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INTRODUCTION




  by W. P. Kinsella




  Could the magnificent New York Giants teams of the Twenties, with Bill Terry as a player, and the perhaps-even-greater Giants of the Thirties, with Terry as manager, step onto the grass at Candlestick Park today and compete with the best of them? Without a doubt. Bill Terry would hit the ball in the gap, while Carl Hubbell would have present-day baseball players lunging hopelessly at his screwball.




  There is no other team sport where this premise is applicable. In football, basketball, and hockey, teams from as late as the 1960s and 1970s would be humiliated by their present-day counterparts. These games have become more sophisticated, the players larger and faster. But Hubbell or Christy Mathewson would be twenty-game winners today, and Bill Terry would still hit over .300. Current players might have a slight advantage in the field, but the Giants of the Golden Age would give today’s Braves a run to the wire.




  That continuity with today’s game is one reason why Peter Williams’ When the Giants Were Giants will appeal to baseball fans, baseball history buffs, and lovers of excellent storytelling. The book chronicles the life of New York Giants superstar Bill Terry, the last National Leaguer to hit .400. But it is far more than a biography. It is the story of two eras—the Roaring Twenties and the Dirty Thirties.




  The career of Bill Terry is a vehicle for the reader to travel through the boisterous, high-living Twenties, a time when a star like Terry could hold out and win against the likes of John McGraw and Giants owner Charles Stoneham. Then came the dark days of the Depression. Strangely, the popularity of baseball did not decline. People may not have been able to afford to go to the park as often, but they followed the game closely in the newspapers and by means of that new phenomenon, radio.




  “Memphis Bill” Terry is also interesting as one of the first major-league players who created a life for himself outside baseball. By finding stable employment with Standard Oil, he became invulnerable to scheming and penny-pinching owners, who even in good times cried poverty and perennially underpaid their players. Terry seems to have been born understanding supply and demand. More than once he told owner Stoneham and manager McGraw he would quit baseball if he wasn’t properly compensated, and because he had other work to fall back on, he meant it. Those of us who have tried to live off of what we can earn from our art can sympathize—though he loved baseball with a passion, he considered it, first and foremost, a way to make a living, and he demanded that he be properly compensated. Art for art’s sake, or baseball without a dignified salary, was not for Bill Terry.




  Terry understood the American work ethic. As a player he worked harder than anyone else, which was difficult in the expansive Twenties when the sports heroes were gargantuans like Ruth, and in golf, Walter Hagen. As manager, where John McGraw had been a driver in the Twenties, Terry was a leader in the Thirties—by example on the playing field, and by being a good listener in the clubhouse. Part psychologist, part showman, Terry won three pennants and a World Series for the Giants, playing and managing some of the greatest teams in the history of baseball.




  Why America’s magical love affair with baseball? Even as one who has written volumes about baseball, I ask myself that question each time I begin a writing project or a new book on baseball crosses my desk. The thirst for baseball lore, whether fact, fiction, or fantasy, appears unquenchable.




  I believe there are two main reasons why baseball occupies such a warm place in the hearts of American readers. The first is the constancy of baseball. Here is a quote from my novel Shoeless Joe, which became the movie Field of Dreams:




  I don’t have to tell you that the one constant through all the years has been baseball. America has been erased like a blackboard, only to be rebuilt and then erased again. But baseball has marked time while America has rolled by like a procession of steamrollers. It is the same game that Moonlight Graham played in 1905. It is a living part of history, like calico dresses, stone crockery, and threshing crews eating at outdoor tables. It continually reminds us of what once was, like an Indian-head penny in a handful of new coins.




  The second reason is that baseball is particularly conducive to storytelling because of the open-endedness of the game. There is theoretically no limit to the distance that a great hitter could hit the ball—or to how far a speedy outfielder could run to retrieve it. This open-endedness makes for myth and for larger-than-life characters, which is what great baseball writing is all about. In my novel, The Iowa Baseball Confederacy, I have a game that goes on for over 2, 600 innings and an outfielder who runs from Iowa to New Mexico in pursuit of a fly ball.




  Baseball held a special place in the hearts of the Depressionera America that Bill Terry knew, for, in spite of the poverty brought on by national financial collapse and by the vagaries of nature, people still believed in the American Dream. They believed it was possible for the poorest boy in America to grow up to be President or to play major-league baseball. Baseball was one of the few shining stars left in the Depression sky. It was a beacon of hope for an impoverished nation.




  Other sports—football, hockey, basketball—are all twice-enclosed, first by time limits, then by rigid playing boundaries. Thankfully, there is no time limit on a baseball game, and, on the true baseball field there is no outfield fence, only horizon, and the foul lines diverge forever, eventually taking in a good part of the universe.




  WHEN THE GIANTS WERE GIANTS




  
PROLOGUE




  Bill Terry died on January 9, 1989, but he got second baseball billing in almost every paper because Johnny Bench and Carl Yastrzemski were elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame on the same day. Even the Memphis Commercial-Appeal was guilty. The one exception that I could find was the Florida Times-Union, which ran a page one obit; still, that’s a Jacksonville paper, and they may have given him the extra attention because of his importance as a local tycoon. When the news came over the TV, I was by chance in New York, the city where Terry had played and managed, and I decided to go to a couple of sports bars to see if anyone was lifting a glass in his honor.




  I went to Rusty Staub’s place and asked if they had heard, but the bartender didn’t know Terry’s name. I figured I’d have better luck when I found another place called The Polo Grounds, but the joint should have been called The Garden, since a Rangers game was playing on the two huge TV screens; and here the bartender thought Bill Terry was a football Giant.




  I decided to head back to Jersey, and I started thinking about my last visit to Jacksonville, in August. Terry had seemed weak, but certainly healthy. He walked me to the door, as he always did, and wished me safe home. I remembered he looked at the little paunch I was developing and patted it, laughing and saying, “what’s this?”




