerrero

“I’m a four-wheel-drive-pickup type of guy, and so is my wife.”

—Mike Greenwell

“The only problem I have in the outfield is with fly balls.”

—Carmelo Martinez

Steve Balboni: Hitting your first grand slam is a thrill. I’ll always remember this.
Reporter: You hit one two years ago.

Balboni: (Pause) You’re right. I guess I forgot about that one.

Any player named on at least 75% of ballots cast is elected to the Hall of Fame.


SCREWBALL PROMOTIONS

By design, some days at the ball park are much stranger than others.

THE POLITICALLY CORRECT GAME
In July 2007, the Lowell (Mass.) Spinners, the Class A minor league club for the Red Sox, announced that for their game against the Brooklyn Cyclones, they would try not to offend anyone in attendance. The basemen were renamed “base persons”; the bat boy became the “bat person”; and the shortstop was the “vertically challenged stop.” When an error was committed, it wasn’t announced (it might have made the player who committed the error feel bad). Sadly, the home team had a “run differential” of four runs, and lost 9–5. This wasn’t the Spinners’ only unusual promotion. After their former player, 5'7" David Eckstein, was named 2006 World Series MVP, the Spinners honored the short shortstop with “David Eckstein’s Step Stool Night.” (Said Eckstein, “If you’re short like me, it’s useful.”)

MUSTACHE NIGHT

Among New York Mets fans, what’s even more popular than Keith Hernandez? Keith Hernandez’s mustache. He’s been sporting it since his 1970s heyday with the Mets, and it was recently named “Top Sports Mustache of All Time” by the American Mustache Institute. Hernandez, now a Mets broadcaster (and spokesman for Just for Men Beard and Mustache dye), was honored during a 2007 home game against the Phillies: The first 20,000 fans were given fake mustaches. One fan, who called himself Sal, didn’t need the fake: “I grew my mustache because of Keith’s and I’ve kept it ever since!”

PRE-PLANNED FUNERAL NIGHT

In August 2003, the minor league Hagerstown (Maryland) Suns held a drawing. More than 2,000 fans entered, but only one could win the grand prize: an all-expenses-paid funeral, including a death certificate, embalming, and a casket—a combined value of over $6,500. (Hopefully the winning fan will have to wait many years to use it.)

Tom Brokaw and Kiss’s Gene Simmons have both been honored by bobblehead nights.

GRANDSTAND MANAGERS DAY

By August 1951, the St. Louis Browns were out of the pennant race. Unhappy fans were grumbling that they could do a better job of managing than Zack Taylor was doing, so owner Bill Veeck decided to let them give it a try. A week prior to a game against the Philadelphia Athletics, Veeck ran a press release in the St. Louis Globe–Dispatch announcing the challenge, along with a ballot that allowed readers to choose the starting lineup. The fans responded enthusiastically, benching two starters and starting two backup players, Sherm Lollar and Hank Arft. When game time arrived, Taylor sat in the stands smoking his pipe. He and 1,100 other fans all held large signs that said “YES” on one side and “NO” on the other. When a tactical decision came up in the game, such as whether to bring in a relief pitcher or to play the infielders back for the double play, the “grandstand managers” were asked what to do. They held up their signs while a local judge tallied up the majority and then relayed the results to the dugout. So how did the fans do? Not bad. The Browns won the game 5–3, and Lollar and Arft combined for three runs and four RBIs. “Never has a game been called better,” boasted Veeck.

SILENT NIGHT

Bill Veeck’s son, minor league owner Mike Veeck, is continuing his father’s tradition of odd promotions. In July 2003, Veeck held “Silent Night,” so his Charleston Riverdogs could claim the record for “Quietest Game Ever.” Fans were given duct tape to wear over their mouths, along with signs saying “YAY,” “BOO,” and “HEY BEER MAN.” After the fifth inning—thus making it an official game—relieved fans were allowed to remove the duct tape and express themselves verbally. (In 2002 the Riverdogs held “Nobody Night,” in which the gates remained locked until after the fifth inning, guaranteeing the team the lowest attendance in professional baseball history: zero.)

TED WILLIAMS POPSICLE NIGHT

In 2003, after the legendary hitter’s body was cryogenically frozen, the Bisbee-Douglas Copper Kings celebrated the…um…event by giving each of the first 500 fans a popsicle.

Q: Who holds the record for most inside-the-park home runs? A: “Wahoo Sam” Crawford (51).


WHY DO BASEBALL GAMES START AT 5:05?

Vitally important questions about all things baseball.

Q: Why do baseball managers, unlike coaches of other professional sports teams, wear uniforms?

