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For nine friends and fans of the game
who’d make my starting lineup any time:

Butch Anderson

Kent Anderson

Mike Anderson

Paul Palazzo

Chuck Scott

Cotton Smith

Jack Smith

Perry Stokes

Frank Wooten


PROLOGUE

All these years later, and what strikes me most, what I remember the most, are the smells. Not the stink of death, of offal and decay—although I still have nightmares once or twice a year, waking up with the taste of bile, the pungency of the stockade embedded in my nostrils—but scents we take for granted: pine tar and grass, chewing tobacco and goober peas, leather and the sour odor of sweat. Strolling through the woods, I will be overcome by emotions from just a hint of rosin. I can walk past a florist, and feel the tears well, brought on by the aroma of fresh roses. I close my eyes and see them again, the good and bad, my friends and enemies, Sweet’s Guards and turn-coat razorbacks—Ward Keener, Mike Peabody, Pig Oliver, Sharky the Seaman, Captain Conall McGee, and Jane Anne Bartholomew—feel the knot on my head and the crack in my skull.

I am ninety-nine years old, and have seen wars and depressions, automobiles and moving pictures, the beauty of spring, terrible brown clouds of dirt that some said portended Armageddon, and, more recently, a horrible end to a grueling war that many fear might just spell the beginning of the end of our Earth. I have seen my children, grandchildren, even great-grandchildren grow up, and, in agonizing cases, die. I have outlived my wife by twenty-one years. I have been honored, saluted, chastised. And I have seen countless games of baseball played across these United States that I fought to preserve as a mere teenager. I have cheered Wee Willie Keeler, and have cursed at, and been cursed by, Ty Cobb. I have played on great, and a lot more mediocre, teams in the National Association of Base Ball Players after the War of the Rebellion, worked as an umpire in the Texas League from 1889 to 1894, managed that league’s Corsicana Oilers for J. Doak Roberts for two seasons after the turn of the century, and traveled with the Providence Grays—admittedly playing little as an aging catcher—for two glorious seasons, 1878–1879.

Every spring or fall, I am invited to some function or other relating to this game we call America’s pastime, be it a National League, American League, Texas League, or even some college contest. Every year, a newspaper reporter asks me what was the greatest team or game I ever saw, and I always offer some nonsensical reply that befuddles the reporter until he dismisses my answer as the rambling diatribe of an ancient old coot. This year, 1946, The Sporting News invited me to attend the World Series games at Sportsman’s Park, and, before the opener, a reporter with the Globe-Democrat asked me how the Cardinals or Red Sox would fare against the best teams I had seen over the course of my ninety-nine years.

I answered that, actually, when I was born in 1847, baseball itself was just an infant, so that ninety-nine years is a bit misleading, that the first game I recall seeing was an exhibition in Rhode Island when I was eleven, and kept on spitting out flapdoodle until the reporter asked me to name the best team I had ever seen.

“Can I name two?” I said.

“OK,” the reporter agreed.

“Easy,” I said. “Mister Lincoln’s Hirelings and the Ford City Gallinippers. Played one game at Camp Ford, Texas.”

He didn’t mention those teams in the next day’s paper, nor in any other editions during what turned out to be one of the greatest championship series ever played, probably writing me off as senile. As I don’t know that I’ll live to see another World Series, or even another opening day, another baseball game, or ever be asked again to name the greatest team or teams, I am logging my thoughts on these Big Chief tablets I purchased at the Pelegrimas Five & Dime in St. Louis, hoping someone will find it after I’m gone, and decipher my babbling and prehistoric scrawl. Or, if I do reach the century milestone, and if I am invited to another baseball game, and if a reporter asks me once more to name the greatest game I ever witnessed between the two best teams, I will hand him this memoir and say again:

“Easy. Mister Lincoln’s Hirelings and the Ford City Gallinippers in a one-game championship at Camp Ford, Texas. They were playing for stakes much higher than any World Series.”

Read this story, if you desire, and draw your own conclusions.
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PART I

“But it is needless further to comment on the meritorious features of our American game, suffice it to say that it (is) a recreation that any one may be proud to excel in, as in order to do so, he must possess the characteristics of true manhood to a considerable degree.”

Henry Chadwick
Beadle’s Dime Base-Ball Player:
A Compendium of the Game


CHAPTER ONE

Before the opening game of the 1946 Series at Sportsman’s Park, a dozen reporters from St. Louis, Boston, and the national papers began a verbal assault of Ted Williams, the American League Most Valuable Player “who shined the brightest on a Boston team full of stars”—at least according to a cliché-inspired columnist in one of the New York dailies. Seems that these scribes agreed on one thing: Ted Williams is the biggest S.O.B. ever to play the game.

“You gents must have never met Ty Cobb,” I interjected over a mouthful of hot dog the members of the press and we VIPs had been served. “Or Pig Oliver.”

“No, I knew Cobb,” said a rotund chain-smoker from the Boston Record. “But the thing about Ty Cobb is that everyone knew what made him tick.”

“Who the blazes is Pig Oliver?” another reporter blurted, but the Record man told him to shut up, that he had the floor.

“The problem with Williams is,” he continued, “nobody can figure him out. He lives for the game, you see, but he also lives for himself. Other than that, he’s one tough nut to crack. Excepting that he hates the press, ’specially me.”

