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  Richie Ashburn … . Why the Hall Not?: The Amazing Journey to Cooperstown is dedicated to everyone who enjoys America’s national sport and to the players who make the games so enjoyable. The book is also dedicated to those players who take the time to sign an autograph and say a few kind words to young fans. Richie Ashburn was a model of what a fans’ player should be and Richie should be emulated by the stars of today.


  FOREWORD

  IN THE COURSE of a person’s life there are many influences … people who make an impact on how we think, how we act, how we go about our lives. Many times those who influence us are close to us. They can be parents, siblings and teachers. Perhaps it is someone in the community who helps make a difference in the world we reside.

  Then there is a certain group of persons we don’t know personally but we admire for their words and deeds. Quite often they are celebrities, actors, musicians, writers, politicians, and athletes. Rarely do we get to meet these celebrities, let alone really know them. Yet we tend to generously label them with the title of hero. This is especially true in our youth.

  The following story is a tale of a young boy who got to meet his hero. It was a brief encounter, but it left a lasting impression. Years later, that small spark of time led to a relationship that benefited both men … in ways that neither could have imagined when they first met.

  The “hero” in this book was a hero to many people, especially in the Philadelphia metropolitan area. His name was Richie Ashburn, All-Star centerfielder for the Philadelphia Phillies. He had movie star looks to go along with his incredible athletic ability. For the decade of the 1950’s, he was one of the premier players in the game.

  When his playing career was over he nearly returned to his home in Nebraska to pursue a life in politics. He chose instead to try his hand at broadcasting. Nebraska’s loss was Philadelphia’s gain. For almost 35 years he entered the homes of Phillies’ fans on a nightly basis, illustrating the game and entertaining with his dry Midwestern wit and humor.

  My first encounter with Richie came in 1982. I had been hired by the Phillies as a video coordinator for the ball club that winter. As a lifelong Phillies fan, this was a dream come true … to report to Clearwater, Florida, for the fi rst day of spring training. I had met broadcaster Chris Wheeler earlier that winter, and he told me to meet him for dinner that night at the famous Beachcomber restaurant.

  I began a strange, new, and sometime intimidating job. My first night I was sitting next to Richie Ashburn at a large table filled with his old friends. Richie immediately made me feel comfortable, one of the “family.” He used the term often and accurately to describe the Phillies’ organization. It was a memorable night, one that would set the tone for my next 28 years with the ball club.

  During the years that followed, Richie Ashburn was always a constant. He was approachable, funny, and never seemed self-important. If there was an empty seat in the cafeteria, Richie would use it regardless of those who occupied the rest of the table. They could be executives, ground crew or janitors. He would break bread with all of them. He often entertained his tablemates with a story or anecdote. To the Phillies’ staff, he was simply a co-worker … not “The Great Richie Ashburn.” He never carried himself that way, and did not expect to be treated as such.

  Upon his death in 1997, I began to collect interviews about Richie with the hope of someday producing a documentary about his life. His colleagues, friends, family members, and old teammates passing through Philadelphia were included in this project. They each gave a small glimpse of this great man. The real impetus for the documentary came when his son Rich Ashburn, approached me with a box of old film that contained home movies of his playing days and hometown of Tilden, Nebraska. After a trip to Tilden in the summer of 2007, it was time to make this production happen.

  In the course of writing and shooting for Richie Ashburn - A Baseball Life, I remembered a story about a man who started a grass roots campaign to get Richie elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York. At fi rst it was difficult to find him. Fortunately, he found me.

  Jim Donahue had heard about the project and asked to be a part of the documentary. He gave a great interview. He told a wonderful story. As a young boy, a chance encounter with Richie led Jim to a lifetime admiration of the Philadelphia icon. As an adult, he had something to give back.

  As Ashburn’s baseball career came under careful review, it became apparent that his statistics were good enough to warrant consideration for the Hall of Fame. A change in the rules of eligibility, however, had removed Ashburn from consideration. It was not Richie Ashburn’s nature to combat such an injustice, someone else would have to right the wrong. Jim Donahue was just the man to try.