A: This goes back to the early days of baseball—when managers were often also players, and had to wear uniforms to play. That was not the case for early basketball coaches, or for most early hockey and football coaches. And though player-managers had become scarce by the mid-1900s (Pete Rose of the 1986 Reds was the last), the tradition of wearing the uniform remained. Only two managers, Connie Mack of the Philadelphia Athletics from 1901 to 1950, and Burt Shotton of the Brooklyn Dodgers in the late 1940s, have ever gone against tradition by wearing suits during the games. The official rules say that “coaches” must wear uniforms. But although they are the equivalent of coaches in other sports…baseball managers are managers, and, therefore, not held to the rule.

Q: Why do baseball games begin at five minutes after the hour or half-hour, at times like 1:05 or 7:35, instead of exactly on the hour?

A: It’s believed to have begun when radio stations started broadcasting games. Radio shows were already timed to start and end on the hour or half hour, so having the games start at five minutes after gave stations time for ads, for the announcers to talk about the game to be played, and, since 1941, for the national anthem to be played. But not all games start at five after: Toronto starts games at seven minutes after, other teams start games at 10 or even 15 after, and afternoon games often start at five minutes before the hour. And in 2006, the Chicago White Sox signed a three-year, half-million-dollar deal to change the times of their 7:05 games to…7:11. (Guess who they made the deal with.)

Q: Why do players pound home plate with their bats?

A: It’s not as silly a question as you might first think. Many players do it for a specific reason—to gauge their position relative to the plate, so they will stand in their exactly “right” spot. (The rest of them probably just do it to look tough.)

Kids, stay in school! You must be a high-school graduate to play for a big-league baseball team.

Q: Why aren’t there any women in Major League Baseball?

A: Probably because a woman good enough to make a big-league team hasn’t tried yet. Currently there is no rule that says women can’t play, and although it’s fair to say that the “men-only” tradition of the game would die hard, baseball is a business, and the first team to have a successful female player would undoubtedly be rewarded financially. So maybe there’s one coming soon. There have been female players in the minor leagues. The first, and most famous, was Jackie Mitchell, who was signed to the Southern Association’s Double-A Chattanooga Lookouts in 1931 when she was 17 years old. On April 2 of that year, she braved the boos and taunts of the fans at her first game, an exhibition game against the New York Yankees in Chattanooga…and struck the first batter out on five pitches. She needed only three pitches for the next strikeout. Who were the batters? Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig. Mitchell was pulled from the game after she walked the next batter, and women were banned from minor and major league baseball by Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis just days later, on the grounds that it was “too strenuous” for them. The truth was, it was too embarrassing for the men to get struck out by a woman. Mitchell played in exhibition games for the next few years and retired when she was 23. She died in 1987, five years before the ban on women in professional baseball was officially lifted.

***

HE PITCHED A NO-PITCHER

On July 15, 2005, Mike Stanton came in to pitch for the Nationals against the Brewers in the bottom of the 9th. The bases were loaded. Before he threw a pitch, he balked, walking the hitter, and sending the man on third base across the plate. Stanton was credited with the loss, despite not having thrown a single pitch.

There was only one Canadian on the 1993 Blue Jays World Series team. (Outfielder Rob Butler.)


CONFERENCE CALL

When the manager goes out to the mound, or the batter and the umpire exchange words, only the lip-readers in the crowd know what they’re saying. Thankfully, some players love to play and tell. (Warning for the faint-of-heart: Baseball players sometimes use strong language…so proceed with caution.)

AIR CONDITIONING
During a very hot spring training game in Florida, Phillies veteran Lenny Dykstra made several derogatory comments to home plate umpire Eric Gregg, arguing every call. Finally, Gregg had heard enough: “Lenny, I know exactly what you want me to do. You want me to run you out of this game. If I got to stay in this heat, you got to stay in this heat, so it doesn’t matter what you call me, how many times you call me, I’m not running you out of this game.” Dykstra stayed in…and kept his mouth shut.

WHEN YOU GOTTA GO

Philadelphia A’s manager Connie Mack was known as much for his class and civility as he was for his managerial prowess. Mack almost never cursed…almost. One day, though, he wasn’t at all happy with the performance of his best pitcher, Robert “Lefty” Grove. Mack walked out to the mound and held his hand out for the ball. Grove scowled at him and said, “Go take a sh*t.” Mack calmly replied, “No, you go take a sh*t, Robert.”

DON’T ASK ME

One day while managing the Boston Braves in 1941, Casey Stengel was having a rough first inning against the Giants—he watched his starter, Al Javery, give up three base hits on the first three pitches of the game. As Stengel walked out to the mound, he called over catcher Phil Masi to join in the conversation. Stengel asked Masi, “What kind of pitches has he been throwing?” “I dunno,” replied Masi, “I haven’t caught one yet.”

