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For Mom, who sent me to the library to get books and the ballpark to get a job.


And for Rose.















Introduction



THE WALK-IN FREEZER OF DREAMS


It arrives on a gray November day: a brown box filled with packing peanuts, which I brush away with an archaeologist’s care to reveal a caramel-colored catcher’s mitt—palm up, so that as I reach for it, it appears to reach for me, as if straining to be exhumed from a cardboard coffin.


The mitt belonged to Jimmy Boyle, who wore it for the entirety of his major-league baseball career, which consisted of a single inning of a single game for the New York Giants on June 20, 1926. With his team trailing the defending world champion Pittsburgh Pirates 8–0 in the top of the ninth inning, manager John McGraw summoned Boyle to replace Paul Florence behind home plate at the Polo Grounds. The twenty-two-year-old Boyle, about to realize his lifelong ambition, quietly slipped this mitt over his left hand.


Eighty-five years later, I remove the mitt from its box and instinctively secure it over my nose and mouth, like supplemental oxygen. I take a deep drag—of leather, sweat, and smoke, of a hot Sunday in Harlem, of late-afternoon shadows slanting across the infield, and forty thousand dry-throated spectators lamenting Prohibition.


And then I slide my fingers into the mitt—its pocket molded by the palm of a dead man—and shake hands for the first time with the grandfather I never knew.


Jimmy Boyle was my mother’s father. He died of leukemia on Christmas Eve of 1958, eight years before I was born, but a photograph of him in his home Giants uniform—in a catcher’s crouch, wearing this mitt, his short-brimmed cap tugged low across his forehead—hung in the house I grew up in, forever silent under glass.
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Jimmy Boyle, with catcher’s mitt, New York Giants, 1926. (Courtesy of Patrick Boyle)


In the photo, Boyle’s thick wool socks are pulled high. The Giants uniform is long-sleeved, made of heavy flannel, eight ounces to the yard and spectacularly ill suited to a hot summer in Manhattan, to which Boyle had traveled by Pullman car, summoned there from Cincinnati on the Gothic letterhead of “The New York Base Ball Club, John J. McGraw, Vice Pres. & Manager.”


In New York, Boyle signed a contract with the Giants for $250 a month, minus a $30 security deposit for the two gorgeous uniforms he was issued. He couldn’t keep the home whites or road grays, but he kept everything else from his one summer in the big leagues, including his mitt, and a letter detailing his travel expenses to New York, and a note he wrote on July 24 from the Hotel Chase in St. Louis, on the fifteenth day of a sixteen-game road trip:


“To the best mother in all of this big world,” it said, the Palmer script leaning backward, as if reflecting the sudden speed of his new life. “May I realize an ambition that I have harbored since birth.” He signed it “James,” then added “New York Giants,” as if it were an honorific, like “M.D.” or “Esquire.”


Which of course it was.


Is it any wonder he saved these things? Having seldom traveled outside Cincinnati—where he and professional baseball were born—Boyle was a big-league ballplayer for forty-three days before that Pullman carriage turned into a pumpkin. Upon his release—he’d only played once in six weeks—he pressed some of his baseball mementos into a small scrapbook, on whose title page he had written, in that impeccable hand:




Little scrap book of mine


When your pages are dusty and gray


Then will your contents call me back


To the days that I’ve passed away.





He passed the scrapbook to his only son, my uncle Pat, now retired in Reno, who gave it to me as a souvenir. Souvenir: a French irregular pronominal verb that means “to remember.”


I also got the mitt, and the contract countersigned by Giants secretary Eddie Brannick, whose first job with the club—as a sixteen-year-old in 1908—required him to guard the team’s supply of baseballs for the penurious McGraw, who knew that those balls were even then an object of desire to fans, players, and anyone else seeking a piece of the national memory.


These objects—catcher’s mitt, contract, and scrapbook—had been playing dead for eighty-five years. Now they were suddenly in my home—shaking hands, sitting up, rolling over.


Could they also be taught to speak?


Jimmy Boyle had a little brother named Ralph, whom everybody called Buzz, and Buzz was the better ballplayer. Buzz was my great-uncle in every sense of that word. Buzz played five seasons in the big leagues, the last three for the Brooklyn Dodgers, playing right field for Casey Stengel at a time in the 1930s when Hack Wilson played left.


On a childhood trip to Cincinnati in the 1970s—by which time Uncle Buzz had spent three decades as a scout for the Reds, then Expos, then Royals—I ascended to an upstairs room of his house, paneled walls filled with yellowed balls and lacquered bats and photographs of men who seemed like famous fictional creations to me but were, to him, colleagues and contemporaries.


On September 21, 1934—in a season when he hit safely in twenty-five consecutive games—Buzz broke up a Dizzy Dean no-hitter in the eighth inning of a game at Ebbets Field. The same afternoon, in the second game of a doubleheader, Dizzy’s brother Daffy Dean did throw a no-hitter. Buzz made the final out, with Leo Durocher fielding his smash on a short hop and nailing him on a bang-bang play at first.
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Buzz Boyle in his Dodgers uniform, the pants soon to be stolen. (National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY)


These men, and the tools of their trade, exerted a powerful hold on me. Like the woman in Luke, healed when she touched the hem of Christ’s garment, or middle-aged Elvis fans, clamoring to catch his towel, I thought there was transcendence in the very fabrics they wore. I was hardly the first to think so. On February 9, 1936, two Brooklyn cops were walking a beat on Bedford Avenue, in the snow and sleet of a Sunday afternoon. As the patrolmen passed beneath the right field wall of Ebbets Field, they saw an unusual spectacle. From inside the ballpark, six baseball bats vaulted the wall and clattered to the sidewalk. There followed a single pair of flannel baseball pants, softly parachuting to the pavement. When three teenage boys followed the pants over the wall, officers Herman Nagle and Herman Moeller were waiting, nightsticks idly twirling.


One boy escaped. The other two confessed: They had broken into the Dodgers’ clubhouse and stolen a bouquet of bats and my Uncle Buzz’s uniform pants, BOYLE inked into the waistband. One of the teenagers, Robert Goldfarb, was arraigned in Adolescents’ Court, while the other—fifteen-year-old Solomon Cohen—was sent to Bellevue Hospital for psychiatric observation.


But the kid wasn’t crazy to want to possess a big-league baseball player’s uniform pants. Or if he was, I certainly understood the impulse.


As a child, I wasn’t trying to break out of a major-league ballpark. I was trying to find a way in. Thirty-two years before my grandfather’s catcher’s mitt arrived by UPS, another baseball talisman had arrived in the mail, changing my life.


It was an embossed plastic card, like a credit card, that identified me on my thirteenth birthday in 1979 as the newest employee of the Minnesota Twins Baseball Club. The card—my rookie card, if they issued them to hot-dog boilers—bore the Twins’ mesmerizing logo: two flanneled players, Minnie and Paul, shaking hands across the Mississippi River. It was like the seal of some sovereign nation to which I’d just been given citizenship. With closed eyes, I ran my fingers across my name’s raised letters, as if doing so might reveal some secret message.


And it did, unlocking a hidden world. In my first season at Metropolitan Stadium, the Twins’ outdoor ballpark in my hometown of Bloomington, Minnesota, I saw Reggie Jackson in his Yankees road grays walking gingerly in his spikes across the polished concrete floor of the interior tunnel where I punched in. “You suck,” one of my teenage colleagues shouted on a dare, but Reggie walked on, ostentatiously oblivious, exactly as he looked later that day when fans showered him with the candy bars that bore his name, implacable in a fusillade of nougat.


That tunnel was baseball’s backstage, filled with the multitude of objects that made it all go round: vaudevillian steel travel trunks, Louisville Sluggers, wheeled batting cages, CO2 canisters of Coke and Sunkist, laundry hampers littered with stirrups and sanitary socks, industrial bags of yellow popcorn, and sharp-cornered cases of Rawlings baseballs, pristine white in their little rows, as in a carton of Grade A eggs.


As with most circuses, the Twins were a family business, full of lifers—concessionaires, carnies, the tattooed and the too-tanned, men (for there were hardly any women) whose faces betrayed sun-soaked days and beer-soaked nights. My paychecks bore the facsimile signature of Calvin R. Griffith, the Twins’ owner, who had a stuffed marlin mounted on his office wall and a parking spot whose RESERVED sign had been hand-altered to read REVERED.