  On a baseball scale, Jim Donahue is much closer to a Tug McGraw than to a Richie Ashburn. Jim has that Irish, cockeyed optimist persona that is well suited for taking on windmills and achieving the impossible dream. His quest was fueled by the emotions created by his hero, a man who not only belonged in the exclusive club of the Hall of Fame because of his on field exploits but also because of his body of work that followed as an announcer during three decades of Philadelphia summers.

  This book details the machinations of Jim Donahue’s quest … to see Richie Ashburn inducted into the Hall of Fame. It is common knowledge that it came to fruition and Richie is included in the Hall at Cooperstown. What is most meaningful to me was that Richie was able to live to see it. Ravaged by diabetes, no one was aware of how poor Richie’s health had become by the mid-90’s. He only lived a few years past his induction.

  It was clear to me after countless interviews with family and friends how much Cooperstown meant to Richie Ashburn. While he often downplayed his selection, even questioning his admittance in his own induction speech, it was clearly the greatest day and the greatest honor of his life. And the beauty of it was that Richie got to share it with the man who helped make it happen.

  The following is a story of inspiration, dedication, determination, friendship and reward. And a happy ending that can’t be beat.

  Dan Stephenson

  December 2010


  A FAN’S MESSAGE

  At the start, there wasn’t anything about the summer of 1957 that would indicate the impact it would have on my later life. America still liked Ike. We were just over a decade removed from World War II. Dads worked, and Moms stayed home with the kids and the kids played ball. In my Southwest Philadelphia neighborhood, if you had a pimple ball and a broomstick, you had all the ingredients for a ball game. Stickball, hoseball, stepball, boxball it didn’t matter, it was all baseball, and baseball was king.

  The Phillies at that time were a perennial second division team which meant of the eight National League teams, they were usually in the bottom four. The promising team that was The Whiz Kids just seven years earlier was gone. There were of course the two shining stars in the otherwise black hole that was the Fightin’ Phils. Ace right-handed pitcher Robin Roberts, and the speedy, hitting machine in centerfield, Richie Ashburn.

  I was eight years old, and I was an Ashburn guy. As a present for my eighth birthday, my Dad got tickets for my first Phillies game, July 20, 1957, against the Reds. I remember the excitement, walking through the turnstile at Connie Mack Stadium. What really stands out were the smells. The smell of the real grass field, the hot dogs and the cigars. To this day, when I smell a cigar, I think of Connie Mack Stadium. The other thing that was spectacular? The Phillies were in color. Remember, it was ’57, and I only knew the Phils by way of a black and white Philco television. Before the game that day, with an autograph book in hand, that I had bought at Woolworth’s the day before, I got my first a life-changing autograph, and it was from Richie Ashburn. Richie signed my book, and gave me a pat on the head. I don’t think I said anything other than thank you. The experience probably lasted all of a minute or so, but to a young fan, it turned into a life-changing event.

  The summer of 1991 I met Richie Ashburn again. He was still the same friendly, approachable guy I’d met as an eight year old. It seemed that a recent rule change had removed Richie from ever being considered for election to the Hall of Fame. Most baseball fans, myself included, believed the rule change was unfair. I truly believed one fan, rallying all of Richie’s fans, could make a difference. That day the “Richie Ashburn … Why the Hall Not?” campaign was born.

  The next four years would find me set up at Veterans Stadium to talk to fans, mailing thousands of letters and talking to any group or person that would listen. Over the course of those four years, people with much more knowledge, both marketing and baseball-wise, questioned my resolve and my sanity. Whitey himself said on more than one occasion he thought I was flogging a dead horse. I took all of that with a grain of salt, because there was something I knew that was undeniable. Richie Ashburn belonged in Cooperstown.

  After gathering more than 180,000 signatures on petitions, and sending out thousands of “Why the Hall Not?” bumper stickers, on March 7, 1995, the word came down from Cooperstown. Richie was a Hall of Famer. One thing that I always wanted to stress was this: Richie Ashburn was always a Hall of Famer. My campaign was formed to overturn an unfair rule that kept him from consideration. The most valuable thing I received from those four years was a friendship with my boyhood hero.