AND THE RICK-ET’S RED GLARE

Former Cubs first baseman Mark Grace often recounts this story about pitcher Rick Sutcliffe: “One day Rick gave up back-to-back home runs in Cincinnati. And in Cincinnati, they shoot off fireworks after a Red hits a home run. And Sutcliffe was pretty intense on the day he pitched. So Eric Davis takes him deep and Paul O’Neill takes him deep right after that. So Sutcliffe is all mad, and Billy Connors comes out to the mound and Sutcliffe yells at him, ‘I know I gave up f***ing back-to-back home runs and get your f***ing a** back in the dugout and tell Zimmer to f***ing settle down there, too!’ Billy looks at him and says, ‘I know you have everything under control, Rick. I just wanted to give that guy running the fireworks a little time to reload.’”

In 1941 Joe DiMaggio scored 122 runs, 193 hits, and 11 triples—and struck out only 13 times.

PUTTING ON A SHOW

Umpire Tim McClelland recounted this story on MLB.com: “A long time ago at a game in Triple-A, Jack McKeon was the manager in Omaha. He came out and said, ‘I know you got that call right, but I have a big, full house here and my team isn’t playing very well. Can we just stand out here and argue a little bit? I am just going to stand here and bob my head and raise my hands a little bit, but I am not mad at you. I just want to put on a little bit of a show. When I’m done you run me and I’ll go to the dugout.’

“I said, ‘That’s fine, whatever you need to do, go ahead and do it.’ So I told him I had a good dinner last night at a restaurant and asked if he’s ever been there. He said no, and started kicking the dirt and raising his hands and said, ‘Maybe I should try it out sometime!’ Then he said, ‘Well, I think this was enough, why don’t you run me now?’ So I did and he walked away.”

A NOTE FOR YOU

Umpire Doug Harvey knew very well that Dodgers pitcher Don Sutton liked to doctor up baseballs with sandpaper (Sutton’s nickname: “Black and Decker”), and one afternoon Harvey thought he’d caught him in the act. He walked out to the mound and asked to inspect Sutton’s glove. The pitcher gave the ump an innocent look and said, “Sure, go ahead.” Sure enough, Harvey found a small piece of paper concealed in Sutton’s mitt. He pulled it out and unfolded it. It wasn’t sandpaper—it was note that read: “You’re getting warm, but it’s not here.”

Sweeeet! A line drive or grounder hit up the middle close to 2nd base is called a honey.


WHO’D THEY GET FOR…

Building a team is like gambling. Actually, it is gambling. Some trades go your way; others make you want to bury your head in the sand.

BRIAN GUINN?
Following the 1986 season, the Oakland Athletics traded three young prospects to the Chicago Cubs: David Wilder, Brian Guinn, and Mark Leonette. In return, the A’s got pitcher Dennis Eckersley, a 12-year veteran and former ace who’d just pitched a dismal 6–11 season. In his first year in Oakland, Eckersley continued his mediocre streak, going 6–8. Then manager Tony La Russa switched him to relief pitching, where he became massively successful. From 1988 to ’90, Eckersley saved 128 games and Oakland went to the World Series all three years. In 1992 he won the Cy Young Award and was eventually elected to the Hall of Fame. Wilder, Guinn, and Leonette never made it out of the minor leagues.

…MILT PAPPAS?

In 1966 the Baltimore Orioles sent two-time All-Star pitcher Milt Pappas (who had a record of 110–74 at that point) to the Cincinnati Reds. In return, the Orioles got Frank Robinson, an established star—he was the 1956 Rookie of the Year and the 1961 MVP—who, Reds execs said, was fading. But when he got to Baltimore, he did even better than he’d done in Cincinnati, leading the American League in hits, home runs, RBIs, and batting average. Robinson was the 1966 MVP and led the Orioles to a World Series championship. Pappas lasted only two years in Cincinnati, going 30–29 before being traded to Atlanta.

…DINNER?

On the day of the trade deadline in 1994, Minnesota traded superstar Dave Winfield to Cleveland for “a player for be named later.” The 1994 players’ strike began two weeks later. Winfield didn’t play for the Indians because the strike ended the season, and then he became a free agent. To settle the trade, Cleveland and Minnesota executives went out to dinner, and the Indians picked up the tab. Winfield is the only player in history to be traded for a dinner.

Only player to get caught stealing to end the World Series: Babe Ruth, in 1926.

…LARRY ANDERSEN?

Houston traded veteran pitcher Larry Andersen to Boston in 1990 for minor leaguer Jeff Bagwell, a player Boston picked in the 1989 amateur draft. Bagwell got called up to the Astros in 1991, where he had 15 home runs, a .294 average and was named the National League’s Rookie of the Year. In 1994 he hit .368 with 39 home runs and was the league’s MVP. Andersen, who’d spent two-thirds of his previous 15 seasons in the minor leagues, retired in 1994 with a lifetime 40–39 record.