With that, he crushed out his cigarette, and, with a tobacco-stained grin, fished out a flask from his hip pocket, which kept the attention on him, and allowed me to finish my hot dog before being escorted to my seat down the first-base line, nowhere near the seats of the real VIPs like Rogers Hornsby or Happy Chandler, but I did not mind. Like every other fan who had arrived early on that sweltering afternoon, I watched Ted Williams take batting practice with some interest, but my thoughts didn’t really settle on that tall drink of water wearing the No. 9 Red Sox uniform.

I thought of my father. He, too, proved to be a hard one to figure out, perhaps the hardest nut of them all—can’t say I ever really knew, or, rather, understood the man—and maybe he lived for himself. He definitely lived for the game. Sort of.

Henry Wallace MacNaughton called himself an apothecary, and he ran a little drugstore in Newport on Rhode Island Sound. He seemed to be more of a dreamer, though, and I’m not sure I would have had clothes on my back or shoes on my feet if it hadn’t been for my mother, or, rather, my mother’s family. Mother claimed Easton bloodlines, and the Eastons ran one of the largest shipping lines in New England. Why, you could hardly ever scan the “Maritime Journal” in the Daily News without reading that at least one Easton ship had docked at the port of Newport. I never asked her what she saw in my father, and my grandparents on the Easton side never questioned their only daughter’s judgment. She did love him, though, or else she wouldn’t have put up with his tomfoolery, followed him halfway across the continent and back, or erected that marble monument over his grave at Island Cemetery.

My most vivid memory of my father came when I was eleven while walking home from school with my best friend, Mike Peabody, on a warm but windy late April afternoon. The door to the drugstore had been flung wide open, but when I stuck my head inside and called out for my father, I received no reply.

“You think something’s happened?” asked Mike, ever the worrier.

Before I could think of an answer, my father’s voice boomed from across the street: “Winthrop! There you are!”

Winthrop. How still I cringe when I hear that name.

I managed to shut the door to the apothecary, but not lock it, and back onto the sidewalk just as my father raced across Thames Street, dodging a glistening phaëton driven by a furious Episcopal minister. Father grabbed my arm, almost separating my shoulder from its socket. “You have to see this, Winthrop. Come on, Mike. You, too.”

Miraculously I retained my footing, freed myself from my father’s grasp, and followed his gangling gait down the street that led out of town toward Fort Adams. “Stimulating,” my father said to no one in particular. “Invigorating. Fascinating.” Most likely, he also added a few other -ing words that I have forgotten over the course of eighty-eight years. During our hike, I shot an occasional glance at panting Mike Peabody, who fired back a curious look at me only to receive a shrug in reply. We stopped an exhausting walk later at a field overlooking Brenton Cove. A crowd had gathered at the field, but my father pushed his way through the throng before halting and dropping to his knee, motioning for Mike and me to stand close beside him.

“They’re playing baseball!” He said this as incredulously as if he had said: “They’re walking on the moon.”

They were some monkeys from the harbor, a few soldiers from Fort Adams, and the Green Mountain Club from Boston, and, boy, did those Massachusetts ballplayers stand out in their plaid knickerbockers and green shield-front shirts with white piping. I had always admired the uniforms of sailors and soldiers, but had never seen civilians in snappy uniforms, especially not while playing athletics.

This was the Massachusetts Game of Baseball, quite different from the version played today, or the style popular in New York in 1858. Instead of a diamond, a square field had been laid out with the batter—we called him a striker in those days—standing halfway between first and fourth base. The bases were four-feet-high stakes driven into the ground, sixty feet from each other, and the bat resembled a round piece of lumber that I had seen Mike Peabody’s dad use over the heads of unsavory patrons at his groggery near the harbor.

“They’re having a convention in Dedham in two weeks,” Father said, “to adopt rules and sign clubs, and, by jingo, I think Newport should be a part of this. It’s history, Winthrop. Why should Massachusetts enjoy this game and not Rhode Island?”

A heavy-set Green Mountain batter drilled the ball over the pitcher’s head, but the sergeant playing what we would call center field caught it on the first bounce, which prompted a smattering of applause from onlookers. Only the Green Mountain fellow kept running, reaching all the way to third base before the slow-to-understand soldier threw the ball to the pitcher.

“He’s out!” the sergeant yelled. “I caught it on the bound!”

“That’s not the way we play the game,” the Green Mountain Club captain answered. “The ball must be caught in the air, before it hits the ground.”

The soldier made a beeline for the Bay Stater, telling him what he thought of his game, that he had made a fine catch, and that batter should be out. Mike Peabody punched my arm, and whistled. Back then, he didn’t care much about baseball, whether the game followed Massachusetts or New York rules, but, like his father, he enjoyed a good brawl, and he held high expectations that one would soon break out.

Father intervened, withdrawing a pamphlet from the inside pocket of his waistcoat. “He’s right, Sergeant. Rule Number Nine here states . . . ‘The ball must be caught flying in all cases.’ ”

“And it’s a rule I guarantee you that we shall adopt in Dedham on the Thirteenth,” the Green Mountain captain answered.

“Well,” the sergeant said with a snarl, “we don’t play that way in Hoboken.”

The burly man on third base then made a rather indelicate comment about Hoboken’s populace, and Mike Peabody got his wish.

“So who won the contest?” Mother asked that evening, after placing a bloody slab of beef over Father’s eye.

“It was fifty-nine to six,” I answered, “when the constable and some officers from Fort Adams stopped the riot. At least, that’s what the scorer told me. In Green Mountain’s favor.”

“We would have gotten more tallies,” Father said in defense of the home squad, “if the game had continued.”

“Of course, Henry,” Mother said, but she gave me a knowing wink before instructing me to wash up for supper.