  In the years that followed Richie Ashburn’s Hall of Fame induction, people would ask me to describe my feelings for Rich. I think I can sum it up in two sentences. One of the greatest thrills of my life was to call Rich Ashburn my friend. One of the greatest honors of my life was to have him call me his friend.

  By Jim Donahue

  March 2011
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  The Autograph

  THE SMELL OF fresh grass, a novelty for a city boy in the 1950’s, was the first thing young Jim Donahue noticed as he eagerly strode into Connie Mack Stadium, the grand old ballpark at 21stStreet and Lehigh Avenue in Philadelphia. Stale cigar smoke was the second.

  Visits to Connie Mack, where the Phillies played for more than three decades, were special treats to Jim as a youngster. This was the era before every game was televised. The Sunday game was usually the only one that was broadcast. Jim’s father obtained tickets three or four times a year, and Jim would anticipate each visit for weeks, excitement mounting as the big day approached.

  “I remember the enormity of the park; at least it was to the eyes of a young fan,” recalls Jim. “The stadium was expansive. You could see the park as you drove up Lehigh Avenue through the residential neighborhood. The architecture was great. The park looked a lot like the old Lit Brothers Department Store at Eighth and Market streets in Philadelphia. I saw a lot of sandlot baseball fields with lumps and bumps as a kid. Connie Mack Stadium was a park with a perfectly manicured field. I remember the cut grass and freshly lined field.”

  The Phillies was Jim’s baseball team, even though The Whiz Kids’ National League championship team of 1950 was fast fading into history when he began avidly following the team. He was only one year old when the Phillies met the New York Yankees in the Fall Classic and Whitey Ford and the Yankees completed a sweep of the Phillies on October 7, 1950.

  Some members of The Whiz Kids, including Robin Roberts and Richie “Whitey” Ashburn, were still on the roster when Jim started going to Connie Mack with his father and brothers. The durable Roberts seemed to pitch almost endless innings each season as he battled and baffl ed batters with his fastball and assortment of pitches. Jim’s idol, Ashburn, as always, patrolled center field with speed and grace. On offense, Richie stole bases and drove opposing pitchers mad with his bat control. He had the ability to slash singles here and there and foul off pitch after pitch until he drew a walk or slapped a pitch past an opposing infielder. Richie was well on his way to becoming a legend in the City of Brotherly Love when Jim, from his perch in the left-field bleachers, watched him perform his baseball magic.

  Jim remembers his father giving him tips on the proper way to play baseball by pointing out how the major leaguers went about their business. Jim was told to watch Richie as he positioned himself in the spot most advantageous to his catching a ball hit by an opposing batter.

  And Donahue used those tips during his many neighborhood games. “I loved baseball; baseball was my sport as a kid. I played all of the time. I played all of the many versions of city ball, including half ball, pimple ball and box ball. I played ball all summer long. I stayed out until the sun went down almost every day. I played organized Little League, but mainly I played with my friends in the neighborhood.”

  * * *

  When Connie Mack Stadium opened on April 12, 1909, it was known as Shibe Park, named for Benjamin Shibe, a partner, along with Connie Mack, of the historic Philadelphia Athletics ball club. In 1953 the park was renamed in honor of Mack. The park was the nation’s first steel-and-concrete stadium and was designed and built in one year by William Steele & Sons, a prestigious Philadelphia company. When it was built, it was not only the nation’s most luxurious ballpark but also the most expensive: it cost almost $500,000 to build. Even so, some unlucky fans in obstructed seats had to peer around steel posts to see the playing field.

  The American League’s Philadelphia Athletics first played in the park. The Phillies joined the A’s in playing there in 1938. The A’s moved to Kansas City in 1954 and the National League team continued playing at Connie Mack until Veterans Stadium opened after the 1970 season. After the final pitch was thrown, the grand old park, the setting for vivid memories of thousands of fans of Donahue’s generation, sat vacant in the middle of a deteriorating neighborhood for six years. On August 20, 1971, a fire destroyed part of the structure. In June 1976, it was razed, and the site is home to the Deliverance Evangelistic Church.