…FRED MANRIQUE?

In the middle of the 1989 season, the Texas Rangers traded 21-year-old Sammy Sosa (he’d only played 25 games) to the Chicago White Sox, along with shortstop Scott Fletcher and rookie pitcher Wilson Alvarez, for Fred Manrique and veteran home-run hitter Harold Baines. Sosa went on to become a superstar—in 1998 he hit 66 home runs and was the National League MVP. He currently has 609 home runs, the fifth-highest total ever. The owner of the Rangers at the time, George W. Bush, later called the trade “the biggest mistake of my adulthood.”

…DOYLE ALEXANDER?

In 1988 the Atlanta Braves traded Alexander, a solid pitcher who’d won 194 games and struck out over 1,500 hitters, to Detroit in exchange for 21-year-old minor league pitcher named John Smoltz. Alexander was nearing the end of his career (1988 was his 18th season), but Smoltz went on to become part of the Braves’ dominant 1990s pitching rotation. Pitching in a roster that included Tom Glavine and Greg Maddux, Smoltz led Atlanta to 14 straight postseason appearances.

…JIM FREGOSI?

After the 1971 season, the California Angels sent Fregosi to the New York Mets. Once a solid hitter who’d averaged 170 hits each season for a decade, Fregosi slumped to just 81 in 1971, prompting his trade. The Angels got four players in return: Don Rose, Leroy Stanton, Frank Estrada…and Nolan Ryan, a pitcher with a lifetime record of 29–38 at the time. But Ryan blossomed when he got to California, winning 19, 21, and 22 games in his first three seasons, and setting off his Hall of Fame career.

Philadelphia’s Shibe Park was the first baseball stadium made out of concrete and steel.


UNIFORMS THROUGH THE AGES, PART I

The world’s first organized baseball club, the Knickerbockers, was founded in New York 1845, but four more years would pass before they adopted an official team uniform. Here’s a timeline to show how baseball uniforms have changed continuously ever since.

1849

On April 24, 1849, the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club adopted the first uniform in the history of organized baseball: blue wool “pantaloons” (pants), white flannel collared shirts, and straw hats. Hot, scratchy woolen uniforms wouldn’t make much sense today…and they didn’t then, either. But that was beside the point. The Knickerbocker club was first and foremost an exclusive social club, one that happened to be organized around baseball. Merchants, stockbrokers, insurance salesmen, and several idly rich “gentlemen” were counted among its members, and these dignified fellows prided themselves on not playing the game too roughly. Even if they had, more durable fabrics like cotton, denim, and canvas were unacceptable—they were too “working-class.” For many years, the “best” baseball clubs avoided the color red for the same reason: Because red dye was cheap and widely available, it was common among small-town and working-class athletic clubs.

1850–60s

• In the late 1850s, some teams began modeling their baseball togs after the uniforms worn by volunteer firemen. Many uniforms included “shield-front” jerseys, which featured a shield-shaped piece of fabric sewn and/or buttoned to the front of the shirt, often featuring the team’s town name or initials.

• Another common feature of baseball uniforms of the 1850s and 1860s: ties. Bow ties were worn with shield-front jerseys; regular neckties were worn with (and tucked into) jerseys that had laced or button-down shirt fronts.

• In 1860 the Brooklyn Excelsiors began wearing belts with the word “EXCELSIOR” displayed in large letters across the front. This makes them the first team to display their team nickname anywhere on their uniforms.

Final year the White Sox actually wore solid white socks: 1948.

• As baseball grew increasingly competitive and aggressive, full-length pantaloons became a problem—players tripped over the flapping pant legs as they ran. Some teams experimented with pants so tight that they needed buttons from calf to ankle just to get the pants on and off. Others secured their pants with straps, the way bicyclists use straps to keep their pant legs out of bicycle chains.

• In 1868 the newly founded Cincinnati Red Stockings borrowed an idea from cricket teams and started wearing knee-length knickers. Over the next few years, so many teams copied the style that sporting goods manufacturers begin selling them as “baseball pants.” These short pants were what made nicknames like Red Stockings or White Stockings possible: For the first time, fans could see the color of their favorite team’s socks.

1870s

•After years of popularity, shield-front jerseys fell out of favor, and baseball teams switched to jerseys that laced up the front. This style of jersey would remain popular through the 1890s.