From that day forward, I never lost interest in baseball, and tried to recreate the game—albeit without fisticuffs—and instruct my classmates on the particular rules over the next few weeks. I retained the pamphlet my father had lost when the Fort Adams sergeant had punched him in the head, often consulting it for various rule interpretations or asking schoolmaster Mr. O’Quinn for his advice, Mr. O’Quinn being a firm believer in how sporting events led to manhood and gentlemanly endeavors. Mike Peabody, ever my faithful companion, stuck with me, and actually proved to be a capable first baseman, and several other friends, always willing to experiment, gave it a chance, but most preferred rounders, cricket, or sneaking to Mike Peabody’s dad’s tavern to watch the fights, listen to the swearing, and perhaps get a taste of the whiskey and beer being served.

Having become fascinated with the way the Green Mountain player could throw the ball with such finesse, velocity, and movement, I wanted to be a pitcher, but my knowledge of the game—not to mention the fact that Jimmy Bliss could pitch better than anyone this side of Greenwich Bay—relegated me to catcher, though I was a tad small.

By the time school let out that summer, we had assembled a decent club, and scheduled regular matches on Saturday afternoons against the sons of the Fort Adams officers at the field overlooking Brenton Cove. The Army boys, like their fathers fond of the New York version of the game, didn’t care much for my rules, but I insisted we use the regulations adopted by the Massachusetts Association of Base-Ball Players at Dedham that spring.

Our games became spirited affairs, and soon drew a handful of officers, officers’ wives, girls from the Narragansett Subscription School, and a few parents, including my mother. Father rarely attended these contests, and not because he found himself too occupied with forming the Newport Base Ball Club. Fact is, his obsession with baseball had withered, as Henry Wallace MacNaughton had become a leader of the New England Abolition movement.

Even among the staunchest Abolitionists—and many lived in Rhode Island and Massachusetts—only a handful had ever read a sixteen-page pamphlet titled “How to Conquer Texas before Texas Conquers Us” written and published by Edward Everett Hale. This Boston-born, Harvard-educated minister had become so obsessed after the annexation of Texas as a slave state that he preached how Northerners should settle in Texas to keep slavery from spreading. A decade later, Fred Olmsted published a controversial book called A Journey Through Texas, which several Abolitionists excerpted in pamphlets that they distributed at rallies and stump speeches, one of which, along with a newly printed version of Hale’s prose, found its way into my father’s hand.

Thus, by August of 1858, my father had become less infatuated with baseball and obsessed with the thought of a free-soil, cotton-growing colony in Texas. Before the month was out, he had sold his drugstore as well as our home on Bellevue Street and had begun preparations to move our family to this faraway wasteland called Texas.

“I don’t want to leave Newport,” I told my mother. “My friends are all here. I’ve known Mike Peabody all my life.”

“You can always write Mike, and he can write you.”

“But what about our baseball club?”

“I’m sure they play baseball in Texas.” She tousled my hair. “And if they don’t, you can teach them, just as you taught Mike and Andy and Jimmy and Mister O’Quinn and all your friends.”

“But why? Why do we have to go?”

Smiling, she pulled me close. “It’s a noble cause,” she said softly. “Freeing the Negro, occluding this blight. I’m proud of your father. This takes a lot of courage.”

“He’ll forget about it.” My mood turned surly. “Just like he forgot about the Newport Base Ball Club. Just like he forgot about my birthday party that time. Just like he forgot about that medicine that would cure the gout. Just like he forgets about everything. He’ll find something new in Texas, and he’ll tinker with that for a week or two, and then find something else.”

“Perhaps.” Mother surprised me. I had expected her to scold me, remind me of the commandment about honoring thy father, but she remained calm. “But I think not. I think he will preach Abolition, that he will fight for it, even against the Southerners in Texas. And he hasn’t really forgotten baseball, Win. He’s asked Benjamin Cornay to lead the Newport Base Ball Club, to attend next year’s convention, and join the association. He’s watched you play, or asked me about your matches when he has been unable to attend. It’s just that freeing the slaves is a more pressing need than playing a game for fun. Don’t you think so?”

I pulled away from her. “Why should I care about a bunch of ignorant darkies?”

Mother surprised me yet again. Her backhand sent me reeling.

The Fort Adams boys defeated the city club, 100–47, in my last game in Newport before leaving for Texas. I struck out three times, dropped the ball twice as much, and once sent the ball sailing well over the third baseman’s head, allowing three runs to score and prompting laughter and insults from spectators and players alike. The loss left a bitter taste in my mouth, so Mike Peabody suggested we go to the back of his father’s tavern, an invitation which I readily accepted. In an overflowing trash bin behind that bucket of blood, Mike found a bottle of Scotch, its neck broken but several fingers of amber liquid in the bottom, and we poured some into a rusty airtight, never considering the dangers of broken glass or lockjaw.

I coughed up my first swallow of the raw whiskey, wiped phlegm with my sweaty shirt  sleeve, and said: “That’s good stuff. Father says there’s nothing better than single-malt Scotch.”

He often said that, too, for I was first-generation American, my father having left Edinburgh with his parents and siblings in 1834.

“Yeah,” Mike said, “well, Papa don’t serve this stuff. I heard him tell a drummer that he just gets the fancy bottles from Mister Zeske and fills ’em up with the hogo he serves regular.”

“It’s still good,” I lied, forcing down another swallow of coal oil.