Here, in one cantankerous man, was the whole history of major-league baseball. Calvin was a single degree of separation from the game’s beginnings. At age eleven, he was adopted by his uncle, Clark Griffith, Hall of Fame pitcher turned manager turned Washington Senators owner, who had begun his own career in organized baseball in 1887. Clark Griffith invented the screwball (or so he claimed) and was the first manager of the New York baseball team that would become the Yankees. He was born the year before Charles Dickens died. And his son—it scarcely seemed possible—was my boss.


Calvin had been batboy for the Senators during the Coolidge administration. As a twelve-year-old, in Game 7 of the 1924 World Series, Calvin had been charged with guarding the supply of game balls at Griffith Stadium, just as Eddie Brannick had done years earlier for John McGraw with the Giants. But when the Senators beat the Giants for the world title that afternoon, celebrating fans overran Calvin and made off with the baseball supply, leaving the boy in tears.
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Calvin Griffith, left, in 1924, age twelve, as Senators ball boy. (Library of Congress)


Then, as now, baseballs were the game’s most accessible game-used object, and they were prized. Owners employed cops or security guards to fight the fans for possession of a foul ball hit into the stands. Failure to return a foul ball was grounds for ejection and even prosecution well into the 1920s. The objects of the game—as Calvin discovered that day, weeping over an empty canvas bag—were unaccountably intoxicating to a great many people.


There were other intoxicants, too: At the Met, reporting for work on a Sunday morning as a thirteen-year-old, I passed case after case of Grain Belt beer stacked on pallets, the bottles waiting to be decanted into wax cups and then decanted again into Twins fans.


It was a job of proximity. No matter your level, you were granted access to the ballpark. I came close enough to hear the snap and pop of the static electricity on George Brett’s powder-blue road pants. Rollie Fingers’s face, in person, looked just like the guy’s on the Pringles can. Strolling up one of the ballpark’s vomitoria—has there ever been a less apt word for something so transformative?—revealed an expanse of grass as green as a pool table.


And all about us in the empty stands of the locked stadium were errant baseballs, hit into the seats during batting practice, waiting to be picked off the walkways like fallen apples from an orchard floor.


With a handful of schoolmates, I was assigned to the seething kitchens of the Met, charged with preparing the food sold by the roving vendors. We were a happy few. To get a job with the Twins in those days you either worked your way up from the fields of A-ball or rode your bike to East Bloomington, to the house of a guy named Smoke. I did neither, because my two older brothers already worked for the Twins. They had a word with Smoke, who was as mysterious and elusive as the name implied. Smoke signaled my approval, just as smoke did with the election of popes.


We were characters out of Dickens: children boiling pots of water to cook the Schweigert hot dogs peddled by vendors. In stadium vernacular, we were “stabbing dogs” and “pulling sodas” and “cupping corn,” or popcorn. Our overlords were high school kids, my brother Jim among them. These mercurial manager-gods locked us in the walk-in freezers for insubordination, or for their own amusement. It was Lord of the Flies—Lord of the Pop Flies—but we didn’t care. It was like living in a dream in that walk-in freezer, sitting on a mountain of ice cream and hot dogs and snow cones in a major-league ballpark. I felt like Superman, in his Fortress of Solitude, brooding on a throne of ice crystals.


I couldn’t bite into a snow cone because my left front tooth was hypersensitive to cold. It had been broken in half by a thrown baseball when I was ten. As a result, I subsisted on Frosty Malts, $0.75 ice cream treats from the Northland Dairy. They came with wooden spoons that looked like tongue depressors. The lid of a Frosty Malt, when thrown properly, sailed like a Frisbee. On hot Saturday afternoons, the warning track at the Met was lid-littered.


We learned, too, how to snap bottle caps—discarded by the Grain Belt beer vendors—onto the field with a flick of thumb and forefinger. At the same time, an adolescent Tom Shieber was learning to do precisely the same thing with Budweiser bottle caps at Busch Stadium in St. Louis. He would grow up to become senior curator of the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, caretaker of the game’s most priceless and evocative objects, guardian of its crown jewels, including the first known protective cup, which crowned the jewels of catcher Claude Berry in 1915.


I had no way of knowing, in 1979, what would become of me, but I hoped it would involve baseballs, and bottle caps, and Frosty Malts, and powder-blue double-knit knickers that threw off sparks when they came out of an industrial dryer.


And tarps. Whenever it rained at Met Stadium—and we prayed with the fervor of drought-stricken farmers that it would—a lucky few of us were called out of the commissaries to pull the tarp. At fourteen, I was running onto a major-league diamond, trying not to get sucked under—by the speed of the grounds crew or the gravitational pull of professional baseball. I was exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up and—better still—I hadn’t had to grow up to arrive there.


On nights it didn’t rain, we closed the kitchen in the seventh inning and watched the no-payroll Twins teams of Butch Wynegar and Hosken Powell and Bombo Rivera lose another August heartbreaker. It didn’t matter: A workday that began with the percussive thwock of batting practice ended with a PA benediction—“Drive safely”—and a ballpark-organ recessional.


The logos of various teams loomed over the Met Stadium parking lot, suspended from light poles, reminding the beer-addled fan that he had left his Nova beneath the haloed A of the Angels, or the interlocking NY of the Yankees. Baltimore Orioles slugger Boog Powell later told me that after games he would set off on foot for the team hotel at the edge of the Met’s parking lot and sometimes fail to make it, stopping instead to tailgate with strangers, and then bunking in their Winnebago for the night, one cartoon Oriole drifting off to sleep beneath another cartoon Oriole, suspended from a light pole.


None of these things could happen a mere ten years later, let alone today. But in the late 1970s and early 1980s, they weren’t all that unusual.


My hereditary affinity for catchers and their gear was sealed on the night of August 25, 1970, during a scoreless tie against the Red Sox. At 10:13 p.m., Twins public-address announcer Bob Casey informed fans that a bomb threat had been phoned in to the Met. “Ladies and gentlemen, there will be an explosion at 10:30,” Casey announced definitively—if a tad alarmingly—by way of evacuating the stadium. I was later told that Twins catcher George Mitterwald fled next door to the Thunderbird Motel, where I still conjure a vivid mental image of him in full protective armor—and with the aid of a very long straw—sipping a mai tai through his catcher’s mask.


Of course, the only baseball fan who was bombed that night was the drunk who phoned in the threat. Police traced the call to a pay phone inside the stadium, and the game resumed forty-four minutes later, but not before a different kind of fuse had been lit. As I reached school age, baseball was a bomb about to detonate. All its objects—ball, bat, mitt, mask, tarp, hot dog, cartoon bird, beer bottle, ballpark organ—were proving, individually and in concert with one another, powerfully hypnotic.


And so I set out to learn more. In the children’s section of my local library was a leather chair shaped like a giant fielder’s glove, and I would settle into the palm, like a soft fly, to read about the game.


I would riffle past “Alou” and just beyond “Boyer” in The Baseball Encyclopedia to find another, less celebrated baseball family: the two sets of Boyle brothers—Grandpa Boyle and Uncle Buzz, and their uncles, Jack and Eddie.


My great-grandfather, a fireman and brewery-truck driver named James Boyle, may have had two sons who would play in the big leagues—Jimmy and Buzz—but he also had two brothers who played in the majors: my great-great-uncles, Jack and Eddie. Which is remarkable when you consider that the whole history of major-league baseball is in essence a small town. In 140 years, roughly 17,000 men have played it, about the population of El Segundo, California, and just nine times the population of tiny Cooperstown, New York.


And my family was where it started, in Cincinnati, almost from when major-league baseball began, in 1869. On November 12, 1886, Jack Boyle of the Cincinnati Reds was party to the first trade in professional baseball, sent from his hometown team along with $350 to the St. Louis Browns, for Hugh Nicol.


Jack went on to play for the Giants, Chicago Pirates, and Philadelphia Phillies and was briefly—when signed by the Giants in 1892—the highest-paid player in the history of the game, at a salary of $5,500.