  At that time I had both a couple of days before I had to head back and an offer of free lodging with friends in Bradenton Beach, so after I left Bill Terry’s house I headed over to the other coast. I didn’t get there until well after dark, and my friends said we’d have to hurry if we wanted any food. We drove to a restaurant on the beach. The place had a spotlight outside, where a couple of very energetic, very tan kids, high-schoolers, were tossing a ball back and forth in the sand. I was exhilarated after my day with Terry and full of talk; I told his stories about the loathed Dodgers, about how his minor-league manager would wait up in the hotel to make sure his kids hadn’t gone drinking, about how he met and courted his wife, about how, not long after the turn of the century, he and the other kids watched Atlanta Cracker ballgames while they lounged in the big trees outside the park. Finally I realized I’d better give my audience a breather, so I shut up and turned to look outside again. They had turned off the spotlight. The kids were gone, and now all you could see was the dark ocean, flecked as it is at night with surf.




  I turned back to the table and started working more seriously on the food; I was pretty much out of stories anyway, and unaware then that I’d heard my last one from this remarkable man. Still, I’d heard a good deal, enough to get a pretty good picture of Memphis Bill Terry.




  Every fan of golden-era baseball knows who Bill Terry was. He was the hard-headed businessman who told the great John McGraw he’d only play for the Giants if he could make more money than Standard Oil was paying him, the multi-millionaire who was happiest selling cars at the Buick dealership he owned. In the era of the great Yankee teams led by the flamboyant Ruth, he was the other number 3—the star and, later, manager of the less raucous squad that played on the other side of the Harlem River. He was the brutal guy who humiliated the then-bumbling Brooklyn Dodgers. He treated the writers who publicized him like dirt: men like the lady-killing Richards Vidmer, the classics-lover John Kieran, the dewy-eyed Granny Rice or the acerbic Westbrook Pegler. Bill Terry was, unlike them, a cool and impersonal fellow, a man who played like a machine—a precision machine, it’s true, but one with little interest in the game. In other words, he didn’t thank us for our love.




  But is this image really accurate? Partly, it is—Terry guarded his emotions carefully, was frugal if not mercenary, and certainly viewed baseball as a business as well as a sport. But it’s only partly accurate, because, in Bill Terry’s case, there was a vast discrepancy between image and individual.




  My first encounter with Terry was over the phone. I’d written him a letter, explaining that I’d collected an anthology of my father’s baseball columns and that I was looking for anecdotes from people who knew him. Terry knew him, all right. As Red Barber has said, my father, Joe Williams, was the writer primarily responsible for creating the image of Terry as hostile, cold, and arrogant, in part because Terry wouldn’t give out his home phone number. I figured I wouldn’t get a response, but that it was worth a try. Then late one afternoon the phone rang, and my daughter answered it.




  “It’s for you,” she said.




  “Who is it?”




  She wasn’t sure she had the name right. “It’s some guy named…Bill Terry?” she said.




  I wasted very little time getting to the phone. “Mr. Terry! Hello!” I yelled.




  The tough customer on the other end said he’d had a real problem finding my number and that he’d just about given up when his housekeeper talked him into trying one more time. He obviously saw the irony in the fact that he was talking with me, since he was laughing very genially.




  His phone call led directly to my first visit to Jacksonville, in January of 1987. This aloof and reclusive superstar told me to call him when I got in. He wasn’t unlisted, he said; he was in the book.




  Terry lived in a house he’d built for his late wife on the last lot at the end of an attractive residential street, directly across from his country club. It was a one-story two-bedroom house, unpretentious but very comfortable. He was a little stooped and used a cane, and when he opened the door for me he did a little, startled take, smiled, and said, “My, you’re a big one!” Then he offered a hand much bigger than mine, and we shook.




  He was proud of the house he’d built for his wife, and he showed me through it: I saw the paintings she had done (she was an accomplished artist), and I saw photos of their kids. He said they’d been married 68 years, and that she’d lived in that house one year and one day. He pointed to the golf course across the way and told me how much pleasure it had given him when she sat outside on sunny days and he could hear her laughing at the duffers. There was reason to laugh, since he told me they “hit the porch, hit the screens, hit the garage—they even hit one in the kitchen window.” Then he took me to lunch.




  He drove. He pointed out all the features on his car, which was, of course, a Buick—a Skylark, I think. By now I was pretty sure I was not dealing with the fearful ogre of baseball myth, so I accused him of trying to make a sale. He laughed.




  We pulled into a handicapped spot by the front door that was always reserved for him and walked into the club. Assorted members said, “Hi, Bill,” and he acknowledged them without stopping to talk. He took me to a table for two, also always reserved for him, overlooking the river. He had a salad, I ordered some seafood, and when I got a beer he asked for a glass of white wine. After one more round, I felt bold enough to make my big confession.




  “Mr. Terry,” I said, “I don’t know how to tell you this, but when I was a kid, I was a Brooklyn fan.”




  Bill Terry stopped eating. He put his fork down and glared at me across the table, deadpan and mischievous. “I knew there was some reason I couldn’t stand your father,” he said.




  I made several more trips to Jacksonville to see him between January and August of 1988, and each one was a delight. We talked about going to a spring game together, though it never materialized; I passed on the good feelings of Ted Williams (accepted) and Leo Durocher (distrusted); he advised me to find a place that sold fried baby catfish, which delicacy I located at last in Orange Park, at Whitey’s Fish Camp; once, on a particularly beautiful day, he looked out his big front window and said, “Boy, I’d love to go outside and throw!”—so, it seems, even pragmatic multi-millionaires are entitled to have a lot of little boy in them.




  On my last visit he talked to me about his life and career, and much of what he said had very little to do with real estate, cotton trading, Standard Oil, or General Motors. He’d tell terrific stories which took him back more than half a century, often adding, “I surely never will forget it.” He told me about how he met “my girl” when he was eighteen, and it was not a story marked by cold impersonality. I asked him to explain his famous insult, “Is Brooklyn still in the league?” and he laughed outright, plainly indicating that there was more good humor in that crack than he’s ever been given credit for. In short, I found out that Bill Terry was anything but the callous, unemotional, mercenary machine he’s been made out to be. This book is an effort to look at him objectively, to set the record straight, and, since I’m in a peculiarly ideal position to do so, to atone for the sins of the fathers.