“Wish you wasn’t going to Texas,” Mike said later, pushing his sweat-drenched red bangs off his forehead. “I was starting to enjoy our baseball matches, but now Andy Turner says I’ll have to play catcher, and he’s going to make Sean take over first base.”

“Didn’t take Andy long to anoint himself manager,” I said with a sour face and hoarse voice before pouring the rest of the liquor into the tin can.

“Still,” Mike repeated, “I wish you wasn’t leaving.”

Passing the can to my friend, I admitted that I didn’t want to leave Rhode Island.

“Hear Texas is full of wild Injuns, snakes, gumbos, and highwaymen.”

“Mother says they’re mostly hardshell Baptists, at least, where we’re going.”

“Where’s that?”

“Jack County,” I answered with utter contempt.

“Hope you don’t get scalped.” “I hope you catch better than you played first base.”

With a snigger, Mike downed the rest of the whiskey. “Couldn’t be no worse than you, Win, the way you played today.”

I punched his arm, and we began a fine wrestling match among the refuse behind the dram shop, which ended in a draw as soon as the whiskey took hold, and then we covered the trash with our own refuse, sicker than dogs, but still believing that Mike Peabody’s dad served mighty good whiskey.

My first hangover, but certainly not my last, probably didn’t subside until a train carried Mother, Father, and me across the Ohio River.


CHAPTER TWO

Father set up shop in the corner office of a limestone building on Jacksboro’s main square, peddling the products he had had shipped from Rhode Island: Hazard & Caswell’s Pure Light Straw Colored Cod Liver Oil, Alpine Hair Balm and Dr. Sanford’s Liver Invigorator. Mostly, though, he tried to sell Texians on the concept of emancipation. I pushed what I considered a much nobler pursuit.

Ever so slowly, I garnered a modicum of success. I can’t say the same of Father, although no one ran him out of town on a rail.

It is easy to think of Texas in the years before the Rebellion as a land full of whip-wielding slaveholders and buckskinned Secessionists who cursed Negro and Abolitionist alike and would eventually liken Abraham Lincoln to Santa Anna. Certainly a handful of slave owners called Jack County home, and more than a few despised my father’s political views, but history would record northwest Texas, on the edge of the Indian frontier, as a nest of strong Unionists, not all of them Abolitionists, of course, but men and women who accepted and tolerated the espousings of Henry Wallace MacNaughton more than they bought his Yankee hair balm. You see, traveling theatrical combinations seldom stopped in Jacksboro, and since Westerners loved entertainment, Father’s Saturday afternoon stump speeches drew crowds, who sometimes cheered, sometimes heckled, but mostly just listened politely before meandering off to do their shopping, drinking, or gambling.

At the beginning, that is. By 1861, the mood of the people had turned less tolerant and more violent.

Naturally—after school and chores—I championed baseball, which proved an equally hard sell in Jack County.

It just occurred to me, as I write these words in my hotel room, that I inherited at least one trait from Henry Wallace MacNaughton: obsession. I must have been as compulsive as he was, focused on spreading the gospel of baseball while he preached Abolition and the evils of enslavement.

“Baseball,” said Eugene Oliver with a snort. “Sounds like a game for slinks.”

“It is a manly endeavor,” I replied.

“‘Manly,’ he says.” Eugene elicited a number of giggles from our fellow classmates. “‘Manly,’ coming from a yank named Winthrop.”

My ears colored a rich crimson as those giggles metamorphosed into guffaws.

“Out here,” the thick-waisted, pockmarked boy went on, “manly endeavors are poker,  mumblety-peg, horseracing, and scalpin’ red niggers. You ain’t no man. By thunder, I bet you wear a corset and chemise under that girl’s dress.”

Mother, you see, had not adopted the Texian ways of attire, and, looking back, I concede that I presented a rather ridiculous sight in my kilt suit of checked cassimere, surrounded by a handful of children in itchy homespun and wide-brimmed slouch hats. Eugene Oliver, the dirtiest and smelliest of them all, towered over my classmates and me. His father raised hogs on Lost Creek and his older brother worked—rustled, if you believed the street-yarns told over dominoes at Father’s drugstore—cattle in the Keechi Valley. I had seen Eugene provoke fights at school before, always thrashing his victim before our schoolmaster threatened to send him home to help his father tend hogs if he didn’t stop. There was no way I could beat that lummox in a fair fight.

So I hit him with my baseball bat.

Not in the head, mind you. I wasn’t so provoked to risk murdering the ruffian, but I did chop him hard at his knees, and down he went, screaming and writhing in pain as I flung the bat aside and jumped atop of him, pounding his meaty face with my bony fists. We both screamed, him in pain, me in enraged fury.

Never had I been provoked to draw blood. I scarcely recognized the animal I had become, and wanted to stop, especially once Eugene begged me to quit, but I punched and punched, distantly hearing another shout, that of fetching Lucy Covey as she screamed for the schoolmaster, June Rainey, to stop me from killing poor Eugene. Lucy didn’t care a whit for any of the Olivers; she feared I’d be hanged for murder.

How many minutes passed, I did not know. I knew nothing but brutality. Eugene’s screams had become sobs as I flailed about, but when I drew back to hammer him again, a vise almost snapped my wrist, and suddenly I went hurling backward, landing with a thud that knocked the breath from my lungs.

When my vision cleared, when I understood that I wasn’t going to die, I stared at a bronze, mustached face shaded by a black hat. At first, I thought Mr. Rainey had laid me out, but that couldn’t be. For one thing, June Rainey kept his face clean shaven. Besides, he lacked backbone to break up any fight, and, more importantly, he probably desired me to maim, if not kill, that callous oaf.

