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Jimmy Carter taught Hank Aaron how to ski. It’s true. The two were in Colorado in 1999 to celebrate Aaron’s sixty-fifth birthday, these two members of American royalty, the thirty-ninth President of the United States and the Home Run King.

“I’ve been a close, personal friend of Hank since I first got to know him,” Carter told me, some sixteen years after that excursion.

It was baseball that brought them together, two men who, at their cores, were a peanut farmer from Plains, Georgia (Carter) and a poor kid from Mobile, Alabama. They shared that passion as a fan and one of the greatest players in the game’s history, respectively.

May the following stories spark that same love for the game, a love my father and grandfather–both named Karl–passed on to me.

This book is for the two of you, along with the young fans I’m taking to the ballpark for hot dogs and ice cream in mini helmets, my sons Jack and Cooper.

It’s also for my incredible wife, Jama. If it weren’t for your patience and understanding while this project consumed me, it wouldn’t have been possible. It’s for my mother, Deb, my brother, Tom, and brother-in-law, Kyle, my nephews, Alexander and Jamasen, and all those family and friends that suffered through me being holed up with my computer.

Thanks to Brad Hainje, Beth Marshall, Adrienne Midgley, and Chris Rice with the Braves; my friend Mark Lewis, along with Beth Davis and Lauren Gay for your work in securing an interview with Carter; Rachel Levitsky with the Major League Baseball Players Alumni Association; my boss at my day job, Jeff Genthner; my colleague and friend Zach Dillard; and, finally, my editor, Julie Ganz, for the opportunity and freedom to tell these tales.

“Baseball, it is said, is only a game,” Pulitzer Prize–winner George Will once wrote. “True. And the Grand Canyon is only a hole in Arizona. Not all holes, or games, are created equal.”

From that end, chronicling baseball comes with it a responsibility. I can only hope I’ve done baseball, and the people whose journeys I’ve chronicled, justice.


Introduction

Something out of Heaven

A shuttle bus worked its way through the quaint streets of the quaint town that stands as baseball’s Mayberry, while inside, a quiz of the utmost importance was being conducted.

“All right boys,” said Tom Seaver, Mets legend. “Don’t forget your wife’s name. Seriously, practice it right now.”

He turned to Bobby Cox, the former Braves manager, who in a matter of minutes, would be walking up to the podium to give his induction speech as a member of the 2014 Baseball Hall of Fame class.

For men used to operating under the gazes of tens of thousands of onlookers, pressure goes with the territory. But the very thought of forgetting to mention their significant other? That was terrifying.

“Now,” Seaver said, “what’s your wife’s name?”

“Pam,” Cox shot back.

“Don’t forget it,” Seaver replied.

He didn’t.

Cox—whose twenty-nine-year managerial career saw him win five pennants and lead the Braves to fourteen straight division titles—thanked his wife and eight children “for their unwavering support, even though I spend half the year on the road and the other half at the ballpark” to close out his nine-minute, fifty-second speech.

To his right on the stage on the grounds of Cooperstown’s Clark Sports Center sat two of the cornerstones of Atlanta’s 1990s domination, pitchers Tom Glavine and Greg Maddux, themselves waiting for their turns.

Behind them all was a collection of fifty-five returning Hall of Famers, including Braves greats Hank Aaron and Phil Niekro. It was Aaron that received the longest ovation.

In the distance, in plain view of the stage, working as an analyst for MLB Network, was John Smoltz, another of Cox’s Cy Young winners, who would receive his own HOF call a year later.

“It’s like something out of heaven that landed here in Cooperstown,” Cox said.

Heaven? No, more like Atlanta, as the day and the entire weekend belonged to the Braves.

“It represents what we were able to do in terms of turning the organization around and having the success that we had in raising this organization to the standard that we did in the 1990s,” said Glavine, “which is the standard most clubs wanted to adopt and tried to emulate.”

An estimated crowd of 48,000—the third-largest ever and sixteen times the previous year’s total—descended upon the New York burg on July 27, 2014, to see the Braves trio, along with slugger Frank Thomas and managers Tony La Russa and Joe Torre. Thomas, La Russa, and Torre only deepened the connections to the Braves and Georgia, as Thomas is from Columbus, Georgia, Torre was a former Braves player and manager, and La Russa also played in Atlanta.