His brother Eddie, in 1896, caught for Connie Mack as a member of the Pittsburgh Pirates. These men survive in our family in ghostly objects: an Old Judge Tobacco card of Jack, a newspaper line portrait of Eddie, a sheaf of stories clipped from ancient newspapers. There is also, of course, a genetic inheritance. Jack Boyle—born one hundred years and six months to the day before I was—stood six foot four and weighed 190 pounds, exactly as I do now.
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Jack Boyle, St. Louis Browns, on his Old Judge Tobacco card, 1888. (Library of Congress)


All of this is to say that for a full century, from the 1880s to the 1980s, a member of my family was employed by a professional baseball team. We were in 1892 the highest paid in the history of the game and, in 1982, the lowest paid.


At the Met—as Metropolitan Stadium was universally known, with appropriately operatic echoes—my wage in dollars went from $2.90 to $3.10 to $3.35 over three seasons. If he moved the decimal point one place to the left, a child of sufficient imagination could just believe it was his batting average, climbing.


In imitation of the ballplayers, many employees—grown men and teenagers alike, in a workplace where the women were largely confined to the concession stands—chewed Red Man tobacco. We children sometimes wrapped it in Bazooka or Dubble Bubble, and were profoundly grateful for the arrival of Big League Chew, shredded bubble gum in a tobacco pouch, that gave the cheek a conspicuous bulge without the incipient taste (or mouth cancer).


We were just kids. But we felt the clock ticking. That’s because Met Stadium was condemned to close after the 1981 season. The Twins would be moving indoors the following year. Each of us knew, even then, it was the best job we would ever have, no matter what we would do as grown-ups.


The last game ever played at the Met wasn’t a baseball game at all—it was a Vikings loss to the Kansas City Chiefs. We closed the commissary early as fans began dismantling the stadium mid-game, picking over its carcass for souvenirs. I took two seat backs. Others pulled down the field-goal netting and endeavored to tear out pay phones. A man climbed the scoreboard and began throwing down oversized letters and numbers, an apocalyptic rain of figures and characters that recalled an anxiety dream the night before an algebra exam.


A cloud of Mace descended on the stadium, issued by police. As we drove away, we passed several fans on foot carrying a piece of the goalpost down Killebrew Drive, like an army of ants speeding a pretzel stick away from a picnic. The foul poles were salvaged and erected at our local junior college. And then what was left of the Met was razed three years later to make way for the nation’s largest metaphor. Or, rather, the nation’s largest shopping mall, aptly named the Mall of America.


The next season, the Twins moved downtown to the Metrodome, and to unimaginable glories, including two World Series titles. I moved to the Metrodome, too, for a single season, to a strip-lit concession stand. It wasn’t the same. For starters, I worked not for the Twins but for a professional “food-service company,” which issued smocks the color of the San Diego Padres’ uniforms and checks in the name of Volume Services.


If you looked down one of the tunnels leading to the Metrodome grandstand, you could sometimes see, from your cash register, Tom Brunansky appear on a patch of right field, running on nylon, beneath Teflon, while wearing rayon.


But that was it. No one was locked into meat freezers or pretended to enjoy Red Man or was yanked from his dreary post to pull a tarp across a major-league infield. There was no need for a tarp. It would never rain in the Metrodome, a heartbreaking knowledge that eventually broke my spirit.


I’m not a collector, and this book is not about collecting. Rather, it’s an effort to see the history of baseball—and to glimpse the history of the larger world it inhabits—in the game’s objects. I want to bring them—and, by extension, our ancestors—to life. I want to make these objects talk and dance and even sing, like the teapots and candlesticks in Beauty and the Beast. I want that rainy stadium and its shining grass. I want to remember: Souvenir.


In short, I want to animate what are always called inanimate objects. Which objects? All the inanimate inamorata that first captivated me as a child and continue to exert a hold in adulthood: balls and bats and caps, of course, but also hot dogs and beer cups and ballpark organs; all the beguiling trinkets hung on Peg-Board at novelty stands—the batting-helmet banks and bobblehead dolls—and the whole bewitching alphabet of baseball: the slanted blue script of the Dodgers’ uniforms, the knotted STL of the Cardinals’ caps.
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Boy in his bedroom, with a baseball, glove, and cards, 1965. (© Bettmann/CORBIS)


The catcher’s mitt that my grandfather wore at the Polo Grounds is on my desk as I write this, palm up, as if bidding me to take his hand and follow him somewhere.















Chapter 1



THE BASEBALL GRENADE


A cross section of a baseball looks like a cross section of planet Earth. The tired assertion that baseball is a microcosm of America obscures the fact that a baseball really is a microcosmos, a little world. It includes an inner core of Indonesian cork wrapped in an outer core of Iberian rubber wrapped in a mantle of New Zealand wool wound tightly in a crust of American cotton thread. Major-league baseballs are assembled by hand in Turrialba, Costa Rica, where this little world’s surface—two hemispheres of Holstein cowhide—is joined together by 108 stitches.


The single seam of a cricket ball is called its equator. But a baseball—sometimes sourced from five different continents—evokes the age of exploration whenever it’s whipped “around the horn,” a long-forgotten reference to the most dangerous voyage in maritime history. When a batter strikes out and the catcher throws the ball to third base, we don’t think of the mutinous crew of the HMS Bounty rounding Cape Horn at the southernmost tip of South America. But we ought to, for that baseball, on its way back to the pitcher’s mound, is taking the long way home, as sailors had to do before completion of the Panama Canal in 1914.


Little wonder that the baseball has been pursued and fetishized more than any other object in sport. When the manager of the Detroit Tigers asked Pope John Paul II for a personalized autograph, the pontiff—accustomed to holy relics—was more puzzled by what he was writing (“To Sparky”) than by the familiar sphere he was writing on (an official major-league baseball).


Such veneration is not just Catholic but catholic. As Hank Greenberg threatened Babe Ruth’s single-season home run record in 1938, his mother, succumbing to leading questions from sportswriters, said that she would make Hank sixty-one baseball-shaped gefilte fish if he hit sixty-one home runs.


He didn’t, but plenty of symbolic baseballs have been ingested. The presidency of former Texas Rangers owner George W. Bush was bookended by baseball eating. In the last weeks before 9/11, in her husband’s first year in the Oval Office, Laura Bush commissioned a cake from White House pastry chef Roland Mesnier, a Frenchman who wheeled his masterpiece—an edible baseball—into the State Dining Room on July 4, 2001, surprising the president two days before his birthday. Seven years later, a torture investigation by the International Committee of the Red Cross alleged a terrible analogue to the president’s birthday cake: Interrogators at Guantánamo Bay had forced a detainee, in an act of unmistakable symbolism, to eat a real baseball.


Like the planet it resembles, the baseball has been an instrument of oppression and salvation, of birth and death. It’s at the center of the game’s most famous nativity scene. When his son Mickey was born in Spavinaw, Oklahoma, in 1931, zinc miner Mutt Mantle placed a baseball in his crib. And at the other end of earthly existence, William Hulbert, founder of the National League, was buried beneath a quarter-ton granite baseball at Graceland Cemetery in Chicago. Except for the 108 stone stitches, it looks like the boulder rolled from the mouth of Christ’s tomb.


Hulbert was hardly alone in his desire to ride a baseball into eternity. The knuckleballer Joe Niekro, among many others, was buried with a baseball in his casket, disproving the notion that you can’t take it with you.
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William Hulbert headstone, Graceland Cemetery, Chicago. (National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY)


Of course, it can also take you. Baseballs have ushered countless men into the ever after. They are such ubiquitous objects in American life that the United States Army, for much of the twentieth century, worked to weaponize them.


With the United States still two years from entering World War I, a soldier named Phil Rader, fighting with the French Foreign Legion in the spring of 1915, imagined having baseball’s best pitcher by his side. “What Christy Mathewson could do to the Germans near our trenches!” Rader wrote in a column for United Press International. “The hand grenade is about the size of a baseball and it weighs only a few ounces more.” Then, in 1916, six months before America’s entry into World War I, an army officer invented a hand grenade that “is the size and shape of a baseball and is thrown exactly as a baseball is thrown.” But the United States persisted in using cylindrical or pineapple-shaped grenades, ignoring the notion that nearly every American boy knew how to throw a baseball, but very few knew how to throw a pineapple.