“You all right, boy?” a firm voice drawled.

Unable to talk, I merely nodded.

“What’s your name?”

I coughed first, tested my mouth, and risked speech. “Win MacNaughton.”

“New hereabouts, ain’t you?”

“A couple of months, I fathom.”

“Fathom?” The man pushed back his hat and cackled. “Fathom? Hell, no, I reckon you ain’t been here long.”

He extended a massive paw, and I cautiously took it, cringing as his fingers tightened, almost crushing the bones in my hand, then yelping as he jerked me upright roughly.

Momentarily I considered him a rough friend who had kept me off the gallows, perhaps a constable sworn to keep the peace even if it meant aiding the likes of Eugene Oliver. Kneeling, he dusted off my kilt suit while whispering in a most menacing tone: “You ever use a piece of lumber like that again on Gene, Win MacNewton, and I’ll use this Bowie knife on your innards. Savvy?”

My throat filled with sand; my bowels quaked. I nodded again as my eyes located a massive pig-sticker scabbarded on his right hip, next to a single-shot horse pistol shoved inside the belt.

“He ain’t much,” the man said, “but he is my only brother.”

I knew then that I was at Pig Oliver’s mercy.

Eugene had managed to stand and wipe the tears off his cheeks when Pig Oliver turned around. “You ought to. . . .”

Eugene never finished, because his big brother cuffed him viciously, and the young rowdy dropped to the ground again, his nose pouring blood.

“You got what you deserved, boy. Now get up. I’m takin’ you home. Pa’ll tan your hide.”

When the dust had swallowed the disappearing Olivers, Mr. Rainey picked up my bat, offered it to me, and said: “So, Winthrop, show us how this sporting affair is played.”

As far as Eugene Oliver is concerned, he never tormented any of the fifteen children enrolled at Mr. Rainey’s subscription school after that day. He even started playing baseball during recess or on the rare Saturday mornings when I cajoled enough people to try a game. Mostly we just played toss. I am not saying Eugene and I became the best of friends, merely that we formed an uneasy truce. He couldn’t hit well, or catch, but he had a strong arm and accurate throw. His brother played with us, too, when he wasn’t sleeping off a drunk or riding about the countryside, chasing Indians, horses, cattle, buffalo, or simply looking for trouble.

In those games, everyone wanted Pig Oliver on his team. As a catcher, he intimidated anyone who reached third base by running a thumb over the blade of his massive knife, daring the player to try to score. If someone challenged him, he was apt to throw the ball at that person, and, if he hit you, it hurt. On the bases, he would bowl over anyone in his path, once even clubbing a second baseman with a pistol barrel. I’ve often wondered if Ty Cobb were somehow related to that son-ofa-bitch. Yet I admit, as much as I disliked Pig Oliver, as much as I feared him, I wanted him on my team, too. If you listen to radio broadcasts of baseball games, you’ve probably heard an announcer say of Joe DiMaggio or Stan Musial: “He tore the cover off the ball.” Well, on several occasions in ’59 and ’60, Pig Oliver did just that—literally—stopping the game until we could rewrap the ball with calfskin or make a new one.

Our contests were mostly makeshift affairs. Instead of driving stakes into the hard Texas earth, we used cow patties for bases, unaware that we were adopting a New York rule, which substituted Massachusetts-mandated stakes with canvas bags much like the ones used today. No one ever stepped on the dung on purpose, excepting the rawhide Olivers, but rather followed a gentleman’s agreement on where the base was. Although I possessed a couple of fine bat-sticks (as  we called them then) from Newport, most players preferred the local version, often thicker than the rules allowed, made from neither ash nor maple or pine or hickory, but gnarled juniper.

Back in New England, I had never been good enough to pitch, but that’s what I did in Jack County, especially considering that Pig Oliver proved to be a much better catcher than me. So did Lucy Covey’s younger brother, Ryan.

Gradually I began to take a liking to my new home. Jacksboro no longer appeared to be a blight at the end of the universe populated by uncouth b’hoys and hellions. The baseball games turned into fine frolics, if the contestants not always followed the rules or showed manly athletic ability and fine sportsmanship. Off the field, I developed a taste for strong coffee, burned grain often substituted for real beans, and Mrs. Covey’s rhubarb pie. Mr. Rainey, who often umpired our baseball exhibitions, instilled in me an appreciation for William Shakespeare and Honoré de Balzac, even mathematics, something my instructors in Rhode Island had failed to accomplish. I worked in my father’s store on Saturday afternoons while he preached free-soil sermons. I sang in the choir at the Methodist camp meetings (the only services around, and my parents constantly reminded me that we were Presbyterians!), and wrote Mike Peabody each Sunday evening, posting the letter the next day, relating all my adventures in baseball games and chasing wild Comanches. The latter, as well as most of the former, I exaggerated, although Indian raids became commonplace, especially during the spring, and the first funeral I ever attended came in April of 1860 after Mr. Covey and a neighbor were killed—by Kiowas, according to Pig Oliver, who found the bodies—while tending stock near Snake Creek.

In three years, Mike Peabody wrote back twice. I hadn’t expected much more from my best friend. Never the most disciplined fellow, Mike took to writing as well as children take to cod liver oil. Nor did his letters say much, which is about what I expected, too.