“I don’t think you can write a script any better than that,” Niekro said.

To be fair, Maddux didn’t go into the Hall of Fame representing the Braves. Faced with picking Atlanta or the Cubs, who drafted him and with whom he won his first Cy Young Award, the right-hander chose neither. But with three straight Cy Youngs and ten postseason appearances, to many, he will always be a Brave.

As Maddux put it, “People ask me why my Hall of Fame plaque has no logo. I spent twelve years in Chicago, eleven in Atlanta, and both places are very special to me. Without experiences in both cities, I would not be standing here today.”

Before the ceremony began, Leo Mazzone, the former Braves pitching coach and Cox’s right-hand man during the franchise’s 1990s heyday, was talking to one of Cox’s daughters. Her dad was nervous, and Mazzone, like he had done for Atlanta pitchers so many times, played psychologist.

“I told her to text him a message that said ‘We’ve been in a lot tougher jams than this one,’” Mazzone said.

An impromptu tomahawk chop and chant broke out as MLB Commissioner Bud Selig introduced Cox, and he would later admit his hands shook as he began his speech. The game’s all-time leader in ejections eased the tension with a joke.

“A few years ago,” Cox said, “I was sitting with Steve Stone, the broadcaster for the Chicago White Sox, at an Arizona Fall League game, and this guy comes up and says, “Steve, can I have your autograph?” He says, “Sure.” He signs it, and he says, “Hey, you don’t want Bobby’s autograph?” That guy just stared at me, and he says, “Yeah, I know you. You’re that guy from Atlanta who gets thrown out all the time, right?” I said, “Yeah, that’s me, but [Tommy] Lasorda, if he hadn’t quit so early in his career, he would’ve had the record that I’ve got now.”

While former general manager and current team president John Schuerholz watched, he couldn’t help but reflect. For Schuerholz, the architect of those 1990s monsters, here was the manager he worked so harmoniously with, alongside the biggest free-agent signing of his reign (Maddux), and Glavine, another key piece of the core he built around for more than a decade.

“You’re proud to be a world champion,” he said, “but when the organization is represented like this, the excellence that is reflected in these three guys for what they did in baseball, to be recognized all at one time—in our organization—buttons are popping off our shirts. That’s how proud we are.”

Bill Bartholomay couldn’t help but think back to the beginning as he took it all in. The club’s chairman of the board and chairman emeritus, he was the owner who moved the Braves from Milwaukee to Atlanta in 1966, overcoming controversy and numerous legal battles.

One hundred years after Reconstruction, America’s game had come to the Southeast, and with it a superstar in Aaron. It was those early days that set the stage for this baseball time capsule, and Bartholomay, along for that entire ride, soaked it in.

“So when I sat in Cooperstown … in between little rainstorms and whatnot and heard the talks and did all that stuff, that’s what I was reflecting on,” he said. “The people involved, the great managers, the great pitchers.

“Never again will two 300-game winners from the same team be inducted at the same time … That’s something to be proud of. Very proud of it, anybody who was associated with it, and I’m the lucky guy that was in an ownership position and chairmanship position all the way through, pretty much.”

It was Maddux that led off the ceremony, and before “The Professor” had even mentioned the Braves, he managed to give a glimpse of his mischievous ways.

Maddux was an infamous practical jokester—former teammate David Wells called him “The Silent Scumbag,” though with total affection—known for, among the more printable transgressions, lighting players’ shoes on fire. As Chipper Jones would tell MLB.com, “He’s one of the grossest guys I’ve ever been around in my life.”

So it should come as no surprise that, when his speech touched on his brother, fifteen-year MLB vet Mike, Greg Maddux disclosed this nugget: “He even taught me a little bit about science. It has to do with a little methane and a lighter, and I still get a huge kick out of it today. That’s funny, huh?”

He wasn’t done, directing his attention to Smoltz when he summarized his time with the power pitcher and Glavine, ending with a dig that would resurface a year later at Smoltz’s induction ceremony.