“If America ever goes to war, she will have to have her bombing squads, and already there is a fertile field for recruiting,” the London correspondent for the Washington Star wrote that summer. “It would be among the professional baseball players of the country.” Already, British and Canadian troops, training together, were arguing over which method was “most efficacious” for conveying lit grenades a great distance: bowled, as a cricket ball, or thrown, as a baseball. The first question asked of Americans in the French Foreign Legion was “Are you a baseball player?”


The emblem of the French Foreign Legion was a flaming grenade, whose name derived from its resemblance to a pomegranate: a round fruit that fit the hand quite like a baseball. When the United States entered the Great War in 1917, its soldiers instantly surpassed the French as grenadiers. “Our boys already excel the French at grenade throwing on account of their baseball training,” Captain Hamilton Fish of the 309th Infantry wrote to his father from France. The Americans, he reported, were throwing the grenades ten meters farther on average than the French.


In support of the war effort, the great Johnny Evers, then with the Phillies, traveled to Europe in 1919 on behalf of the Knights of Columbus, ostensibly to teach baseball in France. There, he suffered the reciprocal indignity of having a French soldier teach him the art of throwing a grenade. “He threw in a peculiar fashion,” Evers recalled, “somewhat as though it were a discus, and the best throw he could make was about seventy-five feet.” Later, Evers witnessed American soldiers throwing grenades three times that distance.


One of those soldiers was Hank Gowdy, the Braves catcher, whom Evers watched throw a grenade seventy-three yards in a field drill. “The French officers were immediately struck with the superiority of the American soldiers in the matter of grenade throwing,” Evers wrote in a first-person piece for Baseball Magazine in 1919, “and they speedily connected this superiority with the new fangled game which Americans played.”
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Baseball grenadier Hank Gowdy, with John McGraw. (Library of Congress)


The reverse was also true: Throwing grenades improved one’s baseball. Gowdy was in the 166th Infantry in France, on the front line, a position he considered excellent training for his work behind the plate at Braves Field. “This hand grenade throwing is great exercise for the arm,” he wrote. “It’s a little different from throwing a baseball but it sure does develop the arm and shoulder.” The grenades were heavier than a baseball, a fact that buoyed Sergeant Gowdy, who said, “I believe I can stop the fastest runner in the National League trying to steal on me with nothing to peg any heavier than a baseball.” Gowdy, who led the league in caught-stealing percentage in 1915 and 1916—throwing out 55 percent of would-be stealers both seasons—improved marginally to 56 percent in 1920.


And still the baseball grenade designed by an anonymous army officer in 1916 was never issued to American GIs. But then every grenade—no matter its shape—was potentially lethal in the hand of its pitcher, a fact made eminently clearer in World War II.


In 1941, Johnny Spillane, a right-handed pitcher from Waterbury, Connecticut, declined a contract offer to pitch for the St. Louis Cardinals and instead joined the marines, as so many others did that year. On November 20, 1943, the United States was invading the Japanese-held atoll of Tarawa, in the Gilbert Islands of the South Pacific, when Corporal Spillane’s amphibious landing craft ran aground on a coral reef and instantly became a sitting duck. “The Japs started lobbing hand grenades like high fouls,” he recalled. Spillane threw them back with his pitching arm until one went off in his right hand. When it was amputated that night aboard a naval ship, his first thought was for the death of his pitching career.


And indeed, as he sat in the dugout before a 1944 World Series game in St. Louis—at the invitation of the National League pennant winners—Johnny was in the uniform not of the St. Louis Cardinals but of the United States Marines.


To better serve those soldiers, the U.S. military continued to build a better grenade, more easily thrown by American youths. At the end of World War II, the army’s Chemical Warfare Service unveiled a new tear-gas grenade for the Corps of Military Police. The round grenade was 2½ inches in diameter and weighed five ounces, the dimensions of a big-league baseball.


Once the ringed pin was pulled, an MP threw the grenade as he would a fastball. Except that this baseball released a nonlethal cloud of chloroacetophenone on its target. In October 1945 Popular Science reported: “The baseball-type grenade, because of its familiar shape and weight, has proved an accurate weapon in the hands of Yankee hurlers.” To hammer home the point, pitcher Dave Ferriss was photographed, in his Red Sox uniform, regarding the grenade in his outstretched hand. He looked like Hamlet holding Yorick’s skull.


As World War II gave way to the Cold War, American soldiers still lacked a lethal version of the baseball grenade.


Soldiers continued to throw deadly pineapples in Korea. During that war, “communist reds” were ridiculed in the American press for their weak throwing arms. “The Chinese, lacking America’s baseball tradition, just can’t heave grenades very far,” the Associated Press reported.


But five years later, in 1956, Dr. Cecil C. Fawcett patented a lethal baseball grenade the size and weight of a major-league baseball. It fit the hand as a perfect projectile. Like the baseball, or the stone that slew Goliath, it fairly demanded to be thrown at a target. Its payload of 2,300 steel pellets could penetrate an inch-thick pine board from fifteen feet away. And so America found itself on the brink of a new age of warfare, in which its soldiers could throw lethal strikes with an incendiary baseball.


This dream of fireballing grenadiers was not exclusive to the U.S. Army. In April 1961, a week before the American-backed invasion of the Bay of Pigs, the official newspaper of the Cuban government taunted the United States with a reference to a Minnesota Twins pitcher from Cuba. “Pedro Ramos will trade a baseball for a hand grenade,” went an editorial in the Prensa Libre, “but it will be to silence once and for all the Yankee batteries who attack the fatherland.” In Ramos, the paper couldn’t have chosen a more shambolic subject. The right-hander, in 1961, was on his way to losing twenty games and leading the American League in losses for the fourth straight year; in home runs given up (for the third time in his career); and in hits given up (for the second time). He also once led the league in hit batters, and perhaps for that reason the Prensa Libre imagined Ramos would make a formidable grenadier.


We’ll never know, of course. Rather than “silence the Yankee batteries” for Castro, Ramos joined the Yankee batteries, pitching for New York for three seasons in the mid-1960s, while U.S. soldiers were fighting Communism on a different front. It was there, in Vietnam, that a lethal baseball grenade was finally employed in combat, in 1969, when the M67 fragmentation grenade became standard-issue for U.S. soldiers. It was used to fight the Vietcong (and to accidentally “frag” U.S. officers) with its five-meter kill range.


The hand grenade of the Vietnam era remained 2½ inches in diameter, nearly identical to a major-league baseball, but its heavier payload made the M67 weigh fourteen ounces, almost three times as much as a regulation Spalding—a fact that did little to prevent the M67 from becoming known colloquially, within the armed forces, as a baseball.


Long before that happened, war was being described as if it were a baseball game. “The man who hit the Pearl Harbor home run for the imperial Japanese navy struck out with the bases loaded” went the first sentence of the Associated Press dispatch when Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo committed ritual suicide on Saipan in 1944, three years after he’d led the attack on the United States. The rhetoric hadn’t changed late in the Vietnam War. “The Army is working on a… teargas grenade made of rubber that skitters around like a baseball across a rocky infield,” the Washington Star reported in 1971. It was a nonlethal device designed to subdue civil disturbances, said Colonel Lauris Eek Jr. of the Army Research and Development Office, and would replace “the hard-shelled baseball-type grenade now in use.”


The baseball grenade that Red Sox pitcher Dave Ferriss had held in his hand, Hamlet-style, twenty-five years earlier was being ditched—alas, poor Yorick, I knew it well—for one that behaved even more like a baseball.


The truth is, baseballs were weaponized long before the baseball grenade. Charles Howard Hinton, an English eccentric of the Victorian age, turned baseballs into ammunition. In the future, he thought, all baseballs would be fired from a gun, and Hinton was a man who thought quite a lot about the future.


An Oxford-educated science-fiction novelist and mathematician, Hinton was married to Mary Everest Boole, eldest daughter of George Boole, inventor of Boolean logic and thus the father of computer science. But to say that Hinton was an absentminded professor doesn’t quite do him justice. At the time he was married to Mary Boole, for instance, he was also married to Maud Wheldon, making him a mathematician who evidently couldn’t count to two. Fleeing England after his bigamy conviction, Hinton landed at Princeton University, where he taught math, honed his pioneering theories about the fourth dimension, and spent idle hours watching the Tigers baseball team practice.