  
PART I


  “MEMPHIS BILL”
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  MR. McGRAW STOPS OVER IN MEMPHIS




  He could take kids out of the coal mines and out of the wheat fields and make them play ball with the look of eagles.




  —Heywood Broun, on John McGraw




  On a muggy Saturday morning in Tennessee in the spring of 1922, a short, round man in his late forties got out of bed in his suite at the Peabody, Memphis’s most elegant hotel. He put on a robe and waited for the phone to ring. He was expecting a visitor, and he knew he wouldn’t be kept waiting. Nobody ever made him wait. The short man was John McGraw, manager and co-owner of the New York Giants, and the virtual personification of the game of baseball.




  Every spring after the Giants had closed their training camp, they spent a couple of weeks barnstorming their way back north, bringing in a little extra revenue and giving McGraw a chance to scout the local talent en route. This was a fairly tiring jaunt, since the team normally played one game in the day and then travelled a good part of the night, so McGraw generally scheduled a couple of consecutive nights in Memphis, where his team could play some games against the local Southern Association club, the Chicks, and get some rest. McGraw, who liked his creature comforts, always put the team up at the Peabody.




  The Giants were the best team in baseball, the best team in modern baseball history; they were the franchise. They had won five pennants in the past eleven years, including one the year before, in 1921. They would win one in 1922, another the next year, and another in 1924. Then McGraw’s record for pennants would be eight in fourteen years, and nobody else would come close until a different dynasty took over in New York.




  On the Friday before the Giants were scheduled to play in Memphis, they travelled to meet the Chicks at Jackson, Mississippi, where, on a field soaked by a persistent rain, McGraw’s team won, 7-2. The Giant star that day was future Hall-of-Fame first baseman George Kelly, who homered and singled and fielded beautifully. Kelly’s immediate predecessor as McGraw’s first baseman had been the brilliant but corrupt Hal Chase, who would soon be banished from baseball. The man who would eventually succeed Kelly is the subject of this book.




  Now that the Giants were in Memphis, the city’s Commercial-Appeal reported that they “looked like the world’s champions they are,” and Saturday promised to be an occasion: Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the commissioner of Major League Baseball, was in town to throw out the first ball, and a big crowd was expected to congregate at the Chicks’ Russwood Park to get a look at both the Giants and Judge Landis, the silver-haired, stiff-backed man who was already legendary as a trust-busting jurist and the man brought in to “save” baseball after the 1919 Black Sox scandal. Whatever his talents as a legal mind, however, the Judge had a lousy arm. The patrons that day would get to see his throw hit Johnny Rawlings, the Giant second baseman, in the back, which suggests that Rawlings was running for his life. The crowd would give Landis a big hand anyway.




  All that, however, was still a few hours away. Right now McGraw was following up a tip. He had probably already talked to Tom Watkins, the owner of the Chicks, after the teams played in Jackson, since Watkins made it his business to scrutinize everybody who played ball in the Memphis area. He had certainly talked to Kid Elberfeld, who managed the Little Rock, Arkansas, team in the Texas League. McGraw and Elberfeld went back a long way. They had played against each other for a couple of years in the National League at the end of the century. In 1901, when they both jumped to the American League, they played against each other for a year and a half more, until midway through the 1902 season, when McGraw was hired to manage the Giants. McGraw always trusted the judgment of old-timers, and he certainly trusted Elberfeld’s. Sometime after the Giants had broken camp in San Antonio, but before their train pulled into Memphis from Jackson late that Friday night, Elberfeld had contacted McGraw and told him an odd story.




  There was, it seemed, a left-handed pitcher who’d had two good years with the Shreveport Gassers, also in the Texas League—a solid enough prospect for Elberfeld to buy out his contract when he took over as manager of Little Rock in 1918. The pitcher, however, told Elberfeld that he had a family to support, and he said that baseball, especially minor-league baseball, was getting too chancy as a career, what with the impending American involvement in the Great War. Looking back, Elberfeld had to admit the pitcher had been right, since in 1918 the minor leagues were in such a shambles that only one league finished the season. McGraw probably began to wonder why Elberfeld was going on like this about some pitcher who’d quit the game four years ago. But Elberfeld kept talking.




  Elberfeld said that after this pitcher left baseball, he had started working for Standard Oil of Louisiana, which had an office in Memphis, and that for the past year or so he’d been the star of its company team. The team had played some games in August in Arkansas, where Elberfeld had seen the kid pitch. If anything, he looked even better than when he was with Shreveport—and he could hit. Elberfeld admitted he had tried one more time to convince him to play for Little Rock, offering him more money, but the pitcher had refused, saying that the long-range situation in the minors was still far from stable and that Standard Oil was treating him well. The pitcher said he would consider an offer from a big-league team, though, there being hardly any danger of a big-league squad folding. That, Elberfeld said, was why he was suggesting him to McGraw.




  Had this recommendation not come from an old baseball man like Elberfeld, McGraw might have dismissed it, since it was unusual to hear such praise for a man who hadn’t played a real league game in four years. The tip had come from Elberfeld, though, so McGraw asked the Giants’ secretary to arrange a meeting. He was going to offer the young left-hander a job—at a low salary, of course, but it was still a job with the Giants. Now the phone in McGraw’s Peabody suite rang; the man from the desk announced that someone was there to see him, and McGraw said to send him on up.




  It’s sad that nobody ever seems to be around to record the apparently trivial first encounters that turn out to be Great Moments. The young man who walked into McGraw’s suite in the Peabody that Saturday morning—let the record show that it was April 1, 1922—was much bigger than McGraw. He was tall and muscular, well dressed, and entirely self-assured. Although his demeanor was mature and confident, he was only twenty-three. When they shook, McGraw noticed that his hands were unusually large, even for a six-footer. His grip was firm but not threatening, and he looked at John McGraw without glancing away. McGraw must have asked him to sit down, and he took off his hat—he always wore a hat—and did.