“The next seven years were spent winning division titles, watching the kids grow up,” Maddux said, “and watching John Smoltz’s hairline recede.”

Maddux later revealed it was the first prepared speech he’d ever given, and as for the striped tie he wore, he said, “I re-used this. My daughter had a fraternity party back in January and it was still tied so I didn’t have to re-tie it. Second time this year.”

Known for his efficiency and wasting little time on the mound—he once threw a complete game on just seventy-six pitches—he needed just ten minutes to deliver his speech.

Glavine would clock in at seventeen minutes, twelve seconds. Known for his unwillingness to give in on the mound, he was unafraid of walking batters, figuring that eventually they’d swing at something they normally wouldn’t if he lived on the edge of the strike zone.

He picked this moment to let it be known where that trait came from.

“People always ask me where I got my qualities from,” the left-hander said. “My work ethic I got from my dad, and as much as my mom hates to hear it—Mom, I’m sorry—I got my stubbornness from you.”

The trio of Braves marked just the second time in history that three members of the same team were being inducted together, joining famed Cubs double-play combination Joe Tinker, Johnny Evers, and Frank Chance in 1946. It was also just the ninth time teammates were going in together, the most recent being the Dodgers’ Don Drysdale and Pee Wee Reese in ’84.

“This wasn’t just good luck that caused all this to happen,” Schuerholz said. “This was good intentions, good plans, good efforts, good God-given ability, good aggressiveness, good commitment to their level of professionalism and each and every job they had, and it’s imbued throughout this entire organization.”

But as Glavine thinks back on that weekend, he doesn’t focus on his own experiences.

For a franchise that can boast Aaron, and the likes of Warren Spahn, Eddie Mathews, and—thanks to its founding as the 1871 Boston Red Stockings—can call itself the oldest continuously playing team in North American sports, its finest era was just getting started in its parade of immortals.

“It was kind of, looking at it, the start of what we all think is going to be a pretty decent little run here of guys representing this organization getting into the Hall of Fame,” Glavine said. “So, yeah, certainly with me, Bobby, and Greg last year and knowing that John is coming and Chipper’s coming, that John Schuerholz should be coming.”

Schuerholz could be part of the Class of 2017 and Jones is eligible for election a year later.

That group helped the Braves become the gold standard of any American sports organization at their apex, a year-in and year-out triumph that became as cliché as death and taxes.

For Bartholomay, it was the culmination of possibility.

He saw an untapped region of fans, potential TV gold—a prophetic thought that would be expanded by his successor as team owner, Ted Turner—and a chance to expand the sport’s reach in a major organizing center for the civil rights movement.

When the Braves played their first game in Atlanta on April 12, 1966, they did so against the Pirates, putting the likes of Aaron, Mathews, Torre, Roberto Clemente, Willie Stargell, and Bill Mazeroski on display.

“Baseball, football, and other sports recognized that some of the sociological barriers that had been there should not stand,” Bartholomay said. “Baseball was in a position to do something about that and the Braves were the ones that were in the position to make a move.”

Aaron’s crowning achievement—surpassing Babe Ruth as Home Run King—would follow, as did the transformative Worst-to-First season of 1991 and Atlanta’s lone pro sports championship in ’95.

The franchise knew success before it arrived in the South, winning a championship in Boston in 1892, then a World Series in 1914 and another in Milwaukee in 1957. But in Atlanta it became a brand.

It became “America’s Team.”

That nickname was a dash of grandiosity from Turner, but rang true thanks to the draw of TBS.

Former Braves catcher Gerald Laird was a testament to that. He grew up south of Los Angeles, but when he signed with the team in February 2013, he didn’t hide his true fandom.

“This was my favorite team growing up as a kid,” Laird said. “I grew up in Southern California, but every day, 4:05 p.m. Pacific Time, I remember going home to watch the Brave game. Mom would say, ‘You can watch the Brave game if you do your homework.’”

Like many in his generation, he was rushing to see Glavine, Maddux, and Cox.

They helped shape a franchise, but they weren’t alone. These are the men and the events that have defined the Atlanta Braves.