“Among college boys,” Hinton wrote, “I had noticed many a case of [a pitching] aspirant who had to relinquish all efforts to make the team because his arm gave out.” To solve that problem, in 1896, Hinton conceived a device that would save the arms of young pitchers—and, he was certain, eliminate the need for pitchers entirely. He set about building a contraption that would marry two of America’s most overriding obsessions: firearms and baseballs.


After experimenting with catapults, “it occurred to me that practically whenever men wished to impel a ball with velocity and precision, they drove it out of a tube with powder,” Hinton wrote. “Following then the course of history, I determined to use a cannon.” And so he built a baseball-firing cannon that proved wildly temperamental. Sometimes the ball “merely roll[ed] out of the muzzle,” as he put it; other times it was expelled with “prodigious velocity.”


As Hinton explained to three hundred members of the Princeton Club in 1897, “The baseball is placed in the barrel of the cannon as an ordinary cannon ball, and is expelled by the pressure of air which comes from the rifle when a cartridge in the latter is discharged.”


That cartridge was discharged when the batter stepped on a metal plate, sending an electrical impulse through a wire to the cannon, activating the cartridge of powder and, one would assume—a split-second later—the bowels of the batter.


It became clear in its very first exhibition—on its very first pitch, in fact—that Hinton’s cannon made baseballs ballistic. “There was a muffled report, a puff of smoke and the ball went whizzing toward the plate,” reported the Boston Daily Globe. “It appeared so suddenly that the batsman ducked [and] the catcher made a wild leap to one side while the ball sailed directly over the plate and up against the backstop with a resounding crack.” Subsequent pitches were less accurate. One of the game’s participants, Captain Bradley, was reportedly hit “in the breast and floor,” which was surely every bit as painful as it sounds.


Hinton retreated for a year to hone his cannon’s precision, and to reduce its bulk to “a handy and portable weapon.” He returned in 1897 with a baseball-firing rifle, a gun so accurate he called it Cupid. The papers called it “the Princeton Gun” or “the Baseball Gun.” Another exhibition was staged on the Princeton varsity field, between two campus social clubs: the Ivy Club and Tiger Inn. The gun impelled a baseball, with a puff of smoke, at seventy miles an hour. Two finger-like rods inserted by choice into the rim of the cannon barrel allowed the baseballs to curve. Cupid’s accuracy was such that only four walks were issued. “It was obvious that a little practice operating the machine would produce almost perfect accuracy,” an eyewitness reported. Hinton foresaw the day when a single inaccurate pitch would constitute a base on balls, and pitchers—newly rendered redundant—would remain by Cupid’s side to field the position and feed the beast its baseballs.


But in fact the baseball gun was so effective that it rendered itself almost instantly obsolete. As a correspondent covering the exhibition put it, “Batters having accustomed themselves to the pitcher’s motion find it difficult to hit a ball delivered by an automaton.” Their fears and protests could not be overcome. Hitters, recognizing themselves as cannon fodder, were not eager to face the gun a second time, while the smoke still curled from its turret and the air still whistled with the sound of smoking baseball.


Hinton left his Princeton post within months of demonstrating his baseball gun and would go on to vet the inventions of others as the second assistant examiner in the U.S. Patent Office. It is unlikely that he saw, at the turn of the century, the handiwork of Joseph Beit, a photographer and inventor in West Chester, Pennsylvania, who built a device of his own that shot baseballs out of the Chester County Courthouse on summer days at noon. Beit’s targets were considerably more receptive than Hinton’s. Crowds of children would gather at the courthouse at midday, awaiting Beit’s fusillade of horsehide. There was something gratifying—and deeply challenging—about catching a baseball that fell from a clear blue sky.


Construction of the Washington Monument began in 1848 and continued—off and on, as funding and peacetime allowed—for the next thirty-six years. By 1874, when the unfinished obelisk had risen to nearly half its height, there was a “baseball ground” at its base.


By the time the tower was completed, on December 6, 1884, the monument was instantly recognized as both a towering memorial to the city’s namesake and a kind of dare to baseball’s finest fielders. Professionals wondered—on road swings through the nation’s capital—if any among them could catch a baseball dropped from the top of the obelisk.
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Washington Monument, half completed, in 1874, with a baseball field in the foreground. (Library of Congress)


“As regularly as the ball teams visited Washington there would be a controversy that no base ball player could catch a ball thrown from this height to the ground beneath,” wrote a correspondent in Sporting Life. “It has been held that no man could hold fast to a ball dropped 500 feet in sheer space.”


And so, in the spirit of other nineteenth-century quests—Moby-Dick, say, or Stanley’s search for Livingstone—an expedition of Washington Nationals set out for the monument on January 9, 1885. The players had waited for only thirty-three days after it opened. A member of their party took the elevator to the top and, one by one, began raining baseballs onto his teammates below. Among them was catcher Phil Baker, who disdained the fairly recent phenomenon of a protective leather glove, relying instead on his bare hands, on which he would break six fingers in his career.


“[A] ball was thrown from one of the small windows with some force,” the Washington Post reported the next day. “Baker, in one instance, gauged its fall correctly and caught it in his hands, but almost immediately dropped it.”


Given that a pop fly seldom ascends higher than 150 feet, and that this ball fell from 555 feet, it should not have surprised Baker that two knuckles of his right hand were broken. But of course it did surprise him. As Baker told an interviewer in 1932, when he was a seventy-five-year-old man in Akron, Ohio, “I decided right then that I’d never try a stunt like that again.”


But others were eager to do so. It was the kind of bar bet beloved by idle athletes, nurtured in the hothouse of stifling trains. Chicago Colts player-manager Cap Anson was especially obsessed with the monument, and, on August 25, 1894, at the end of a series in Washington, he volunteered catcher William (Pop) Schriver to attempt an assault on this baseball Everest, albeit an Everest equipped with an elevator.


Teammates Clark Griffith and Wild Bill Hutchinson were dispatched up the elevator, and Griffith—future father of my first boss—dropped a test ball from the north window. When that ball did not burrow into the earth, as some had feared, but instead rebounded ten feet into the air, Schriver was emboldened. Wearing a glove, he caught and held on to the very next ball, at which time a “highly indignant” policeman intervened. “He talked of arrests,” Sporting Life noted, “but was finally coaxed into a more amiable temper, and the party came up town joyously, with Schriver a hero. Schriver says that the ball was ‘hot,’ but no more so than if it had come from the bat of a vigorous player.”


Alas, Schriver’s historic feat eventually faded from memory, and by 1908 two Washington socialites—W. J. Preston Gibson and John Biddle—wagered $500 on whether a man could catch a ball dropped from the monument. On August 21 of that summer, Senators catcher Gabby Street stood beneath the monument and caught the thirteenth ball thrown by Gibson, who later labeled it in black ink: AUGUST 21, 1908, 11:30 A.M. DROPPED FROM THE WASHINGTON MONUMENT BY W. J. PRESTON GIBSON, CAUGHT BY GABBY STREET. 550 FEET, 135 FEET PER SECOND.


In 1964, the ball was discovered by Gibson’s son, James, when he sold his family’s Georgetown mansion at 3017 N Street to the recently widowed Jacqueline Kennedy, who had somehow not insisted that the ball be included in the sale price.


Street’s catch received national attention, and was wrongly but widely reported to have been the first catch of its kind. “Ever since Street accomplished his feat base ball catchers the country over have been talking about it, and not a few of them have confessed a desire to emulate it,” according to the 1910 edition of The Reach Official American League Base Ball Guide, written with the flair of a Harlequin Romance. “[Billy] Sullivan was among this number, and on each visit of his team to Washington he would spend many hours gazing longingly and speculatively at the top of the big stone shaft.”


Armed with a permit from park service police, White Sox catcher Billy Sullivan caught three of thirty-nine balls thrown from the big shaft on August 24, 1910. Within a month, the aviator Charles F. Willard thought it would be “great sport” to fly an airplane fortified with baseballs one thousand feet over Hawthorne Race Course in Cicero, Illinois, dropping them one by one into Sullivan’s hungry mitt. Sullivan declined the offer, saying prophetically that he “might as well try to stop a bullet as to be on the receiving end of one whizzing from an aeroplane.”