  There are several versions of what happened next, most originating from the young man himself, who was, of course, Bill Terry. Terry would go on to record the thirteenth highest career batting average in baseball history, to gain a reputation as a deceptively fast runner and possibly the greatest of all first basemen in the field, to distinguish himself as the last National Leaguer to bat over .400 in a season, and to become a remarkable manager. But he was always, above all else in life, a family man. He already had one child, four-year-old Bill, Jr., and was devoted to his wife, who had been his childhood sweetheart—not that twenty-three is so far from childhood. He had even left the Baptist faith and joined the Episcopal Church because she was Episcopalian. He was a man of family and of sincere convictions, and those were his priorities at that moment, as they would be throughout his life. Sitting in the hotel suite with the great John McGraw, Terry was asked if he wanted to play for the best team in the history of modern baseball, a team that, in 1922, was at its absolute peak and had five future Hall-of-Famers among the first six players in the batting order: George Kelly, Frank Frisch, Dave Bancroft, Ross Youngs, and Casey Stengel. (The only one of the six players who wouldn’t make it to the Hall was Heinie Groh, who had hit .331 the year before and was presently batting cleanup.)




  Terry calmly asked McGraw how much he would be paid.




  McGraw was startled. He answered by asking Terry how much he wanted. Terry named a figure that was at least equal to his Standard Oil paycheck, maybe a little higher. McGraw said it was too much. Terry politely declined the offer and got up to leave.




  Some say McGraw was thunderstruck, and he probably was. Here was a courteous, dignified, soft-spoken, clean-cut young man, a man who carried himself like the Giants’ legendary Christy Mathewson, being offered a chance to realize every boy’s dream, and he was asking about a salary. McGraw explained the portentousness of the situation: Don’t you realize what I’m offering? A chance to play baseball in the Polo Grounds, with the New York Giants? Terry did, of course, but he also knew what was most important to him. If he accepted the job at a cut in pay, he would make life a little harder for his wife and son. For Terry that made it a simple choice—no choice at all.




  Since the several versions of this story all originate with Terry himself, they differ only in detail. Here is his last account of what happened after he asked McGraw what his salary with the Giants would be: “And he asked me how much money I wanted. I said, ‘I want a three-year contract. Eight hundred dollars a month to start.’ ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I can’t do that,’ he said. And I said, ‘Well, no use us talking anymore,’ and I said, ‘Nice to see you,’ and I took my hat.”




  In later years, Terry would gain a reputation as a tough bargainer—it started here—but he was never a haggler. Assuming the matter was closed, he took the elevator down to the lobby and started back to his home on Vance, a quiet, shady street about two miles away.




  As Kid Elberfeld recognized, Terry had been very astute to quit organized ball when he did, just before the 1918 season. While the 1917 season had been relatively unaffected in the majors, the story had been different in the minors, where only twelve leagues had finished the year.




  Terry had finished out the 1917 season with the Shreveport Gassers, but he read the papers, and through the fall and into the winter of that year, they were full of warnings. They reported that the minors might redistrict, with some teams disappearing in the process; that players would have to sign contracts with a clause that protected the owners (but not the players) should the war force a suspension of games; and that fewer games would be played in 1918. Ed Barrow, who would later become the Yankee general manager, was president of the International League then and he actually wanted to cancel his 1918 season; if he’d had his way, not even one minor league would have finished the year. Then the papers announced that only ten minor leagues would start the 1918 season (half the number of the year before), and finally they reported that salaries were going to be cut. Baseball in the minors had become a severely depressed industry, not a place for any conscientious head of a household, and Bill Terry certainly knew it. If Elberfeld had bought Terry’s contract from Shreveport, no offense, but that was Elberfeld’s hard luck.




  So in early 1918, Terry started looking for profitable work. He got a stop-gap job assembling batteries, but this was essentially menial labor, so he kept looking and finally landed a job as a salesman with Standard Oil of Louisiana. Once on board, Terry volunteered to build the company team. His boss, Charles Scholder, told him to go ahead, and Terry quickly became the star and unofficial captain, developing a local following and becoming a popular figure in Memphis. The Standard Oil Polarines, named after a high-grade motor oil, played on Sundays and sometimes Saturdays, occasionally traveling as far as Knoxville to play in Tennessee tournaments. Terry would remain content to subordinate baseball to business for the next four years. He worked full-time for Standard through the spring of 1922, and it was a happy time for him. He was a young and ambitious man, affiliated with a major corporation that promised him a stable future; he was still playing a game that, despite what his detractors later said, he loved very much; and he was living in Memphis with a young wife and a baby son whom he loved even more. Terry had achieved his first great goal: he had created a stable home and family—something he had never known. To understand how important this was to him, it’s best to take a look at the Terry family tree.
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  THE WILSONS ILLUSTRATE GEORGIA




  I was interested in baseball. I was interested in playing it, from the time I was a little kid. I never will forget, my father decided I couldn’t throw hard, so he got a mitt someplace, said, I want to see how hard you throw. Well, we went out in the bach yard and he marked off the distance—and he couldn’t catch me. I’d get warmed up and I’d turn the ball loose—Jiminy Christmas—I’d hit him all over. He said, you, I can’t catch you.




  He finally decided I could throw hard.




  —Bill Terry




  Late in the afternoon of August 3, 1861, the owner-proprietor of William A. Kennedy’s Boot and Shoemaker’s on Decatur Road in Atlanta was feeling pleased. Not only was it a fine day, sunny and in the mid-eighties, but he had at last heard from his son, who had joined the Confederate Army shortly after Fort Sumter and was with it at the rout of the Unions at First Manassas. Since the battle had been fought two weeks earlier, Kennedy would not have been surprised to get a letter of a different kind and from a different and more official source. But he received word from his son instead, so he felt a sense of relief. His son was not only alive, but unhurt. He had also been part of a great victory for the South, and for the men of Georgia. His son’s letter offered details about the exploits of the Georgian officers, Foreacre and Gartrell, and focused particularly on the gallant assault of Bartow’s brigade, in which charge Bartow himself had been killed. Bartow had died, young Kennedy said, “to illustrate Georgia.”