•In 1877 Spalding’s Base Ball Guide, the nation’s premier baseball catalog, introduced its “Base Ball Hat,” a slightly flattened derby or bowler hat (it never caught on). By the late 1880s, the catalog offered ten different styles of hat, including four pillbox-shaped hats with bills and five others that looked kind of like modern caps—some with smaller bills, some with larger ones; some with rigid crowns, others with floppy cloth crowns. The one closest in appearance to modern caps was probably the “Jockey Shape Cap,” a larger version of the cap worn by jockeys in horse races.

1880s

• As the game got even rougher, baseball equipment manufacturers started offering baseball pants with built-in quilted padding.

• Major league baseball’s biggest-ever uniform experiment took place in 1882, when league officials decreed that henceforth, each position on a team would have its own unique uniform. All first basemen in the league would wear silk jerseys with vertical red and white stripes and a matching baseball cap, center fielders would wear red and black stripes, and so on. All players on all teams would wear white pants, white belts, and white ties. The only indicator of which team a player plays for: the color of his stockings—Chicago would wear white stockings, Cleveland would wear navy blue, and so on. League officials had high hopes for the new color scheme, but no one else did—the players hated the “clown costumes” from the start, and so did the fans, who found them confusing. Were they even necessary? A first baseman is pretty easy to identify—he’s the guy standing on first base. Clown costumes lasted only half a season before they were laughed and booed out of ballparks forever.

First team to fly to a baseball game: the Marysville Merchants (California), in August 1921.

• Three major teams experimented with pinstriped uniforms in 1888: the Washington Senators, the Detroit Wolverines, and the Brooklyn Bridegrooms. The Senators and the Wolverines had bad seasons, which may be why they dropped the pinstripes in 1889. Brooklyn had a good year, and the following season they added horizontal pinstripes, creating a uniform covered entirely with squares. The team, later called the Superbas and then the Dodgers, would revive the checkered look in 1907 and again in 1916 before finally dumping it for good in 1917.

1890s

• As the 1800s drew to a close, laced-front baseball jerseys went out of style. By 1901 only two teams, the Boston Americans and the Boston Nationals, were still wearing them (every other team had switched to buttoned jerseys), but both teams abandoned the lace-up look after the 1910 season.

For more baseball uniform origins, turn to Part II of our timeline on page 171.

***

BIG NAME MATCHUP

On May 29, 1996, Giants pitcher William Van Landingham took the mound against the Mets’ Jason Isringhausen. At 25 letters, that sets the record for the longest combined last names of two opposing pitchers in the history of major league baseball.

First major leaguer to wear his birthday on his back: Carlos May (#17), born on May 17, 1948.


PITCHER’S MENTALITY

How does a big-leaguer deal with the pressure of pitching? Here are some insights.

“I hate all hitters. I start a game mad and I stay that way until it’s over.”

—Don Drysdale

“Hitting is timing. Pitching is upsetting timing.”

—Warren Spahn

“Just take the ball and throw it where you want to. Throw strikes. Home plate don’t move.”

—Satchel Paige

“It’s no fun throwing fastballs to guys who can’t hit them. The real challenge is getting them out on stuff they can hit.”

—Sam McDowell

“When I’m pitching well, it’s like I’m in a nice little ballet. Everything is going slow all around me. It’s very peaceful.”

—Barry Zito

“Pitching is the art of instilling fear.”

—Sandy Koufax

“When you can throw 97 miles an hour and put the ball over the plate anytime you want, it’s fun.”

—Randy Johnson

“I exploit the greed of all hitters.”

—Lew Burdette

“Everybody kind of perceives me as being angry. It’s not anger, it’s motivation.”

—Roger Clemens

“I was in the outfield and he was walking out of the bullpen. He was grumping, ‘I don’t have a thing today. Nothing!’ I asked, ‘Then why are you going in?’ He said, ‘The hitters don’t know that.’”

—Dave Schneck, on Tug McGraw

“It helps if the hitter thinks you’re a little crazy.”

—Nolan Ryan

“Control is what kept me in the big leagues for 22 years.”

—Cy Young

“I focus on making that one pitch. That’s what I tell myself, ‘One pitch.’ You can’t worry about the next one. Even with a good hitter, he’ll get out seven times out of ten. I want to make sure that this is one of those seven.”

—Tom “Flash” Gordon

“Good pitching will always stop good hitting and vice-versa.” —Casey Stengel


HITTER’S MENTALITY

How does a big-leaguer deal with the pressure of batting? Here are some insights.

“The pitcher has got only a ball. I’ve got a bat. So the percentage of weapons is in my favor and I let the fellow with the ball do the fretting.”

—Hank Aaron

“Every great batter works on the theory that the pitcher is more afraid of him than he is of the pitcher.”

—Ty Cobb

“Think. Don’t just swing. Think about the pitcher, what he threw you last time up, his best pitch, who’s up next. Think.”

—Ted Williams

“You can’t think and hit the ball at the same time.”