Still, once an airplane was mentioned, it became like the gun in a Chekhov play. It had to go off—and it did, in 1914, in spring training, when Brooklyn manager Wilbert Robinson, for reasons known only to him, agreed to catch a baseball dropped 525 feet from a Wright Model B biplane flown over Daytona Beach. Preparing to take off that day, aviatrix Ruth Law realized she had forgotten a vital piece of equipment. Which is to say, a baseball. A man on the ground with a grapefruit in his lunch offered it to Law as a substitute. And so she brought the breakfast fruit on board instead, unbeknownst to Robinson. When the falling orb stopped whistling on descent and finally hit him in the chest—exploding in a spray of red—Robinson thought, not unreasonably, that he had been killed.


Then as now, the grapefruit was at the upper end of the hail continuum, on which weathermen describe hail as golf-ball-sized, baseball-sized, or grapefruit-sized. And the hail continued to fall from the heavens throughout the next decade, when another attempt was made to catch a baseball from a passing airplane. On July 22, 1926, wearing his National Guard uniform, Babe Ruth circled beneath a biplane at Mitchel Field on Long Island. Such was the allure of these “stunt catches,” as they came to be known, that Ruth continued trying to shag flies—necktie knotted tightly in ninety-seven-degree heat—until he succeeded on his seventh attempt.


But because Ruth’s ball dropped from a mere 300 feet, the Washington Monument remained the white-marble standard of stunt catches, 555 feet (and 5⅛ inches) of silent Everestian challenge. And so it remained until a group of Ohioans on the Come to Cleveland Committee had a novel idea in 1938. The committee would invite a member of the Indians to break the record shared by Schriver, Street, and Sullivan by catching a ball dropped from the city’s Terminal Tower. In doing so, the committee hoped to “let the world know that Cleveland has other things besides Torso murders,” as the Brooklyn Daily Eagle indelicately put it, referring to the serial killer then decapitating and dismembering his victims in the city.
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Babe Ruth in his National Guard uniform, shagging flies dropped from an airplane, at Mitchel Field on Long Island, July 22, 1926. (© Bettmann/CORBIS)


And so on August 20, 1938, Indians third-string catcher Hank Helf, in dress slacks, cabana shirt, and steel helmet, prepared to field balls thrown from the observation deck of the tallest building between New York and Chicago. Terminal Tower rose 708 feet above Helf, and 10,000 spectators gathered behind a cordon. Indians third baseman Ken Keltner—who three summers later would rob Joe DiMaggio to end his fifty-six-game hitting streak—threw the first ball from the fifty-second floor. Keltner let it drop to the sidewalk, and watched with growing disquiet as it rebounded fifty feet into the air.


Two more balls followed until Helf, on the fourth attempt, caught a ball that was falling 138 miles an hour at impact. “They looked like aspirin tablets coming down,” he said. “We were dumb enough to think it wouldn’t be dangerous.”


It may or may not have inspired anyone to come to Cleveland, but the ensuing publicity did attract all manner of copycat catchers. Pedestrians in various American cities might have thought the clouds were seeded with Spaldings the next summer, when Phillies catcher Dave Coble caught a ball dropped from the top of the William Penn Tower in Philadelphia. “It felt as though a man had jumped into my arms,” he said.


The same year, in San Francisco, at the Golden Gate International Exposition on Treasure Island, an aging San Francisco Seals catcher named Joe Sprinz caught five balls that fell 450 feet from the expo’s tallest attraction, the Tower of the Sun. The stunt went so well that Seals pitcher turned publicity man Walter Mails persuaded Sprinz to up the ante, and field a ball thrown from a blimp.


On August 3, 1939—the catcher’s thirty-seventh birthday, and a mere twenty-one months since the Hindenburg disaster—Joe Sprinz stood on the Treasure Island baseball field, before two thousand fans, gazing up at a zeppelin impossibly high in the sky. The first ball it dropped, from a height of 1,200 feet, crashed into an empty section of stands. Sprinz missed the second one entirely, and the ball buried itself in the turf like an unexploded cannonball.


The third ball fell directly into Sprinz’s mitt, which could impede but not entirely arrest its progress, traveling as it was at 150 miles an hour. The gloved ball smashed into the catcher’s face, breaking his jaw in twelve places and knocking out five teeth. Physicists at the University of California estimated the impact as 8,050 foot-pounds—like catching an 8,000-pound parcel dropped from one foot above. Sprinz was hospitalized for several weeks, and when he finally could speak he echoed Hank Helf. “It looked like an aspirin it looked so small,” he also said of the descending baseball, aspirin and other pain remedies then very much on his mind.


Seals owner Charles Graham said, somewhat unnecessarily, “This is the end of that kind of a stunt involving any of my players.” And to this day the same has held true for all other players, bar one.


Former minor-league player Jackie Price traveled to major- and minor-league parks, where he fired baseballs into the sky from a pneumatic tube, pursued them across the outfield in a jeep, and caught the “monstrous flies” in his glove hand while steering with his meat hand.


Price could do more things with a baseball than any man before or since. He would hang from a miniature trapeze and take batting practice upside down, lining balls to all fields. He could hold three baseballs in his right hand and pitch them simultaneously to three separate catchers. Or pitch two balls at once, one of them a fastball, one a curve. From the catcher’s position, Price could throw two balls with a single motion, one of them to the pitcher’s mound, the other to second base.
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Jackie Price, upside down like a vampire bat. (National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY)


Casey Stengel had managed against Price in Milwaukee and said, “I get mad at the ball players today that can’t bunt. This fella could take the bat like this”—Stengel held it out like a rifle—“and plunk with the end of it like a pool cue.” Price could also lay down a bunt with the knob end of the bat, though there was, alas, little call for that in major-league baseball.


Nevertheless, in the closing weeks of the 1946 season Cleveland owner Bill Veeck signed Price to play shortstop for the Indians, despite his having played only two seasons in the previous decade in the minors. An exceedingly skinny man, Price favored leopard-print shirts and often wore a snakeskin belt with the live snake still in it. “He liked his snakes so much that he used to wear them around his waist,” wrote Veeck, though Price also kept snakes in his shirts. (At home, the snakes took their repose in his dresser drawer.)


In 1947, the Indians were traveling by train to a spring training game in California when teammate Joe Gordon persuaded Price, whom Veeck had kept on, to remove the snake he was wearing as a belt and loose it down the aisle of the dining car, where a party of lady bowlers was eating. Indians player-manager Lou Boudreau, displeased with the chaos caused by Snakes on a Train, sent Price home, ending his major-league career after seven games.


Price made a meager living throughout the 1950s, invariably billed again as a baseball “clown,” but by the following decade there was little call for his manifold skills, and he lived out his final years in San Francisco, where he was reported to have taken his own life on October 2, 1967. He isn’t a clown, Veeck said while Price was still alive: “He is an artist.”


The sad end to a happy life catching baseballs as they fell from the heavens was one more reminder that the pursuit of these objects was often a fraught and melancholy proposition.


Children have chased after lost balls throughout time, with bad results. At the turn of the last century, New York City newspapers told cautionary tales of boys who hit baseballs into neighboring yards with tragic consequences. In 1902, sixteen-year-old Max Bengersen retrieved a ball from his Brooklyn neighbor’s flower garden. The “annoyed” homeowner, cigar maker John Biesel, shot him dead, instilling fear in any child whose ball rolled into the neighbor’s yard.


Two years later, on September 30, 1904, fourteen-year-old Christian Koehler climbed a fence in Harlem in pursuit of a baseball that had landed in a vacant lot. There, the great Simon P. Gillis was practicing his hammer throws.


Gillis had competed in that summer’s Olympics, and would go on to throw in the 1908 and 1912 Games. Gillis was such a giant figure in every sense of the phrase that he and a group of fellow field athletes had become renowned in the early part of the previous century as the Irish Whales. Coaches urged them to gluttony to improve their throwing distance, and once, Gillis and two other Whales, having phoned in an order of twenty-seven dozen oysters and six steaks, arrived at the restaurant to find their table set for thirty-three people.


“Will you wait for the group?” asked the maître d’.


“We are the group,” Gillis said.