  After reading the letter, Kennedy went to sit at the window in the front of his shop, so that he could share the good news with anybody who passed by. Pretty soon, a man in his thirties came along the road from the east, riding a mule toward town. Kennedy hailed him, and the man stopped and tied his mule to a post. He was Tom Terry, who ran the city’s only sawmill. (Most of the wooden homes in antebellum Atlanta had been built with planks from Terry’s mill.) Kennedy recited his son’s letter to Terry, through the open window, and Terry, presumably, was pleased to see the shoemaker so elated. Meanwhile, two men had come up to the store from the other direction. They had spent the entire Saturday in town, and they were drunk. They had polished off a bottle of cheap champagne, then gone into a bar and replenished it with even cheaper rye. The bottle thus restored was by now only half-full.




  This was the father-and-son team of John and James Wilson. John’s nephew, Walton, a patriot like Kennedy’s son, had enlisted as soon as the war started. Walton worked for Tom Terry and lived on his spread, and Terry had generously promised to provide food and shelter for Walton’s wife and kids for the duration of the war. His selfless gesture suggests that Tom Terry was as well-respected by the small Atlanta community as the dissolute Wilsons were not. John and James therefore, discovered in envy two good reasons to hate Terry’s guts—Terry’s own generous nature and his recognition of a like spirit in their nephew, Walton. In fact, they had cursed and threatened Terry publicly many times in the past, usually after imagining injuries to their family name. Now John Wilson called Tom Terry out, asking him to step away from Kennedy’s window and into the street.




  Terry said he didn’t want any trouble, but he was not a man to shrink in fear. He took a stirrup from his saddle-horn, putting his hand through it to make a brass knuckle, and walked out into the dust of Decatur Road. John was much older than Terry, and far from sober, so Terry probably felt relatively safe, despite the presence of John’s son. Still, John was able to punch Terry in the right eye. Terry countered by hitting Wilson pere with the stirrup, drawing blood and giving James Wilson an excuse to join in vengefully. James, who had maneuvered himself behind Terry, hit him very hard behind the ear with the champagne bottle. Terry, of course, never saw it coming. After he fell, the father jumped on him, punching him furiously and repeatedly as he lay stunned in the dirt.




  Kennedy ran out of his store and pulled John Wilson off of Terry, and the two drunks, satisfied, stumbled up Decatur Road. But it was too late. Although Terry was able to stand up and walk to Kennedy’s porch, once even mustering the strength to try to go after the Wilsons, he was finished. He fell into a chair, and Kennedy gave him a glass of water. Terry, growing more and more incoherent, said, “I want to go home,” then nothing more. Three doctors worked on him through the night, but he died a little after two in the morning on August 4.




  The Wilsons were convicted—John for manslaughter and James for murder—and James was condemned to death. The Georgia Supreme Court in Milledgeville, however, granted a stay, and both men were still in Milledgeville prison when, in 1864, Sherman’s army threatened Atlanta. Then the Confederacy granted all of the prisoners in every jail in Georgia their liberty, contingent upon their promise to join the cause and fight, and the doors to the cells were opened. Not surprisingly, the names of John and James Wilson failed to appear on the Confederate military rolls for this period. The Wilsons, of whom nothing further was ever heard, had “illustrated Georgia” according to their own particular lights.




  Tom Terry left behind a wife and four sons. His wife, Mary Jane, was the daughter of James Thurman, an Atlanta blacksmith and wheelwright. There is also the sometimes reported, but unsubstantiated, possibility that Tom Terry himself was the uncle of the great British actress, Ellen Terry. If true, that would make Bill Terry a distant cousin of a later and even more famous actor, Sir John Gielgud. One of Tom’s sons, Jasper, was less than two months old when his father was killed, and he lived only a week past his second birthday. A second son, Sylvester, was four; he died in 1872 at age fifteen. Newton, born on Christmas day in 1858, was two at the time of the murder, while William, the oldest son, was almost seven. William was the only one of the kids who would have had a clear memory of his father. William was Bill Terry’s grandfather.




  It must have been tough to be the oldest son in a family so pointlessly and suddenly devastated by two near-sociopaths. Young William probably tried to take charge immediately, to comfort the mother and become the man of the house; maybe he had to play this role again less than two years later when Jasper died. There’s little doubt, at least, that when he married Ella Heath in Atlanta in June of 1875, he was hoping his luck would change for the better.




  It did. Still, at the start, his career was unremarkable. His marriage went largely unnoticed, and the paper even got his name wrong, identifying him as “Mr. N. M. Terry.” To give him his due, he was only twenty; nonetheless, someone should have remembered that his father had been a prominent businessman. It took him more than thirty years to leave his mark, but by 1907 the Atlanta city directory listed William M. Terry as one of the “Makers of Atlanta,” and it printed his picture a page away from that of a local hero, progressive Governor-elect Hoke Smith. In 1907, Terry was, among other important things, chairman of the Board of Police Commissioners, and the directory praised him for the job he did under that hat, citing his “clear judgment and impartial rulings” and calling him a “prominent worker for the good of the city.”




  William M. Terry had made a decided success of himself in Atlanta, picking up where his murdered father had been forced to leave off. In addition to being a police commissioner, he was the owner of a thriving wholesale grocery business (located on Decatur near Piedmont, not four blocks from where Kennedy’s shoe store had been), he served as a city alderman under two separate mayors, and he owned and presided over a bank of his own making, the Decatur Street Bank. In all of these accomplishments, possibly even in the name he chose for his bank, there is the flavor of a man using his own life to compensate for what his father was unable to finish.




  Since William M. Terry had not had an undisturbed and tranquil home life, he sought to create one now. He bought a big house at 236 North Boulevard before the turn of the century and he lived there until 1921. He may have hoped this would provide his children with the sense of stability that had been yanked from his life at such an early age, or he may have simply wanted to recapture that feeling of security for himself.