—Yogi Berra

“Hitting is better than sex.”

—Reggie Jackson

“I think of myself as ‘catching’ the ball with my bat and letting the pitcher supply the power.”

—Barry Bonds

“A full mind is an empty bat.”

—Branch Rickey

“When a pitcher’s throwing a spitball, don’t worry and don’t complain. Just hit the dry side like I do.”

—Stan Musial

“Never let the fear of striking out get in your way.”

—Babe Ruth

“I study pitchers. I visualize pitches. That gives me a better chance every time I step into the box. That doesn’t mean I’m going to get a hit every game, but that’s one of the reasons I’ve come a long way as a hitter.”

—Mark McGwire

“How hard is hitting? You ever walk into a pitch-black room full of furniture that you’ve never been in before and try to walk though it without bumping into anything? Well, it’s harder than that.”

—Ted Kluszewski

“Hit ’em where they ain’t.”

—Wee Willie Keeler

“Hitting the ball was easy. Running around the bases was the tough part.”

—Mickey Mantle

“Good hitting will always stop good pitching and vice-versa.”—Casey Stengel


TAMPATIENCE

The Tampa Bay, Florida, area has long been affiliated with baseball, hosting spring training facilities since the 1920s. But before Tampa Bay finally got a major league franchise, the Devil Rays, in 1995, they almost got the…

Tampa Bay Twins: In 1984 a group of investors led by Florida real estate developer Bill Mack attempted to buy the cash-strapped Minnesota Twins and move them to Tampa Bay. American League president Dr. Bobby Brown prevented the sale because he didn’t think Tampa Bay was a large enough city to support a major league baseball team.

Tampa Bay Rangers: Four years later, Mack and his investors tried to buy the Texas Rangers with the stated intention of moving the team to Tampa Bay. Again, the league blocked the sale because of concerns that the local market was too small.

Tampa Bay White Sox: In 1989 Chicago White Sox owner Jerry Reinsdorf told the league and the city of Chicago that he’d move the team to Tampa Bay if he didn’t get a new stadium. By a single vote, the Illinois legislature approved a new ballpark, and the White Sox stayed in Chicago.

Tampa Bay Mariners: After 13 seasons of losing games and losing money in Seattle, in 1990 the Mariners considered a move to Tampa Bay, impressed with the brand-new (and empty) Florida Suncoast Dome. The move never panned out.

Tampa Bay Nothings: After four teams almost moved there, Tampa was thought to be a shoo-in when the National League expanded in 1991. The new teams went to Denver and Miami instead.

Tampa Bay Giants: In 1992 San Francisco Giants owner Bob Lurie agreed to sell the team to a group of Tampa investors led by Vince Naimoli. Under pressure from San Francisco city officials, the league blocked the sale, and the Giants were purchased by a group of hometown investors.

Tampa Bay Devil Rays: In 1995 Major League Baseball expanded again. An American League franchise was awarded to…Tampa Bay.

April 26, 2006: The Yankees drew 14 walks in a game against Tampa Bay. None scored.


ATTACK OF THE KISSING BANDIT!

Were you ever at a game when Morganna Roberts, the “Kissing Bandit,” bounded out onto the field? In her day, she was one of the most famous baseball fans in the entire country.

ON A BET
One summer afternoon in 1971, a 17-year-old woman named Morganna Roberts went to Riverfront Stadium to see a Cincinnati Reds game with a friend. The game was pretty uneventful until Roberts’s friend “dirty double-dared” her to run out onto the field and give Pete Rose a kiss. Why not? Roberts climbed over the railing, ran across the field, and gave the startled but welcoming Rose a big smooch as fans roared their approval.

Roberts must have enjoyed the experience, because a few games later she ran out onto the field to kiss another player…and then another…and another. Blonde, with a top-heavy Dolly Parton build (she claimed measurements of 60-24-39), Roberts got a lot of attention. Her profile rose with each pucker and she soon found her way into the newspapers, where a Cincinnati sports-writer dubbed her “The Kissing Bandit.”

SOMETHING TO SEE

If you ever got a chance to see the Kissing Bandit at work, you probably never forgot it. Fans aren’t allowed on the field for security reasons, no matter how famous they are, so Morganna typically had to sneak into the baseball park incognito, her ample attributes concealed beneath a bulky jacket or some other loose-fitting garment. Then, at the opportune moment, she’d throw off her disguise and jump down to the playing field wearing a tight T-shirt and short shorts and bound across the field to the object of that day’s affection.

Roberts parlayed her fame into a career as an exotic dancer, and, thanks to bookings in nightclubs and strip joints all over the country, she was able to visit nearly every ballpark in major league baseball. Over the years she kissed everyone from Johnny Bench and Don Mattingly to Nolan Ryan and Cal Ripken Jr. Why stop at baseball? Morganna also snuck into pro basketball games to kiss Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Charles Barkley, and other greats.