  “Connie Mack’s old office was located over the entrance to the park. It was where he ruled the roost while he was with the Philadelphia A’s,” Jim said.

  Mack, known as the grand old man of baseball, is a baseball legend who was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1937. He was the longest-serving manager in Major League Baseball and holds the records for wins (3,731) as well as losses (3,948) and total games managed (7,755). He managed the Philadelphia Athletics for 50 years before retiring at age 87 following the 1950 season. He was the first manager to win the World Series three times and is still the only manager to win consecutive World Series on two separate occasions (1910 and 1911, and 1929 and 1930).

  Mack, who was born in 1862 and died in 1956, was also a National League catcher, playing for ten years before retiring in 1896.

  * * *

  Saturday, July 20, 1957, had all of the earmarks of being a special day in the young life of James F. Donahue. His father, James P. Donahue, had secured seats for Jim and his two younger brothers, Chris and Howard, to watch the Phillies take on the Cincinnati Reds. The trip to Connie Mack Stadium was part of a birthday celebration for young Jim. He had celebrated his eighth birthday the week before the game and the tickets were a birthday gift. Visits to see the Phillies were rare as the elder Jim Donahue worked for a trucking company, and the only time the family could visit Connie Mack Stadium was when he had a day off work.

  “The year 1957 was the time I became a true baseball fan. I was eight years old. The Phillies were undergoing a lot of changes. The excitement of the championship season had faded and the Phillies were a mediocre ball club. They finished the season with a .500 record. The Phillies had their first African American player in John Kennedy, a decade after Jackie Robinson had broken the color barrier. Kennedy was a shortstop and made his debut on April 22, 1957. The Phillies also had rookies that finished one and two in the balloting for Rookie of the Year honors in pitcher Jack Sanford and first baseman Ed Bouchee,” Jim said. “It was also the year Whitey hit the same spectator twice in the same at bat. It took place on August 17. The woman was taken to a hospital.”

  The inner-city stadium was in a rough neighborhood. Jim recalled, “I remember drivers paying insurance to some of the neighborhood youths waiting outside the ball park. It was the best 25 cents many fans ever spent. They would watch your car and make sure it kept all of the wheels and wasn’t vandalized at the end of the game.”

  On the hot Saturday afternoon of July 20, 1957, the Phillies were hosting the Reds in the second of a four-game series. The Phillies had lost the Friday night game, 7-2, and would go on to lose both ends of a doubleheader on Sunday, 4-2 and 6-4. The starting pitchers for the Saturday contest were right-handers Hal Jeffcoat for the Reds and Jim Hearn for the Phillies. Jeffcoat began his Major League career as an out-fielder, but because of a low batting average and a strong arm he became a pitcher. Neither of the starting pitchers would last very long in the mid-day heat: Jeffcoat’s day was finished after two and a third innings, while Hearn was gone after three and a third innings.

  Jim’s favorite player, Richie Ashburn, had a double in three at bats and scored a run. Pitcher Turk Farrell kept the Phillies in the contest by entering the game in the seventh and throwing three scoreless innings. The Phillies began the bottom of the ninth inning trailing 5-4. With one out in the ninth, Phillies manager Mayo Smith called on his ailing catcher, Stan Lopata, to pinch hit. Lopata, who had battled injuries the whole year, walloped a walk-off, three-run home run to win the game for the Phillies. The Reds’ losing pitcher Don Gross had pitched six shutout innings before giving up the blow by Lopata. Gross’s record fell to 4-6 for the season; Farrell’s improved to 4-2.

  The Reds and the Phillies finished in the middle of the standings in 1957. The Milwaukee Braves won the National League pennant that year while the Reds finished in fourth place, three games ahead of the fifth-place Phillies.

  * * *

  The victory was exciting but what Jim recalls mostly vividly about that July day at the ballpark happened minutes before the Phillies took the field. “Dad had a friend from church, Ross Miller. He worked in accounting for the Phillies. He told Dad to be at the park early and come down to the field near the Phillies’ dugout. He said there would be an opportunity to gather some autographs.