  Of William’s four children, three were girls, and they all married promptly. Lena Terry became Mrs. Richard Ewing, wife of the head man at the Ewing Realty Co., and Ella Mae Terry married Emory Quarles, who died young, possibly in the war, leaving Ella Mae to wed again. Her second husband was Milton Lysle, who became the commissioner of the Memphis, Tennessee, Freight Bureau. Lena and Ella Mae had ended up in “good” marriages, certainly, but the most significant match was probably made by their sister, Grace Terry. She became the wife of “Big Jim” Ison, founder of the Ison Finance Co. in Atlanta. “Big Jim” got his nickname when he played baseball for Georgia Tech, where he set a number of records.




  His best year there was 1904, when he had twelve consecutive base hits and a phenomenal season’s average of .750. In one exhibition against the professional Cleveland Naps, Ison got three of the four hits allowed by Addie Joss, all for extra bases. Joss, a Hall-of-Famer who pitched a perfect game in 1908, has the second-lowest earned run average in major-league history, 1.88. Nap Lajoie, the famed Cleveland manager after whom the team had been named, (his .422 average in 1901 is the second-highest for a season in this century) was playing second base in that game, and he was so impressed with Ison that he tried to get him to quit college and try out for the Naps. Ison resisted the temptation and stayed in school, although he did switch briefly to second base, admitting later that this was an act of hero-worship in deference to Lajoie. His normal position was first base.




  William T. Terry was William M.’s only son; born in 1878, he married Bertha Blackman in October 1897 in the Fifth Baptist Church in Atlanta. Unlike his father, though, William T. could never make a success of himself. For the first four years of his marriage, he lived in his father’s house at 236 North Boulevard. He got his own place for the next two years and moved to a new address on Decatur for the two years after that. He changed houses in 1905 and came back home in 1906. He was still there in 1907, when his father was honored as a “Maker of Atlanta,” but he moved again in 1908, again the year after that, and again the year after that. By 1910, his father had created and become the first president of the Decatur Street Bank, but William T., although he had worked all those years in the family grain business, was still listed in the city directory as a “clerk.”




  William T. Terry was also unlike his father (and his grandfather, for that matter) in another way: he had only one child, only one witness to his various failures and to the eventual collapse of his marriage. That child, born on October 30, 1898, was William Harold “Bill” Terry.




  Bill Terry’s youth was certainly unsettled. As a child, he was taken along as his parents meandered from house to house, often punctuating their progress with the humiliating need to move back to 236 North Boulevard. Bill Terry was three when the family first moved, and it’s doubtful that it affected him much then. But he was five the next time they packed up, then seven, eight, ten, eleven, and twelve. Tension in the family must have been building. By 1910, the young Terry was finding reasons to get out of the house. In the afternoons, he’d go to Ponce de Leon Park to watch the Crackers, Atlanta’s Southern Association team. He and the other local kids had a favorite player, an outfielder who could hit pretty well, Roy Moran. Moran was traded to the Chattanooga Lookouts in May of 1911, and he made it to the majors in 1912, playing five games for the Washington Senators. But before all of that, he had a long career with the Crackers. “He was a good ballplayer, we thought,” Terry remembered, “stupid as he was.”




  Terry couldn’t afford to pay to get in to the Cracker games, though, any more than the other kids could, so they’d all climb the trees outside the wooden outfield fence and watch from there, lounging during the warm afternoons. When Terry described the setting, I said it was a very nice picture, reminiscent of the fans who nowadays bring lawn chairs up to the roofs behind Chicago’s Wrigley Field. He didn’t say much in response. “Much nicer,” was all he said.




  The summer of 1911 was probably an unhappy time for Terry. Not only did Moran leave Atlanta—not a small loss for the twelve-year-old—but it seems to have been the year of the first crisis in his parents’ marriage and the initial moment of disillusioning truth for the young Terry. There is no record of an address for either of Terry’s parents in Atlanta in 1911, and since Terry said he was thirteen when he left home to work as a laborer—he turned thirteen in October—this may have been the year they first separated. In any event, he dropped out of Highland Park grammar school to find a job.




  The Highland Park School had a good principal, however, and Terry never did forget her. Her name was Hattie Cola Spears, and she was, he said, “a very fine lady.” It was likely that her influence prompted him to go back to school, probably in the fall of 1912, and he probably graduated the following spring. He didn’t go on to high school, though; in 1913, by the time he was fifteen, he was working in the railroad yard in Atlanta, heaving flour sacks onto trucks. He was a big kid, stronger and older-looking than his years, and he doubtless never told anyone there how young he really was.




  If Terry’s parents tried separation in 1911, there was an attempt at reconciliation the following year, an attempt the young Terry may have encouraged. William T. was still working for his father at the grain store, and he printed his name together with Bertha’s in the Atlanta directory again, but this time they were joined by a third member, W. H., who was listed as a “bookkeeper.” This was the only time Bill Terry’s name appeared in the directory next to those of his parents. They were all living at the same address, but it was, once again, a new one. Terry’s parents (but not Terry) would be listed at another new address in 1913, and in 1914 they would move back to 236 North Boulevard, possibly exhausted by their efforts and defeated by their failures. By 1915, only William T. Terry would be listed as living at his father’s house; this time, it seemed, his wife had left for good.




  In the meantime, Bill Terry tried to lead his own life. More and more, he must have felt that he couldn’t rely on anyone but himself. He must have also seen the necessity of hard work and been determined to carve a comfortable life for himself by dint of just that. The importance of hard work so impressed itself on Bill Terry that it stayed with him from the time he quit school and left home to work at hard labor at age thirteen, to his last day in his office at his Jacksonville, Florida, Buick dealership at age ninety. He had seen firsthand how love and lives could be wrecked by a lack of money, so money became for him a defense, a shield—a means to security of the emotional even more than the financial sort. When his parents separated for the last time, he wasn’t yet fifteen; nonetheless, it became obvious to him that he’d have to take matters into his own already capable hands. It’s unlikely that he spent much time at home after 1912. He was either out working, planning to work, or—and only partly because there eventually turned out to be money in it—playing baseball.
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  IN WHICH BILL TERRY MOVES TO TENNESSEE




  Mr. Garry Herrmann, Owner




  Cincinnati Baseball Club




  Dear Sir:




  I am writing you in regard to a left hand pitcher 1 have on my club, who I am sure will make you a good man. His name is Bill Terry, 6' ft. 2", weighs 185 lbs. coming 21 years of age. He is fast on his feet, has a cracking good fast ball and plenty of nerve. If any of your scouts are in this vicinity, and if you are interested I would be glad to pitch him on their arrival.