It was an almost unbelievable misfortune, then, that Christian Koehler clambered over that fence in 1904 just as Gillis released his sixteen-pound hammer. Shouts of warning went unheard. The boy was struck in the head and died instantly. The tragedy left Gillis heartbroken, and served as yet another high-profile reminder of the perils of pursuing a baseball.


Those people who weren’t pursuing baseballs in the last century often found baseballs pursuing them. Don Larsen, not expecting to pitch, went out for beers the night before Game 5 of the 1956 World Series. The morning of the game, he arrived at his Yankee Stadium locker to find a baseball in his left shoe. That’s how Larsen—like countless pitchers before him—learned he would be starting on that soon-to-be-famous day.


After jumping into Larsen’s arms at the end of the first (and still only) perfect game in World Series history, Yankees catcher Yogi Berra gave the pitcher the ball from the final out, when Dodgers pinch hitter Dale Mitchell was called out looking. Larsen held on to that ball for forty-six years. In 2002, he auctioned it—and the cap, glove, and spikes he wore that day—for $120,750.


By then, historic baseballs had become lottery balls. In 1961, Associated Press photographer Harry Harris, covering spring training, ran into the world’s most famous divorcés in a Florida hotel lobby. Harris fumbled for a baseball he happened to have in his pocket, which Joe DiMaggio and Marilyn Monroe—on vacation, attempting to reconcile—agreed to sign. In 2006, the Harris estate sold that baseball at auction for $191,200.


Other fortunes fell from the sky. Philip Ozersky, a research scientist at Washington University School of Medicine, attended a St. Louis Cardinals game with coworkers in 1998. When Cardinals slugger Mark McGwire hit his then-record-setting seventieth home run, the ball bounced off the hands of two different colleagues before it fell, in the left field stands, into the hands of Ozersky, who at the time earned $30,000 a year and lived in a house he rented with his girlfriend.


Enter Todd McFarlane, who made his fortune as a comic-book artist and entrepreneur. At Guernsey’s auction house, McFarlane bought Ozersky’s baseball for a record $3.05 million, explaining: “Women don’t have the same silly wants and needs that men have. Guys can just look at this sedate piece of rawhide and go: ‘Whooooa. It’s the ball.’ ”


That sedate piece of rawhide, with the right provenance, is seductive. The writers of The Simpsons invented the sexiest possible piece of sports memorabilia when they had Bart marvel, through the fogged glass of a baseball-card shop: “Wow! A baseball made out of Secretariat!”


A baseball need not even be real to be desired. In 1987, Dave Bresnahan, a twenty-five-year-old catcher for the Williamsport Bills of the Double-A Eastern League, had a transformative idea. The Reading Phillies had a runner on third when Bresnahan caught a pitch and then intentionally fired it over the third baseman’s head and into left field. When the Phillies runner broke for home, Bresnahan tagged him out with the baseball in his mitt. He hadn’t thrown a baseball into left field after all. He had thrown a potato, peeled and then carved. Bresnahan’s furious manager immediately pulled him from the game, and the next day, the Cleveland Indians released him, for conduct unbecoming a Double-A catcher.


But the keeper of the Baseball Reliquary, a museum of baseball ephemera in Pasadena, did not let the story die there. So he kept what he claimed were the desiccated remains of the Bresnahan potato spotlighted in a jar of denatured alcohol in his shrine. The reliquary also displayed a dozen major-league baseballs bearing the forged signature of Mother Teresa, allegedly seized in an FBI sports-memorabilia sting called “Operation Bullpen.”


The reliquary’s Bresnahan potato is a fake. The original tuber is lost to history. And the Mother Teresa baseballs are also bogus—they are forgeries of forgeries. The exhibits are part of an art installation that plays on public reverence for, and fascination with, baseball’s artifacts, chief of which is the baseball itself.


America’s fascination with the baseball may be explained, in part, by decades of denial. As late as the Depression, many baseball fans were required to return any balls hit into the stands, and most complied, as they still do at tennis matches.


But many did not. As Sporting Life editorialized in 1913: “It is rather disconcerting, if not inconvenient, for a fan who is in the throes of the excitement that a close contest entails to have his pet corn trod and trampled on by a big, clumsy, lumbering special policeman, whose feet are as wide as an elephant’s, come charging through the aisles and packed side rows in a frantic and usually unsuccessful endeavor to capture a ball from the grasping clutches of a relic-seeking old gentleman or a small boy who wants to show his playmates a ‘real dollar-and-a-half big league base ball.’ ”


Fans sometimes handed foul balls to servicemen seated nearby, as cops and security guards seldom fought soldiers for the safe return of a ball.


In 1916, Cubs owner Charlie Weeghman wearied of fighting his own customers and became the first owner to let fans keep the baseballs. Not every owner followed suit. In 1921, the Giants, as was their custom at the Polo Grounds, ejected a thirty-one-year-old stockbroker named Reuben Berman for failing to turn over a foul ball. Berman sued the team and won $100 for his mental and physical distress.


The following season, at the Baker Bowl in Philadelphia, eleven-year-old Robert Cotter declined to return a foul ball at a Phillies game. The club had a reluctant policeman arrest the boy on a larceny charge, for which he was—it scarcely seems possible now—jailed overnight. The Phillies’ business manager, William Shettsline, had been looking to make a test case over a $1.50 baseball. That he chose an eleven-year-old boy as his scapegoat was a tactical error, to say the least.


The judge in the case was not sympathetic to the Phillies. “I don’t know whether you or Shettsline were ever boys, for if you were you would know how they cherish the ball they get, and you would permit them to have the ball instead of throwing them into a cell overnight,” he told the club’s attorney. “Such an act on the part of a boy is merely proof that he is following his own natural impulses.”


Shortly after Phillies v. Cotter, fans were allowed to keep foul balls and home runs, with one notable exception. During World War II, teams prominently placed barrels on the field for the collection of baseballs hit into the stands. The balls were to be shipped overseas, for use by American servicemen, and any fans who failed to return foul balls to the field of play were often persuaded to do so by their seatmates. The New York Times columnist John Kieran witnessed “a one-round knockout of a gent who refused to give. It was a most amusing sight.”


Two Barry Bonds home run baseballs—his record seventy-third of the 2001 season and the milestone six hundredth of his career—were the subjects of lawsuits between fans claiming to have been robbed of the ball in the bleacher scrum. But then the quest for an elusive baseball has been a part of American life for as long as the game has been played. John Irving’s novel A Prayer for Owen Meany centers on a missing baseball that killed the protagonist’s mother. Don DeLillo opens Underworld at the Giants–Dodgers playoff of October 3, 1951, with a kid attempting to find Bobby Thomson’s game-winning “Shot Heard ’Round the World” home run ball. The kid’s name is Cotter Martin, an echo of Robert Cotter, detained in Philadelphia for daring to keep the baseball that was hit to him.


By that year, 1951, the annual production of major-league baseballs required the hides of thirty-five thousand horses, most of them American breeds who’d given their lives for “medical purposes,” as one contemporary account put it. But with each passing decade, horsehide was getting harder to come by.


For many years, major-league horsehide came from France and Belgium, where young animals were slaughtered for meat. (Babe Ruth was swatting bleached French horsehide into the bleachers at Yankee Stadium.) But the German occupation of those countries in World War II cut off the supply line.


So the major leagues switched first to Bolivian horsehide, then, in 1943, to hide from domestic animals. With Japan occupying Malaya and the Dutch East Indies, rubber had been rationed. So Spalding tried balata at the center of its baseballs. Alas, balata—from the milky juice of the Guyanese bully tree—is inelastic. And it showed instantly.


On Opening Day, the powerhouse Cardinals lost 1–0 in eleven innings. The next day, they lost 1–0 in ten innings. Eleven of the first twenty-nine games in both leagues were shutouts. Reds general manager Warren Giles, in frustration, dropped a bag of balata balls off the roof of Crosley Field onto the sidewalk below. Then he did the same with a bag of 1942 baseballs. The old ones bounced an average of 13 feet, the new ones just 9½. A scientific study at New York’s Cooper Union got the same results. By early summer, Spalding acknowledged its mistake and replaced the balata with a synthetic rubber cement that returned resilience to baseballs.


This satisfied the naysayers. But what of the neigh-sayers, the ever scarcer horses who gave their hides for the national pastime? Spalding managed to keep baseballs covered in horsehide until 1974, when the company switched to abundant American Holstein cows.