Perhaps the best thing that happened to me came in the form of my wardrobe. At last, Mother adopted the Texian dress as I outgrew my kilt suits, cheviots, Newport ties, and silly sailor hats. I got to wear collarless flannel and muslin shirts, duck trousers, floppy hats, even boots that I didn’t have to lace up. Chas Lauderdale, whose son Buck (when he attended school, an occurrence so rare Mr. Rainey would applaud when he saw him sitting at his desk) played right field, taught me how to ride, offered me a nip from his flask every now and then, and let me fire his Navy Colt when deep in his cups, then made me clean and reload it.

I’m not saying that I ever considered Jacksboro some sort of Utopia, but I came to accept it for what it was: a friendly town with mostly friendly people.

For Christmas, 1860, when I was thirteen, I opened a package underneath what passed for a tree. Mother smiled as I pulled away the brown paper and stared at the shoes, biting back my disappointment, fearing that she had ordered some new hideous pair of embroidered slippers or illfitting operas that I would have to wear to church,  school, and the Covey Ranch. Somehow, I managed to crack a false smile in my granite face, and pulled out the shoes, mumbling a barely audible and unconvincing “thank you” before noticing that these had canvas uppers, not leather. They weren’t dress shoes, but high-top athletic tie-ups.

Of course, they didn’t have spikes, not then anyway. If you’ve ever read Beadle’s Dime Base-Ball Player of 1860, you might recall a line about the bases being made of double-thick, heavy canvas “as there will be much jumping on them with spiked shoes.” But cleats were a rarity in those years, and the Beadle’s book focused on New York baseball, while at the time I preferred the Massachusetts game that used wooden stakes for bases, not sawdust-filled bags. Cleats, though allowed by the rules, weren’t really needed, and didn’t become common until after the Great Rebellion.

As I marveled at this treasured gift, my memories flashed back to that spring day in Rhode Island and the Bostonians from the Green Mountain Club, their knickerbockers and pretty shirts, and canvas shoes that completed those dashing uniforms. When I pulled on my shoes and laced them up, they fit . . . well . . . maybe a bit too large, but felt more comfortable than my stovepipe boots. It certainly beat running barefooted around our field filled with stones, prickly pear, and cow dung.

“Do they fit?” Mother asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Only, I hope I stop growing.” I could scarcely control my excitement. My words ran together. “I hope they still fit when spring comes and we can have some contests. Can I take them over the Coveys tomorrow, show them to Ryan? Please.”

“Do you mean Ryan Covey?” Father asked in a rare display of humor. “Or Lucy?”

Covering her mouth with both hands, Mother laughed.

“Well . . .” I couldn’t think of a proper response. Of course, I meant Lucy.

Father shook his head, picked up the latest issue of the Liberator, and went back to reading, although I noticed a smile betraying his granite countenance, too.

“I thought Lucy Covey doesn’t like baseball,” Mother said after regaining a measure of composure.

“Well . . . I’d still like for her to see ’em.” Quickly I added: “And Ryan.”

“Them,” she said sternly. “See them. I swan, I don’t know what . . .”

She never finished for Father lowered the Liberator. “‘I swan,’ Regina?”

I took my baseball shoes to the Covey Ranch the following evening. Ryan shrugged with a nonchalance I found annoying. Lucy, however, found them interesting, said they undoubtedly would make me run faster, that she couldn’t wait to see me wear them come spring. That came from the same Lucy Covey who never once watched us play during recess or on Saturdays.

I thought I might kiss her then, but I didn’t. No, I never kissed Lucy Covey, never saw her much after that Christmas, and I often wonder what happened to the Covey family.

Instead, I hugged her, wished her and her mother and brother a happy New Year, and tried to sound enthusiastic when she showed me the scarf she got for Christmas. It was a hand-me-down from her mother, the silk bringing out the blue of Lucy’s eyes, a little frayed, and it suddenly struck me how poor the Covey family must be after the death of Mr. Covey. Ryan, if he had gotten anything that Christmas, hadn’t shared it with me. No rhubarb pie was served for dessert. Instead, Mother had brought over leftover stew and bread peppered with dried cranberries. When I started to ask for seconds, she stepped on my new athletic shoes, stepped hard, and those canvas uppers didn’t offer much protection. I bit back my request.

Lucy hugged me again before we left, her blue eyes dazzling, and thus the year 1860 ended with me looking forward to the following spring. My dreams were being answered.

Those dreams ended with the coming of the new year and spring. And war.


CHAPTER THREE

They held the vote in three precincts on February 23, 1861.

Only one question appeared on the ballot, asking for the rejection or ratification of the Secession Ordinance passed during the Austin convention, February 1st.

Father voted against Secession, signing his name, he announced to us that evening, with a flourish and adding his personal thoughts: “Glory to the Union. Freedom for all men!” In fact, when the votes were tallied, Jack County remained true to our country. Seventy-six voted against Secession to fourteen ballots for ratification. My new home didn’t go this alone, either. A handful of counties near the Red River and other points decried the idea of leaving the Union, but in the end Texians voted overwhelmingly to join South Carolina and the other Secessionists—Seceshs, Union loyalists would soon call them. The following month, after a convention in Montgomery, Alabama, Texas ratified the Confederate Constitution.

My father had seen this coming.

Back in November, Lincoln had won the Presidency, and talk at Father’s drugstore became more and more heated. Most townsmen wanted to remain in the Union. The few slave owners voiced war. Ruffians spoiled for a fight, eager at the chance to whip those damnyankee tyrants. The Olivers, as far as I could tell, did not care one way or the other. In December, South Carolina became the first state to withdraw from the Union, and others followed. Father’s stump speeches no longer drew quiet crowds. Instead, angry mobs tried to shout him down: “You damned Black Republican!” “You fool Bourbon Democrats!” he would blast back. “You are about to enter a fight you cannot possibly win. Our just Lord God will not allow you to win.”