Chapter One

Hank Aaron’s 715: A New King and His Court

“What’s he like? What do I expect?” a lawyer friend asked former Braves public relations director Bob Hope as they drove to the southwest Atlanta home of Hank Aaron. The legendary slugger would be appearing in a mock SportsCenter segment for the bar mitzvah of the attorney’s son.

The former Braves director of public relations, who was alongside Aaron during his pursuit of Babe Ruth’s home run record, didn’t need long to mull it over.

“First of all, you’ll go in there and tell him, ‘Hank, I really appreciate you doing this. It’s really only going to take five minutes,’ ” Hope said. “We’re going to be there an hour and a half later. He’s just going to be talking to you and chatting and treating you like you’re an old friend.”

“How would you describe him?” the man asked.

To that, Hope had an answer that rang deep, one that is framed in his office next to a painting of the Hall of Fame slugger. “There’s this poem, ‘If,’” Hope said, recalling Rudyard Kipling’s ode to self-discipline, which Hope’s grandfather used to read to him.


If you can keep your head when all about you

Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

But make allowance for their doubting too;

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,

And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise



“I always think of Hank when I read that poem,” Hope said.

Upon their arrival at Aaron’s home, the former Brave wanted to show the two men what he had received from the Smithsonian Institute. After his eightieth birthday, artist Ross Rossin had painted a photorealistic image of Aaron, which had been added to the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, DC. To commemorate the occasion the Smithsonian had put together a coffee table book for Aaron, and as he lifted back the cover, Hope was taken aback.

There on the first page was Kipling’s “If.”

“Hank, hold on,” Hope said. “Did they put this poem in here?”

“That’s my favorite poem,” Aaron replied. “That’s how I try to model my life, after that poem. So they put it in there.”

A stunned Hope turned to his friend.

“Isn’t this bizarre?”

It’s a line from the final verse that Hope first points to when discussing Aaron: “Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch.” He watched the future HOFer deal with the specter of Ruth’s ghost hovering over him—and that was just part of the weight he carried.

“I think he gets not nearly enough credit for what he meant to the civil rights movement, being peaceful in Atlanta and far more dignified than it might have been had Hank Aaron been a different personality,” Hope said. “The pressure on him was not just the Babe Ruth home run chase, but the pressure of being the African American superstar in the south, I mean any sport.”

While he marched toward number 715, Aaron received vulgar hate mail and death threats and would check into hotels under a different name, sometimes staying at a different location than his teammates. He had a bodyguard, but would never give in.

“Sometimes you do things that are a little crazier than necessary, but we had that system in place,” Hope said. “There was never a feeling of real threat. There was a rudeness you’d confront.”

Said Bill Bartholomay, a member of the Braves ownership group, “Nobody will ever really understand—and knowing Hank he would probably downplay—the pressure on him … A lot of objectionable, tasteless commentary came to his attention, mostly by letter, but a lot of positives too. He just handled it in a beyond classy way, just fantastic.”

Hope recalls a visit to California where he invited Aaron to visit him for drinks in a nearly empty lounge at the Sheraton-West. After Aaron had arrived, he was approached for an autograph. He obliged, but another patron took offense.

“You think you’re better than the rest of us, don’t you?” he said before pushing Aaron. The man was restrained and Aaron excused himself, returning to his hotel room.

“There was a lot of that little aggravation-type stuff,” Hope recalls.

But Aaron maintained a dignity that in itself would become legendary.

“He never yielded to racist remarks,” said former president Jimmy Carter. “He never tried to respond in any way. He never complained about it. He never made a big deal out of it. Hank was a special friend of mine.”

During the home run chase, a call came from an Atlanta Little League asking if a child with leukemia could meet Aaron. The team obliged, and suddenly the Braves were inundated with calls of other dying children, and multiple families would go down before games to see him.

“You’d look and (think) ‘Most of these kids aren’t dying,’” Hope said. “Some of them were really sick, but most of them, people were just conning us to come down and get a reason to meet Hank Aaron.”

The National League would soon adopt a rule that forbade children from being in the dugout before a game. So Hope went to Aaron and, thinking with the pressure mounting as he chased Ruth, that he could save Aaron a few minutes before a game.