Rawlings, meanwhile, sewed its bleached horsehides together in Haiti, having moved its plant there from Puerto Rico in 1969. Labor was cheaper in Haiti and workers became skilled with leather. Gucci handbags were made there under the dictatorship of Jean-Claude Duvalier. So were Pierre Cardin belts. After Duvalier was overthrown in 1986, Rawlings left Haiti for the political stability of Costa Rica, and baseballs now make the journey from factory floor in Turrialba to game action at major-league stadiums in as little as two weeks.


All of this started with a lumpen orb. The first baseballs had a solid core, made of lead or another hard substance, wrapped in yarn and covered with a single piece of brown leather. These “lemon-peel” or “rose-petal” balls, their white stitches forming an X pattern, resembled a closed rosebud—that evocative word that instantly took “Citizen Kane” back to his childhood.


Because the leather cover wasn’t bleached, the balls were brown. They could be ordered dead, medium, or live, depending on the density of the stuffing. The balls were also smaller and softer than they are today: Until 1845, fielders could throw the ball at the runner for a putout, “tucking him out” or “soaking” him.


The great leap forward for the baseball, like the great leap forward for the swimsuit, was the introduction of the two-piecer. The Edison of the two-piece baseball cover is often said to be Colonel William A. Cutler, whose ball went into production by H. P. Harwood & Sons in Natick, Massachusetts, in 1858.


But a shoemaker’s son, Ellis Drake, of nearby Stoughton, Massachusetts, also claimed authorship of the two-piece cover. Near the end of his life, in 1909, he told the Stoughton Sentinel that the first baseballs he knew had a lead center, were wrapped tightly in knitting yarn, and were then covered in a single scrap of leather chamois.


“One day in school when the teacher was not looking—it was a rare moment—I took a sheet of paper and made a diagram of a baseball cover in its present form. It was just a thought that came to me.”


Drake made a prototype but neglected to take out a patent, an oversight for which he sounded both resigned and embittered. “It is a satisfaction to me to think that I have been able to confer some pleasure on the world,” he said, “though I have never received a thank you or a complimentary ticket to a ball game.”


By the 1870s, London-born Philadelphia Athletics outfielder Al Reach was manufacturing his own baseballs under the brand name A. J. Reach. Boston Red Stockings shortstop George Wright—son of an English immigrant—was manufacturing his own as well. With his partner, Henry Ditson, Wright expanded into tennis, hockey, and golf equipment. To spur club sales, George Wright would design one of America’s first public golf courses, Franklin Park in Boston.


The following year, at the National Association’s convention in New York, the baseball’s dimensions were fixed: Balls should weigh between 5 and 5¼ ounces and measure between 9 and 9¼ inches in circumference, with a two-piece cover in figure-eight stitching. The dimensions have not changed to this day. That Reach and Wright were essentially creating America’s sporting-goods industry was not lost on Wright’s Boston teammate.


In 1876, Chicago White Stockings owner William Hulbert lured the game’s best pitcher, Albert G. Spalding, away from the Boston Red Stockings and back to his native Illinois. Hulbert, with the help of Spalding, set about persuading seven teams, including Boston, to leave the National Association and form a breakaway new league, the National League of Professional Baseball Clubs.
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An 1883 baseball being inspected by a U.S. patent officer in 1925. (Library of Congress)


Spalding won forty-six games in 1876, increasing the wattage of his stardom and the breadth of his influence. Spalding was the first star player to wear a protective glove on his catching hand, in 1877, and a year after his move to Chicago, he opened a sporting-goods store in which to sell those gloves, plus his own brand of baseball, for which he became the exclusive supplier to the brand-new National League, a distinction that Spalding would hold for the next hundred years.


But this near monopoly on America was not enough. From October 1888 to April 1889, Spalding traveled the globe, a trip chronicled in a wonderful book by Mark Lamster called Spalding’s World Tour. Over thirty thousand miles and five continents, Spalding’s White Stockings played exhibition games against a team of All-Stars, in an effort to promote friendship among nations—Spalding’s middle name literally was Goodwill—but also to sell baseballs to the wider world. “The famous baseball genius has been at work for several months on a plan to carry the game into foreign fields at the furthest ends of the earth,” reported the St. Paul Pioneer Press, “and at the same time bring back a bountiful store of shekels.”


Spalding’s raucous party of ballplayers, entertainers, and assorted hangers-on sailed to Hawaii that fall aboard the cruise liner Alameda. After losing five baseballs overboard, Spalding forbade all members of his traveling party from playing catch at sea.


That party included comedian Frank Lincoln, a black “mascot” named Clarence Duval, and a one-eyed “aerialist” who called himself Professor C. Bartholomew. At an exhibition in Adelaide, Australia, Bartholomew dangled from a trapeze that in turn dangled from a hot-air balloon hovering two thousand feet in the air. When Bartholomew leaped from his trapeze, and his parachute deployed too late, he hit the chimney of a hotel. The fall didn’t kill him, but it did dampen, for the rest of the tour, the professor’s enthusiasm for performing.


Ballplayers behaved then as they might today. Spalding’s players tried, and failed, to throw a baseball over the Great Pyramid of Giza. They were photographed climbing the Sphinx, where one of them threw a baseball at its eye. In Rome, officials declined Spalding’s offer of $5,000 to let his teams play an exhibition in the Colosseum. On and on the tour went, for the entirety of an American winter—Ceylon, Naples, Rome, Paris, London, Glasgow, Belfast, Dublin—Spalding attempting to sell his little world to the world at large, hoping an Italian’s first experience of the game would prove as captivating as his was, in Illinois.
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Spalding’s players on the Sphinx, 1889. (National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY)


As a boy, Spalding had watched from the sidelines as older kids played baseball games in his native Rockford. One day, a baseball was hit toward him. It was his entrée not only into that baseball game, but into the game itself. “Talk about special Providence!” he wrote years later. “That ball came for me straight as an arrow. Impulsively I sprang to my feet, reached for it with my right hand, held it for a moment, and then threw it home on an air-line to the catcher.”


Even as a wealthy man—a wealth built in part on the selling of baseballs—Spalding never failed to be enthralled by the baseball as a physical object. Whenever one of the game’s dignitaries died, Spalding would send a funeral wreath composed of white immortelles in the shape of a baseball. When Spalding himself died in 1915, in Point Loma, California, his body was cremated. This was in stark contrast to his partner in forming the National League, Hulbert, who remains buried in Chicago beneath that giant granite baseball embossed with the names of the original National League cities, and figure-eight patterned with 108 stone stitches.


Those 108 stitches recall this world, the ancient world, and—in some religions—the world to come. By happy coincidence, there are also 108 Hindu deities, 108 sins in Buddhism, 108 prayer beads on the Japa mala, or Hindu rosary. That number, so fraught in Hindu culture, was introduced in the early twenty-first century as the unifying emergency telephone number in the Indian subcontinent, where 108 is now the equivalent of 911—a number equally fraught, for very different reasons, in America.


In the weeks following the attacks of September 11, 2001, New York firefighter Vin Mavaro was “working the pile” at Ground Zero, sifting through fine rubble for human remains, when he saw what he thought was a chunk of concrete. As he reached for it, he saw red stitching. To Mavaro’s astonishment, it was a baseball, intact and emblazoned with the corporate logo of TradeWeb, whose offices had been on the fifty-first floor of the North Tower.


[image: image]


Ball from TradeWeb, whose offices were on the fifty-first floor of the North Tower of the World Trade Center, found in the rubble at Ground Zero, 2001. (Milo Stewart Jr./National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, NY)


That baseball instantly joined other artifacts—notably, a cast-iron cross of beams salvaged from the wreckage—as symbols of hope and recovery in the days after 9/11. Mavaro, a Mets fan, offered the baseball to the Baseball Hall of Fame, which put it in a traveling exhibit. That exhibit was called, inevitably, “Baseball as America,” but might as well have been titled “The Baseball as America.”


Like Spalding’s baseball-shaped funeral wreaths, the baseball offered token comfort to the grieving. As the twenty-first century dawned, the baseball—five continents united in a uniquely American object—had become a kind of white immortelle in its own right.
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