The Cubs have won more games than any other pro team in any sport.

Stadium officials weren’t crazy about her breaking the rules, but the players liked her, and many grew to see her as a good luck charm. After she kissed George Brett of the Kansas City Royals in the mid-1980s, his team went on to win the next 22 of 23 games. In 1988 she tried to kiss Ryne Sandberg of the Chicago Cubs but failed when she was blocked by an umpire. Sandberg hit the next pitch out of the park. (Maybe the umpire shouldn’t have gotten involved—the Cubs still lost the game.)

BUST-ED

Roberts’s antics got her arrested more than once over the years. In 1985 she was charged with criminal trespassing after she ran onto the field during the Houston Astros season opener to kiss pitcher Nolan Ryan. Her attorney claimed that she was a victim of physics—when she leaned over the railing “the laws of gravity took over,” he explained. “She ran out onto the field and saw police chasing her, so where would she run but to the safety of the pitcher?” Roberts managed to beat that rap, but when she was arrested in 1988 during the Baltimore Orioles “Fantastic Fan Night,” she spent a night in jail before the prosecutor set aside the charges as long as she stayed off the field at Memorial Stadium.

GAME OVER

Roberts was a part of baseball for nearly 30 years, from her late teens into her late forties. But in 1999, she decided to hang it up. She never formally announced her retirement, she just dropped out of sight and stopped giving interviews. When the Seattle Post-Intelligencer ran a profile on her in 2001, she again refused to participate, but after the story ran she called the newspaper at 4 a.m. and left a message explaining that she had retired to a “dream life” with her husband and three dogs, in a house alongside a creek and a running trail in the suburbs of Columbus, Ohio. “I just got sick of talking about myself and always being the center of attention,” she said in her message. “I had a great time. All the fans were wonderful. All the players were wonderful. But I just had enough.”

Tommy Lasorda has been inducted into both the Canadian and American Halls of Fame.


BRANCHING OUT

What’s a washed-up ballplayer to do? In Branch Rickey’s case, he moves into the front office…and changes the game of baseball.

MIDDLE MANAGEMENT
Branch Rickey wasn’t much of a baseball player. A devoutly religious man who once promised his mother he’d never play baseball on Sunday, he had a brief and unspectacular career as a big-league catcher. In the course of three seasons with the St. Louis Browns and New York Highlanders between 1905 and 1907, he hit .239. And in one game, a record 13 runners stole bases while he was behind the plate. Realizing he didn’t have the skills to be a successful player, Rickey quit in 1907 and went back to school. He studied (and played baseball) at Ohio Wesleyan University and earned a law degree (and served as baseball coach) at the University of Michigan.

In 1913 Rickey returned to the big leagues as an executive with the St. Louis Browns. He quickly established himself as a scout, signing future Hall of Famer George Sisler, and was “promoted” to on-field manager of the Browns, where he stayed through the next two seasons, compiling a mediocre 139–180 record. In 1916 Philip Ball bought the Browns and fired Rickey, who enlisted in the Army. With World War I under way, Rickey was assigned to lead a chemical weapons training unit (in his unit: Ty Cobb and Christy Mathewson).

After the war ended, Rickey returned to St. Louis in 1919, this time as manager—and general manager—of the National League’s Cardinals. It was in that capacity that Rickey would make his first big contribution to big-league baseball: He invented the modern farm system.

HOME GROWN

Before radio and television broadcast major league games, fans who didn’t live in the same town as one of the 16 major league teams got their baseball fix from their local minor league team. These teams served as a de facto farm system, with big-league clubs buying the contracts of promising young players from the independent minor league clubs that owned them. Rickey cut out the middlemen by leading the Cardinals to buy their own minor league teams (at one point, the Cardinals owned at least a part of 32 farm teams). That way, they could sign their own undeveloped talent, assign the young players to one of their affiliated teams at whatever level of play was appropriate, and bring them along on their own terms.

Abbott & Costello’s “Who’s on First” skit has been translated into 30 languages.

The farm system meant that Rickey and the Cardinals no longer had to engage in costly bidding wars with other teams over hot prospects. Rickey believed that if he signed enough players and gave them a chance to develop, the system would always produce enough genuine big-leaguers to fill out the Cardinals’ roster. Time proved him right. With the best player development system in baseball, St. Louis became a National League powerhouse. Cardinal squads won nine pennants and six World Series between 1926 and 1946, led by farm-system graduates like Dizzy Dean, Rogers Hornsby, Stan Musial, Ducky Medwick, and Enos Slaughter. Today, every major league team has at least one farm team at four different minor league levels.