“Kids aren’t allowed in the dugout,” Hope told him. “So all these kids that come down there because they’re sick, you and I know most of them aren’t sick. So we don’t have to do that.”

“Well, I know a lot of them aren’t sick, but some of them are,” Aaron replied. “I don’t mind that. The time with the kids is kind of a relaxing time and it’s distracting for me. I’ll keep that up regardless.”

Years later, Hope was approached by a man in an airport who told him that while on their way to New Orleans to get open-heart surgery for his son they stopped in Atlanta so he could meet Aaron. The boy had his picture taken with him and had a baseball signed. Less than a week later he died on an operating table and he would be buried with that baseball.

“Probably the greatest moment of his life,” the man told him.

“I thought, ‘That’s probably the greatest statement to Hank,’ because nobody knew that Hank was doing that,” Hope said.

On April 8, 1974, Aaron stopped walking with kings and, as a ball went from the hands of Al Downing to those of Tom House, he became a king himself.

“This was the record of all records,” Bartholomay said. “This is the record nobody thought anybody would ever catch and it was done by Hank Aaron.”

In the process he would make two pitchers and a reporter—who happened to be at the right place at the right time—part of one of baseball’s most celebrated moments.

*   *   *   *

“This is the young pitcher we brought up,” said Elston Howard—a longtime friend of Aaron’s from their Negro Leagues days—as the Yankees catcher and reigning American League MVP presented his roommate.

“I hear good things about you,” Aaron said as he met Downing, a lanky left-hander who would go on that season to lead the AL in strikeouts. “You need any advice or help, you give me a call.”

It was spring training 1964 and Aaron, ten years, nine All-Star appearances, and an MVP into his own career, was filling his role. Along with the likes of Ernie Banks, Willie Mays, Frank Robinson, and Billy Williams, Aaron was among the crop of black stars that followed Jackie Robinson and he was paying it forward.

“They were the guys that were responsible for the next level of young black players coming into the major leagues,” Downing said, “and [they were] giving them advice on how to handle yourself up here, keeping yourself fit and ready to play, how to deal with the everyday rigors of playing in the major leagues.”

Over the next decade when they saw each other they would exchange pleasantries—a “How you doing?” matched with one back—and after Downing left the Yankees for the Dodgers in 1971, their meetings took on a different focus. They faced off twenty-four times during Downing’s first three seasons in Los Angeles, with Aaron collecting six hits against him with two home runs. But over that span, Downing had yet to lose a start to Atlanta, with the Dodgers going 6–0 in games he opened against the Braves in 1973. He’d been an All-Star in 1967 and a 20-game winner in 1971.

Manager Walter Alston had an easy choice when he announced, after Aaron hit number 714 two games earlier, who would start Los Angeles’ first road game of the season: Downing.

The Dodgers had a future Hall of Famer in 29-year-old Don Sutton, and Andy Messersmith, who would go 20–6 that season and finish second in the Cy Young voting, but Downing was the group’s elder statesman.

Plus, Downing had experience with this kind of potential circus. He was a rookie in New York when Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris chased Ruth’s single-season record.

“I firstly believe that Walter Alston felt that it was a very important game, not only for us, but for everybody,” Downing said. “Who was the most seasoned veteran he had on his ball club? It was me.”

The pitch, Downing would later joke, was “a sinker … that didn’t sink.”

Despite the potential to be on the wrong end of history, Downing wasn’t changing his approach—“I’m trying to win this ball game,” he said—and there was no thought of trying to pitch around Aaron, though he did walk him in the first inning on five pitches. It drew boos from a crowd of 53,775 that included Sammy Davis Jr. and Carter, who was then Georgia’s governor, and sat through a forty-five-minute pregame celebration of Aaron’s career.

Though he had once been a power pitcher, at this stage in his career Downing was trying to generate groundballs. So when Aaron came up in the bottom of the fourth with Darrell Evans on first, Downing’s only thoughts were on minimizing damage.

“You always think, ‘Look, I’m not going out here thinking about giving up a home run. I’m going out there thinking about a double play,’ because that was your stock-in-trade at the time,” he said.