  Yours truly,




  Harry Matthews, Manager




  Newnan, Ga.




  Terry played his first recorded baseball games in Atlanta in 1912, for Grace Methodist in the Baraca Sunday School League. It’s possible his grandfather, a co-founder of Grace Methodist, encouraged him in this pursuit, but if he was on the Grace squad when it opened its season in late April, he didn’t get to play. He still hadn’t gotten into a game by the first of June, when a seventh straight loss made Grace’s undisputed hold on the Baraca League cellar even more secure. The team was 0-7 on the season, so the Methodist manager tried to shake things up. On June 8, he started thirteen-year-old Bill Terry at second base.




  Terry’s baseball debut was unimpressive, and Grace continued its losing ways. In an attempt to start winning, the desperate Methodist manager gave Terry, who had a strong arm, a chance to pitch. He struck out two batters, but he was wild, losing that first start, 8-0. Nonetheless, the game was significant in that Terry looked as though he might be successful as a pitcher. Subsequent managers thought so, too, and they kept him on the mound for nearly a decade.




  By 1913, when an older and huskier Terry was making money loading trucks, he had graduated to the Grammar School League, which had games throughout the week. In later years, he recalled having played some games for the Boulevard Stars of Atlanta in that league early in the season, although he doesn’t appear in their boxscores. He did play for the Edgewood Avenue squad, taking part in an exciting playoff series against Formwalt that Edgewood lost. Terry and his young buddies had to settle for the second-place trophy, a pennant. Formwalt, on the other hand, earned a pennant and a silver cup.




  Around this time, a veteran catcher named Harry “Matty” Matthews, who had seen Terry play, told Atlanta Crackers’ manager Billy Smith about him. Smith gave Terry a tryout, then signed him to his first pro contract. Terry didn’t get into any Crackers games, but he did spend much of the 1914 season working out in Ponce de Leon Park with the team he’d watched from the trees beyond the outfield fence. After the season ended, Terry got what he thought would be his big break. The new manager of the major-league St. Louis Browns, Branch Rickey, somehow had heard about this very promising kid, and he invited Terry to come to the Browns’ training camp in Sarasota the following spring. Terry was so excited he bought a Saratoga trunk, poor though he was, although he didn’t have enough clothes to fill it. Then the Browns had a change of heart and retracted their offer. Maybe they had discovered that Terry was only fifteen. It’s likely he was crushed, but at least he was still affiliated with the Cracker organization.




  Despite all these tantalizing hints and nibbles from pro teams, 1914, the last year his parents lived together, was not a terrific time for the fifteen-year-old. But his emotional luck would soon change. Sometime between the fall of 1914 and the following spring, Terry “met somebody,” a girl who was just as smart and open and forthright as he was, and he fell in love with her as swiftly and as decisively as he did most things. I asked him how they met, and Terry looked back three-fourths of a century to that moment. “We didn’t have much money in those days,” he remembered.




  And this boy came up and told me he had a date with this girl, and he said, ‘I don’t have money to get over there on the streetcar. Come on, go with me, pay my way there.’ I said, ‘I’ll do that,’ and we went. He had a locket for her. She got the locket. ‘Now,’ she said to him, ‘you can go.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘What about me?’ I said, ‘You want me to go too?’ ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I didn’t say anything about you. If you want to stay, you can stay awhile. That’s up to you.’ And I said, ‘I’ll stay awhile.’ And that was it. I didn’t have any money, and she knew that; but we kept dating, and we never did quit. Her name was Elvena Virginia Sneed, very lovely. A lovely lady. I never will forget.




  I asked Terry when he proposed to her.




  “Oh, it didn’t take too long,” he said. “But I was very much in love with her. Stayed that way. For seventy-one years.”




  Elvena Sneed was a confident, strong-willed girl and, as such, she was ideal for Bill Terry. They met the year his parents’ marriage was ending, and the timing seems significant—there’s the sense of a man jumping from a sinking ship to the deck of a sturdy one. Terry’s unhesitant judgments were frequently right, and nowhere did that knack for making a quick and accurate decision serve him better than when he met Elvena. At that time, he was living in nesting-box fashion with his parents, who were living with his grandparents. Hope for his parents’ reconciliation was virtually gone. Terry, who had previously spent a good deal of time out of the house either working or playing ball, now had an even better reason to stay away from home: he was genuinely in love. It takes no seer to guess that he called on Elvena as often as possible. The Sneeds lived at 11 Saint Charles Avenue, about a dozen blocks from his grandfather’s house, and Terry probably didn’t hesitate to walk that distance even when he didn’t have enough money to take the trolley that went up North Boulevard.




  Whether he walked or rode, though, he had to pass Ponce de Leon Park to get there. The field would appear on the right side of the road as he travelled north, with the seats in the third-base grandstand directly across the street from him, and the trees and outfield wall coming into view a little later, after he crossed Ponce de Leon Avenue.




  He had just finished a “season” that had provided nothing, but had promised everything—Billy Smith had hired him for the Crackers and Rickey’s Browns had shown big league interest. He mapped out a future for Elvena. He told her a career in baseball was a strong possibility, citing the tangible encouragement he’d already been given and noting the comfortable life of the successful player. Always confident but never vain, he told her he was good enough to succeed and said that by playing ball, he could make a good life for her. At some point during this time he proposed. As he said, “it didn’t take too long.”