Much of this, my thirteen-year-old brain could not process. At first, I could not imagine how things would change. Whether I lived in the Confederate States of America or the United States of America meant little. I just longed for warmer weather so I could play baseball again, and show off for Lucy Covey. It didn’t take long, though, before I learned how this move to dissolve the Union affected me.

When spring came, my classmates shunned my suggestions of baseball, opting instead to play chuck-a-luck, tag, or some other game . . . without me. Neither Lucy nor Ryan Covey showed up for school that spring, and Mr. Rainey declined to address my concerns about them, although I once heard him whisper to Mother that Mrs. Covey couldn’t afford to pay the subscription, fifty cents per month per child, and, when he had told her that wasn’t necessary, she had straightened her back and cursed his charity. Pig Oliver had joined a ranging company to protect the border from Indians and a possible Federal invasion—paranoia running high among the Secessionists—and brother Eugene had too many chores to attend school. Buck Lauderdale, at sixteen, became the first of my classmates to enlist in a Confederate unit, and the citizens of Jacksboro threw a gala ball to honor him before he departed for Houston with his father.

Both died before they “saw the elephant”, I heard—Chas of dysentery and Buck of snakebite in Louisiana.

I had lost my catchers (Pig Oliver and Ryan Covey), my right fielder (Buck Lauderdale), my first fan (Lucy Covey), and most of my friends. My Rhode Island heritage transformed me into a Yankee, reviled by true Texians, and Mr. Rainey stopped calling on me in class, probably for my own good. I blamed Father. After all, had Henry MacNaughton simply been a Unionist, he would have had more supporters than detractors, but he was an Abolitionist, a warmonger who suggested that Texians and Arkansans could not defeat New Yorkers and Bay Staters. I wanted to hate Father for causing all my troubles, yet he was the only one who would play toss with me. Both of us had plenty of time, for he had closed his drugstore the first week of April, I suspect for his own safety, although the pittance he earned, especially after the Secession vote, hardly made it practical to keep the store open.

Yet I remained stubborn, so, when Saturday  rolled around, I pulled on my athletic tie-ups, grabbed a ball and an ash bat, and headed for the field in town, bound and determined to round up enough players for a game. I didn’t tell my parents, just sneaked out the house.

To my surprise, a crowd had gathered at the field, the largest I had seen in Jacksboro, and I almost shouted with joy, thinking those fools had seen the error of their ways, had started up a contest without me. I moved toward the throng, stopping when a woman shook her head in disgust and tossed a yellow paper on the ground, hurrying past me without as much noticing my presence. Sticking the bat under my arm, I fetched and unwrapped the paper. My stomach roiled.

AUCTION!!! AUCTION!!! AUCTION!!!
I, Leonard Weaver, having sold my farm and
intending to move back to Alabama, will sell at
the field betwixt the borough of Jacksboro and
Lost Creek,
ONE BUCK NIGGER!
ONE NIGGER WENCH!
The buck, called Joe, is about 27 years old,
weighs 230 pounds, is a good field worker and
wheelwright. Caused no trouble since I gelded
him in 1857.
The wench, called Martha, is about 20, also a
good worker, can bear children, don’t eat much
or say much. I will also offer for sale the
following: 1 wagon, 1 side saddle, 1 very good
whip, a quarter-ton of 2-year-old tobacco, 3
yokes of oxen, 2 10-inch stump plows, and 50
one-gallon whiskey jugs.
The public is invited.

Curious, I flanked the crowd and stood near what had once been second base, as the auctioneer brought out the Negro male to auction off to any willing buyer.

Men and women of color whom I had seen in Rhode Island had been freedmen, cobblers and preachers, seamstresses and sailors, educated and friendly. For the life of me, I could not recall ever seeing a slave during my short stay in Texas. I must have seen one before, because, as I said, slaves did live in Jack County. Mayhap I just never noticed them, paid them scant attention as I would a bovine or field mouse.

I noticed Joe, however. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

He had a barrel chest and shaved head, flattened nose and yellow teeth, arms thicker than three or four ash bats, but he appeared stoop-shouldered, and walked with a limp. He rarely looked up, never making direct eye contact with anyone, and he simply stood there while owner and auctioneer prodded him this way and that, inspecting his teeth the way a fellow would a horse for sale. His clothes were ragged, worn, his muscles corded, and, when his owner made him take off his shirt, I grimaced at the sight of his scarred back, permanent welts from the lashes he had received during his life in bondage.

Little wonder the lady had found this display so revolting. Another curious woman turned to flee after seeing the slave’s whip marks, but I stood there, mesmerized.

“Let’s open the bidding at two hundred and fifty dollars,” the auctioneer began.

“Confederate or Union?” someone shouted out, and a chorus of cackles echoed his question.

Most had gathered not to bid, but to be entertained. I doubt if many Jack County residents could afford a slave, or, for that matter, a stump plow or even an empty whiskey jug. Yet apparently word of the auction had spread to the richer hamlets—Gainesville, Dallas, and Weatherford—for the auctioneer began talking at a furious pace as men in black silk hats and broadcloth suits kept the price of Joe rising.

It held at $850 for a moment. My mouth had turned dry.

“Eight and a half going once,” the auctioneer said, and wet his lips. “Twice . . .”