In those previous twenty-four meetings, Downing had struck Aaron out just once. Knowing he was going to make contact, Downing threw a sinker that he wanted to move down and away from the right-hander. Instead it elevated.

“I got a little too much of the center of the plate with that pitch,” Downing said. “You’re not dealing with the average hitter in baseball. You’re dealing with the premier hitter in baseball and when he gets a pitch like that, his eyes had to light up ‘Oh, this is it.’ He’s all over that pitch.”

Before he strode to the plate, Aaron had a message for his young protégé, Dusty Baker. “That I can remember like it was yesterday,” Baker said in 2014. “It was a cold, cold night in April. Hank told me, ‘I’m going to get this over with now.’ He knew every pitch that was coming. He had total recall of pitch sequences. He was as smart as they came.”

“I think that was right,” Aaron confirmed. “I think I made that remark and made it to Dusty maybe three or four times. I just felt within myself that eventually before the night was over I was going to hit a home run.”

He did, and as the ball set sail off Aaron’s 33-ounce model A99 Louisville Slugger, Baker raised his fist toward the sky and Braves radio voice Milo Hamilton made the call that resonates more than four decades later:

Henry Aaron, in the second inning walked and scored. He’s sittin’ on 714. Here’s the pitch by Downing. Swinging.

There’s a drive into left-center field. That ball is gonna be-eee … Outta here! It’s gone! It’s 715!

There’s a new home run champion of all time, and it’s Henry Aaron.

As Bartholomay notes, the events of that night may have all been laid out, if you look hard enough. The number 4 is said to represent those with strength, power, and stability, and it was everywhere in that moment. Aaron wore number 44, as did Downing. Atlanta was playing in their fourth game of the season in the fourth month (April) of the year on a day (8th) divisible by four and Aaron connected in the fourth inning.

“If you believe in numerology, and I never did until that night, you’ve got to focus on the number four,” Bartholomay said.

In the Braves bullpen in that fourth inning, Tom House was instead focused on staking his ground.

They all did, each of the relievers claiming a ten-yard territory, from Jack Acker, who had the most experience in the majors and was closest to the left field foul pole (the right-handed Aaron was a notorious pull hitter) to Buzz Capra. Having pitched in 41 major-league games entering the 1974 season, Capra was the only pitcher who had logged less MLB time than House and his 71 games. So with Capra to his left, House watched the flight of Aaron’s blast.

“We all agreed beforehand that we were going to respect our territories,” House said.

The ball came directly toward him. “Nothing more, nothing less,” he said. “If I would have stood still, it would have hit me in the forehead.” Immediately after catching it, a fishing net on an extension pole, which was being wielded by a college student sitting behind him, flew by his face.

Dodgers outfielder Bill Buckner (who would find himself inhabiting a place in baseball infamy twelve years later) had climbed the fence and was making his plea.

“Give it to me. Give it to me,” Buckner screamed.

“Not really,” House replied. “I’m on my way to home plate. Good luck.”

The next thing House remembered he was in front of Hank, who was embracing his mother, Estella. “It’s kind of fuzzy,” House said. “I remember catching it and the next thing I was cognitive of was being in front of him and his mother, who was giving him a big hug, and holding it up and saying ‘Here it is, Hammer.’ I never really thought about keeping it at all. All I could thing about was, ‘I caught it and I want to get it to him as quick as I can.’ ”

That it was House that had come in possession of the ball was a blessing for the Braves. Sammy Davis Jr. had offered $25,000 to whoever caught it.

“The security was prepared to identify the person that caught it and make sure they set down with them and find out what it would take to get the ball to Hank,” Hope said of their plans. “But we didn’t have to deal with that.”

House would be rewarded. Magnavox, with whom Aaron had signed a $1 million promotional deal, gave House a home entertainment system, and the ball and Aaron’s bat went to the electronics company for use in the American Freedom Train exhibit two years later. The memorabilia would be part of the ten-car rail caravan that also featured a copy of the Constitution signed by George Washington and Judy Garland’s dress from The Wizard of Oz.