CROSSING THE LINE

In 1943 the Brooklyn Dodgers hired Rickey away from St. Louis, and he continued his pioneering work developing new talent for them. Brooklyn had a lot more money to spend the Cardinals did, and under his direction, the Dodgers built the first permanent spring training facility on a defunct naval air base in Vero Beach, Florida. Today, following Rickey’s lead, all teams have permanent spring training camps, in either Florida or Arizona.

His greatest contribution to the game, however, would come in 1945—when he stood up to the racism of the baseball establishment by crossing the color line and signing Jackie Robinson from the Negro National League. Back in 1903, while Rickey was playermanager at Ohio Wesleyan University, his team had been turned away from a hotel during a road trip because one of the players was black. The incident fostered an antiracist idealism in Rickey. The other, possibly even more motivating reason Rickey wanted to integrate baseball: his perpetual drive to discover and sign new talent. He realized that the Negro Leagues represented an untapped source of top-quality players, and whichever major league team got there first would be able to pick whoever they wanted.

Q: How many postseason games did Hall of Fame shortstop Ernie Banks play in his 19-year career with the Chicago Cubs? A: None

After considering Satchel Paige and Josh Gibson, Rickey signed second baseman Jackie Robinson in 1945 and sent him to play for the Dodgers’ Montreal farm team for a year. In 1947 Robinson became the first African-American player in the major leagues—and was the National League Rookie of the Year (for more on the integration of baseball, see page 273). Other former Negro Leaguers like Don Newcombe and Roy Campanella helped to create a baseball dynasty in Brooklyn in the late 1940s and 1950s. Between 1947 and the Dodgers’ move to Los Angeles in 1958, the team won five pennants.

SHEA’S REBELLION

Rickey left the Dodgers in 1950, driven out by constant disagreements with owner Walter O’Malley, and became the general manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates. His five years there were largely uneventful, with one exception: In 1955 Rickey signed Roberto Clemente, one of the first Latino players in the big leagues.

In 1959, at age 78, Rickey settled into a well-earned retirement, though he briefly found himself embroiled in another power play with Major League Baseball. After the Dodgers and Giants both left New York for California in 1958, New York lawyer William Shea lobbied the National League for an expansion team. Baseball owners didn’t want to share television revenues with any new teams, but Shea defiantly announced in 1959 that he was forming a third major league, the Continental League—with Branch Rickey as president. The idea was shelved after the National and American Leagues agreed to allow two expansion teams each, including the New York Mets. (For more on the Continental League, see page 138.)

That brush with major league baseball would prove to be Branch Rickey’s last. He died in 1965, and was inducted into the Hall of Fame two years later.

***

“Man may penetrate the outer reaches of the universe, but for me, the ultimate human experience is to witness the flawless execution of a hit-and-run.”

—Branch Rickey


THE POTATO MAN

He peeled…he threw…he became a legend.

HAVING A BALL
In August 1987, the Williamsport Bills (the Indians’ Class A club) were playing the Reading Phillies. In the ninth inning, with the score tied, two outs, and two men on, Bills catcher Dave Bresnahan tried to pick off the runner at third but threw the “ball” into the outfield grass. When the Phillies runner tried to score, Bresnahan pulled the real ball out of his glove and tagged the him out at home. So what did Bresnahan throw into the outfield? A potato. Before the game, he had peeled the tuber and sculpted it into the shape of a baseball. Naturally, the Phillies protested the play. The umps agreed; they charged Bresnahan with an error, ejected him from the game, and called the runner safe. Result: Williamsport lost. The next day, Bresnahan was fined $50 and released from the team, ending his baseball career (he was a backup and only hitting .149). But that’s not the end of the story.

FAVORITE SON

Bresnahan became a local folk hero. His creative stunt added some excitement to an otherwise lackluster season and made headlines across the country. A week later, Williamsport celebrated with “Potato Night”—fans who brought a potato got a reduced admission ($1.00 instead of $2.75), and Bresnahan himself autographed their potatoes. The following year, Bresnahan’s number was retired. At the ceremony he said, “Lou Gehrig had to play in 2,130 consecutive games and hit .340 for his number to be retired, and all I had to do was bat .140 and throw a potato.”

These days Bresnahan is a stockbroker and a married father of two, but his legend lives on. On August 18, 2007, the Williamsport Crosscutters (the new name of the Bills) honored the potato game’s 20th anniversary by giving the first 1,000 fans Dave Bresnahan bobblehead dolls, each of which holds a little potato. When asked why he did it, Bresnahan explained, “A minor league season gets to be a long grind…I just wanted to have some fun and break up the monotony a little.”

Nyah! Nyah! An umpire can have you removed from a stadium for heckling.
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