“Eight seventy-five!” This new voice shouting caused me to shiver.

My father stepped out of the mass to my left, approached the auction block, and turned to face everyone. Timid, maybe ashamed or afraid, I tried to retreat, to get out of his sight, but rough hands stopped me. Someone cursed Henry MacNaughton.

“Eight eighty!” a graybeard stranger said.

“Eight eighty-five,” my father responded without hesitation.

“Nine hundred.” The graybeard sounded angry.

“Let’s make it one thousand,” Father said.

Muffled whispers chorused through the gathering. A bucktoothed man to my right cried out how that was an obscene amount to pay for a “castrated darky.” I tried to swallow, but my throat proved too dry to work up a decent spit. Where would Father get his hands on that kind of money? $1,000 seemed so unreachable to me. Then it hit me: Mother, or, rather, mother’s parents. I could not comprehend this at first, imagining how furious my mother and grandparents would be at Father’s actions. Buying a slave? What would he want with a slave? For God’s sake, he wanted to free the slaves.

Seconds later, I belittled my own stupidity. He wasn’t interested in owning anyone, but was trying to buy this poor man to set him free.

The Texas hard rocks understood this, too, quicker than I had.

“You can’t sell to that nigger-lovin’ bastard!” someone yelled out. “He’ll set the buck free, Leonard. We’ll have an uprisin’, get our throats slit.”

“Our women won’t be safe!” another rowdy added.

Leonard Weaver, bound for Alabama, did not appear to give a tinker’s damn about the well-being of his soon-to-be former neighbors. The auctioneer shot him a glance, but Weaver nodded and said: “Yankee money spends as good as Texas money, boys.”

People began cursing Leonard Weaver with as much venom as they cursed my father.

“I have a thousand dollars,” the auctioneer said, not sounding so eager any more. “Can I get a thousand and a quarter?” His eyes trained on the graybeard, but the man’s head shook slowly.

“One thousand and ten?”

Nothing.

“A thousand and five?”

A few curses, followed by an eerie silence.

“Anybody interested? . . . Anyone . . . ? Sold to Mister MacNaughton for one thousand dollars.”

As the clerk recorded the bid, my father told the crowd: “I aim to have the woman, too. You can drive up the bid all you want, but I will win in the end.”

Now Leonard Weaver grimaced. He had surely hoped to fetch a fine price for his female slave, but Father was intimidating the buyers.

A buckskinned figure stepped forward, drew a Navy revolver, cocked it, and took aim at Father’s chest.

“You make one bid, mister, and you’ll pay your debt to Lucifer in hell.”

“One hundred dollars.” Father pulled open his shirt front. “Make your shot count, sir,” he told the assassin.

“No!” I shot out from my poor hiding place, lifting my bat, running to stop this ruffian from murdering my father. Heavy arms jerked me to a stop, lifting me off the ground, and my bat fell to the dirt. I fought against my captor, but to no avail. Screwing my eyes shut, I waited for the pistol’s report, but no shot was fired, and, when I opened my eyes, the man had lowered his weapon and my father was buttoning his shirt, having called the rowdy’s bluff.

The rowdy, I recognized, was Pig Oliver, better armed now that he was a ranger. Quietly he disappeared into the crowd, neither looking at me, nor at Father.

“One ten!” another stranger countered, and the bidding resumed. My captor lowered me, and I grabbed my bat and ran to Father’s side.

In the end, Father bought the Negress for $325. As he paid Leonard Weaver, he listened to the warnings, but said nothing, not even to me. We took Joe and Martha home, where Father freed them, signing their papers while telling Mother what he had done. She listened without comment, staring at me, likely wondering about my presence at this malicious event. What Father didn’t tell my mother were the threats. Our house would be burned, the roughest of the lot said, and we would be hanged alongside our darkies. Father didn’t have to reveal this; Mother knew it already.

“We cannot stay,” she said as Father placed the freedom papers into Joe’s callused hands.

“You understand you must leave?” Father told the big man, ignoring Mother for the moment.

The Negro nodded.

“There is a mule in the barn,” Father continued. “I have written out a bill of sale along with your papers, but neither is likely to save you if you are caught on the road in Texas. You must leave now, not tonight, now. Head north, through Indian Territory, and on to Kansas. I have drawn you a map. Follow the trail till you reach the town of Lawrence, then go henceforth to the house of Ezekiel Schiff. He is an Abolitionist, a leader in the Underground Railroad. Stay off the main roads, and remember what I said about these papers. They will not protect you from fire-breathers.”

How Father knew all this, I had no clue. He had all of this arranged, from the mule to the map to the name of some man I had never heard of in Lawrence, Kansas. My father never planned anything, simply did things on a whim, never thought anything through, never stuck with any idea.

That was, I think, Father at his best, strong and determined. This is how I always want to remember him: a fighter, a man with an intense sense of  justice, not the befuddled, unimaginative apothecary who could barely hold a train of thought for more than an hour. Until that day, I had never considered him to be a brave man, but it struck me then that he was willing to lay down his life for this cause.

Eventually he would do just that.

There was an irony to this scrap, only we didn’t know it at the time. The auction was held on Saturday, April 13, 1861. More than 1,000 miles away the previous day, the fool Secessionists in Charleston, South Carolina, had opened fire on Fort Sumter. On Sunday, April 14th, while Mother read Bible passages to us at home, refusing us to leave the safety of our house and attend the camp meeting, the Federal soldiers inside the fort would lower the United States flag and surrender.

The Great Rebellion had begun.
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