The entertainment system went with House when he moved from an Atlanta apartment to California years later, and when he eventually relocated from Coronado to Del Mar, he donated it to Goodwill. In the aftermath of 715, he also received an estimated $300 to $400 from people across the country, commending him for giving Aaron the ball.

“(They’d write) ‘It’s pretty cool that you gave the ball back. Here’s five dollars or here’s a check for …’” House said.

They are forever linked to Aaron, Downing and House. They are accomplices to history, a link that largely overshadows anything they’ve done before or since. Downing was the first black starting pitcher in Yankees history, an All-Star, and a broadcaster after he retired, but there’s no escaping 715. House would go on to write or co-write nineteen instructional baseball books and pen an autobiography entitled The Jock’s Itch: The Fast-Track Private World of the Professional Ballplayer. He also became a noted quarterback guru, working with the likes of Tom Brady and Drew Brees, and worked to transform two Indian baseball novices into pitchers in what was the basis of Disney’s film Million Dollar Arm. But he too will always be remembered as part of Aaron’s accomplishment.

“The really cool thing is that when I talk about that, being a trivia question, that’s the highlight,” House said. “The good news, catching Henry Aaron’s 715th career [home run] was the highlight of my career. That’s also the bad news, that’s the highlight.”

Said Downing of how often Aaron’s home run comes up: “What year is this now? It’s still going.”

Downing and House and that April night at Atlanta Stadium were cemented from the start, but a 22-year-old reporter would see his own inclusion take on a life of its own years later.

*   *   *   *

As Aaron rounded third base after that historic blast and neared home, his teammates were waiting for him. So too was Craig Sager, a floppy-haired kid clutching a microphone and tape recorder.

A year removed from graduating from Northwestern, he was working at WSPB, an AM radio station in Sarasota, Florida. Making $95 a week as news director, he was also tasked with live updates during the morning and afternoons, and his boss made it clear: He was expected back the next morning or he would be fired.

“Oh yeah, he was serious,” Sager said. “Of course then after I got back he took all the credit: ‘Oh yeah, it was my idea to send him.’”

Sager would become a staple at Turner Sports as a sideline reporter for TNT and TBS, and his rise decades after Aaron’s homer would make his inclusion in the oft-played highlight something of an Easter egg. “With electronic media and everything going on, YouTube, whatever, it’s so easily accessible that’s it’s bigger now, obviously, than it ever was,” Sager said.

Sager’s trademark has long been his outlandish clothing, a palette of velvet, plaid, stripes, and fluorescent colors. NBA All-Star Kevin Garnett took special exception to one pink suit, telling Sager, “You take this outfit home and you burn it.”

Making a fashion statement wasn’t on his mind as he wore his old dad’s trench coat, a choice made for combating the cold and rain. But it also made him impossible to miss. As Aaron rounded third and stepped onto home plate Sager worked his way past Los Angeles catcher Joe Ferguson into the scrum of Braves and followed Aaron and those offering their congratulations while he made his way to his parents.

Back in college Sager had dressed as Willie the Wildcat, with his role as a mascot making him used to being on the field—“I used to run around on the field all the time,” he said—so he thought nothing of running into that celebration.

“I don’t know, out of instinct, I just went out there,” Sager said. “When you look at the video, sure it looks like ‘What the hell is he doing out there?’ But at the time, I had the microphone and I just felt like I wanted to get in there and see what was going on and record whatever I could.”

He captured House delivering the ball and the joy in the voice of Aaron’s mother, who was escorted by Bartholomay. The owner was with Estella and Herbert Aaron and immediately after the homer, “helped get her over our little guard in front of where we were sitting.” Mother and son embraced—and Sager, and Sager alone, had it all on tape.

“I knew I had something special in there, because of just the sound with his mother, you know, everybody else, Tom House saying ‘Here’s the ball. Here’s the ball.’ The recording of the moment and all that was great, but I had sound that nobody else had and nobody else would have had,” Sager said.

Months later, before the All-Star Game in Pittsburgh, Sager approached Aaron at a table with the intent of giving him a tape of the call. Thinking he wanted an autograph, Aaron showed little interest.

“That’s okay,” Aaron told him. “I’ve seen it all.”

But when Sager finally played the tape for him, Aaron remembered the kid with the trench coat and tape recorder.