  In the spring of 1915, Terry showed up at Ponce de Leon again. This time, Billy Smith farmed him out to Dothan in the Georgia State League, but he pitched terribly. He got into only two games, walking ten men in one of them, and his earned run average was over fifteen. He later placed some of the blame on his manager, an infielder who told him how to pitch, with the result that he got wilder than ever. “I couldn’t get the ball over the plate,” he said, after following the infielder-manager’s instructions. “Don’t think he liked me, anyway.”




  Then in June, Terry received good news: Matty Matthews, the man who had recommended him to Billy Smith in the first place, was now managing Newnan in the Class D Georgia-Alabama League. It was an era when formal contractual obligations meant less than they later would, when players sometimes were shuffled back and forth between teams almost as though they were trading cards. Matthews was able to convince Smith to get the Dothan skipper to unconditionally release Terry to Newnan. Terry had a few days until he had to report, enabling him to return to Atlanta to help Elvena celebrate her graduation from high school. “That’s where I was, Dothan, Alabama, when they gave me my release,” Terry told me. “And boy, was I tickled—tickled to get home because that wife of mine, who was just my girlfriend then, was graduating. And I got home in time to see her.”




  When he arrived in Newnan, tall and skinny and four months shy of his seventeenth birthday, nobody tried to change him. And this time, he pitched well. The lesson, like most others, was not lost on Bill Terry; as a manager, he would seldom try to change a player’s style. Early in 1933, when he was managing the Giants, John Drebinger of The New York Times asked him how he was going to coach the erratic right-hander, Roy Parmelee, and Terry remembered his Dothan manager. “They tried to make me turn around before I made each pitch, with the result that I couldn’t pitch at all,” he said, adding that at Newnan, he “was allowed to pitch any way I liked, and I won nine straight games.” Okay, Drebinger said, but what would Terry do with Parmelee? “If he can win games for us, I don’t care if he pitches standing on his ear,” Terry replied.




  Terry’s memory glamorized his achievement, but not by much. In the course of Newnan’s very short season (hardly more than a month), he was 8-1. Even so, he was overshadowed by the team’s star, Jack Nabors. In fact, Terry’s first start came on June 17, the day after Nabors pitched thirteen innings of no-hit ball, something the Atlanta Constitution called “a world’s record in organized baseball.” That game was even reported in The New York Times. But Terry didn’t stay in the background for long. He started to win regularly and convincingly. Finally, on June 30, Terry’s moment of pitching glory arrived.




  He remembered it with great pleasure, saying how much it meant to him as a kid of sixteen, and how happy he was to find that Archie Sneed, his future father-in-law, was very impressed. Terry no-hit the Anniston club, winning 2-0. That story didn’t make The New York Times, and the Constitution’s praise was a bit faint—under the headline, “Atlanta Boy Hurls No-hit for Newnan,” the newspaper reported that “sensational fielding by Newnan robbed Anniston of several hits.” Still, that may have been a fair account since Terry himself told me that “the last guy up hit a line drive into right field, and 1 knew it was a no-hitter, you know, and it scared me; but the right-fielder came up with it, anyway.”




  Some credit for Terry’s success should certainly be given to Matty Matthews, an influence Terry never forgot (Matthews ended up as a jailer in Covington, Kentucky, and whenever the Giants played at Cincinnati, Terry would cross the river for a visit).




  Terry remembered Matthews very fondly. He owned a bar in Atlanta; Terry and the other young players would go in every night, and Matthews would give them a pitcher of Coke on the house. “We used to kid with him like we wanted something,” Terry remembered, although all they wanted was the Coke. “See,” he said, “I was only sixteen.” But their kidding made the manager a little nervous, and one night on the road when Terry and his friends stayed out late, Matty waited up: “We had four fellows and we could sing pretty good,” Terry said. “I never will forget we were in Anniston, and we went to the fair. And we came in, back to the hotel, and there was a stairway to the second floor, and as you turn—he was sitting across the stair, and he wanted to see what we looked like. And we didn’t touch a drop. And we sang, just walking around, and looking at things at the fairground, and didn’t even think about drinking anything. It was a pretty nice group we had.”




  Most importantly, Matthews taught Terry how to pitch with control, or at least he tried. On the day Terry reported to Newnan, Matthews, who knew how wild he had been at Dothan, met him at the train station. Matthews was the team’s catcher, and he had his chest protector with him. He walked with Terry to a drug store in town, bought a bottle of ink, and slapped the protector on the counter. Terry asked what was going on, and Matthews simply said, “You’ll find out.” Then he used the ink to make a spot right in the middle of the protector. “Now I’ll tell you what I want,” he told Terry, “no matter which way I stand, I want you to throw at that ink spot. We’re going to get you so that you can pitch to a spot.” Matthews’ lesson speaks for itself—in half a season, Terry was transformed from a truly awful pitcher to one good enough to throw a no-hitter.




  On July 7, 1916, Matthews wrote a letter recommending Terry to Garry Herrmann, owner of the Cincinnati Reds, embellishing on Terry’s record (he said he’d won twelve, but he’d only won seven) and age (he said he was 21 when he was only 17). Matthews may have thought Terry’s youth was keeping him from a shot at the big time. Later, commentators suggested Terry really was several years older than he claimed, but the Atlanta papers listed him as being seventeen in 1916, long before anybody knew who he was, so this isn’t likely. In any event, Herrmann dispatched no scouts to Newnan, where Terry stayed and pitched again the following year.




  Meanwhile, Archie Sneed, Elvena’s father, who had worked for a stove manufacturing company based in Tennessee, was transferred to Memphis. The move probably pleased his wife, who came from a prominent Memphis family. (Her father had donated money to build the Hebe fountain, which still stands in Court Square.) The teenage Terry must have been devastated. He had met Elvena at fifteen, and he was not about to let her go. When he spoke of being in love with her “for seventy-one years,” he meant the period extending from their wedding day to the day we talked in 1987, more than three years after her death. At the time she moved to Memphis, though, he had no money. He must have promised to follow her as soon as he could, and then set about finding a way to earn enough to do so.
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