“That was kind of a bond right away, because he realized I hadn’t given it to someone, I hadn’t sold out on him, and I was just giving it to him,” Sager said.

The two stayed close over the years, phoning on the anniversary of the home run, and in 1996 Aaron and Sager made a trip to Cuba. After MLB stopped Braves owner Ted Turner from taking the Braves to play against the island’s national team, which won gold in baseball at that year’s Summer Olympics in Atlanta, Turner opted instead to have the next best thing.

“They won’t let me take the Braves over there,” Turner told Cuban president Fidel Castro. “I’m going to send Hank over to do some clinics for you guys.”

Upon telling Aaron, Turner suggested that he reach out to Sager, who worked for Turner-owned CNN and TBS for the 1991 Pan American Games in Havana.

“Talk to him, go with him, he’ll take you,” Turner told Aaron.

Sager went and discussed the trip with Aaron, telling him “Oh, the people are great. We’ll have a great time.”

Unable to tell anyone they were going due to travel and trade restrictions, Aaron and Sager flew to the Bahamas before making their way to Cuba, where they went to a number of small towns to put on youth baseball clinics. Sager would give a brief introduction of why they were there before turning things over to Aaron. They moved from destination to destination, with word spreading before their arrival.

“The next town would know we were coming. It was like something you could just do in a movie,” Sager said. “There was no way you would think that was live in the way of spontaneity that you could have something happen like that.”

Still, pulling up in an expensive car, in a place where such things are rarely seen, created some confusion about who was inside.

“People would say ‘Oh, somebody big? Is it Fidel?’” Sager recalls. “Then they’d hear it was baseball and they’d say ‘Willie Mays! Willie Mays!’ and Hank would get out of the car and (they’d say) ‘Willie Mays!’ and he’d say ‘No, I’m Hank Aaron’ (and they’d say) ‘Oh, Hank Aaron!’”

Beyond baseball, Sager also helped Aaron navigate the street shops of the Malecón. He had instructed Aaron to bring jeans that he could exchange for boxes of cigars.

“You’re going into these houses with no security, nobody around him,” Sager said. “Going in there and not being able to understand the language but being able to get Hank cigars. We just had a great time.”

*   *   *   *

Fireworks filled the sky, and an electronic sign in the stadium flashed “Move Over Babe Here Comes Henry.” But there was neither pomp nor circumstance in Aaron’s first public comments as he stepped to the microphone. “I just thank God it’s all over,” he said.

He was presented with a new Cadillac from the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce, while Governor Carter gave Aaron a license plate that said HR715. It wasn’t the gift of a new car that would gain the most notoriety.

“I gave him a ten-dollar license plate and then in Encyclopedia Americana they had a picture of me giving him a license plate and didn’t mention the fact that he got an eight-thousand-dollar Cadillac from the Chamber of Commerce,” Carter recalls, laughing.

While Aaron’s thoughts were centered on relief, Hope’s were too, to a degree.

The streaking fad of the 1970s was one of the Braves’ biggest concerns in the run-up to Aaron’s record-breaking homer. They had one streaker, a woman who removed a raincoat in the upper deck of the stadium. Asked how he’d like to handle it, Hope replied “Well, tell her put her clothes on. Nobody noticed her, they were all watching Hank run around the bases.”

The real fear came when 17-year-olds Cliff Courtenay and Britt Gaston jumped onto the field along the first-base line and caught up with Aaron as he rounded second. They patted him on the back before running back down the first-base line. They were both arrested, though charges were dropped.

“It could have been a lot worse,” Aaron said in 2010. “They were having fun with it as kids.”

Said Hope, “I think what happened in hindsight is that everybody got so caught up in watching the home run that they weren’t doing their job. That was a scary thought when they ran out on the field.”

More than anything, though, the end of Aaron hunting down Ruth came with tangible realities for Hope and the Braves.

“When it was over there was a little bit, ‘Is that all there is?’” Hope said. “You had this big buildup and what’s the old line Ray Kroc says, ‘It’s more fun when you’re chasing it than when you finally get it.’ I think there was a little bit of that.”
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