  “I remember going to Woolworth’s to purchase an autograph book. It cost less than a dollar. I came to the game equipped with pencils. I should have been smart enough to have some pens. If the pencil points had broken, I would have been out of luck. The autographs in my books are in pencil.

  “We went down to the field to the area of the Phillies’ dugout. Richie Ashburn came over and signed my autograph book. It was such an exciting moment of my life. I’m not sure if it took longer than 45 seconds but it was a big deal to me. Richie, my sports hero, even said a few words; I can’t remember exactly what he said but it was along the lines of, ‘Enjoy the game.’ He was such a nice guy.”

  Jim’s father took a photograph of his son and Ashburn. The photo survived and later was used by the Phillies in a video about Ashburn’s life.

  “Richie was my favorite player, absolutely, without a doubt. At that time Richie and Robin Roberts were the players that offered fans hope for a victory. When Richie came over that day it was a great situation for me. There wasn’t a crowd. Today, young fans usually have to fight through a throng to get an autograph when players are inclined to sign them. Today players are shielded from the fans. In the 1950’s, the players lived in the neighborhood and even took public transportation to the games. They were more accessible and part of the community. I just remember Richie being so nice to me and my family. You don’t see that from many players today.”

  * * *

  Richie Ashburn would remain Jim’s favorite player, even when Richie was traded to the Chicago Cubs and finished his career as a member of the expansion New York Mets. “I have to admit I fell out of love with the Phillies for a time when Richie left the team,” Jim said.

  Jim Donahue continued to seek autographs of professional players as they played in Philadelphia. Besides Ashburn, Jim has the signatures of Robin Roberts and Sparky Anderson, who played second base for the Phillies in the late 1950’s. “I played second base and I loved Sparky. The Phillies actually had two Andersons. Harry “The Horse” Anderson was an outfielder. My autograph books also contain the signature of Benny Bengough. He was a member of the feared 1927 Yankees and later he was a Phillies’ coach. I used to see the Philadelphia Warriors play pro basketball and I also have the autographs of basketball legends Wilt Chamberlain and Elgin Baylor.”

  Jim’s childhood autograph book has survived, saved by his mother, Mary. “Mom kept it all those years. When we were cleaning out the house in 2001 after her death, I found the books and the photographs Dad took that day.”

  * * *

  The 45 seconds that star player Richie Ashburn spent with Jim Donahue on Saturday, July 20, 1957, was a significant event in the life of Jim Donahue. Those 45 seconds would also be a significant moment in the professional life of Richie “Whitey” Ashburn.
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  Tilden Years

  RICHIE ASHBURN WAS a proud product of a small midwestern farming community. As he traveled through the major leagues and settled in the big city of Philadelphia, he never forgot his upbringing and his roots. When he departed Tilden, Nebraska, Richie didn’t leave behind his mid-western wit, humor and charm.

  * * *

  During Richie’s many years in the broadcast booth of the Philadelphia Phillies, he would joke with his longtime on-air partner Harry Kalas about the size of Tilden and the lack of red lights in the small town. Indeed, Tilden was then and has remained an American town embodying the joys of a simpler time.

  The earliest settlers of the town near the Elkhorn River began arriving after the conclusion of the Civil War in 1868. The first name of the settlement was Burnett and it straddled the line dividing Madison and Antelope counties. The first offi cial census counted 218 residents.

  Burnett’s residents were having a problem with their mail. The United States Post Offi ce couldn’t keep the letters and packages destined for Burnett’s residents separate from the mail being sent to those in a town named Bennett. The federal government solved the dilemma by changing Burnett’s name to Tilden in 1887. The town was named for New Yorker Samuel J. Tilden who was the Democratic candidate for president in 1876. Tilden won the popular vote over Civil War General Rutherford B. Hayes but Hayes became the 19th President of the United States when he prevailed in a disputed Electoral College vote. Some of town’s residents were slow to use the new name of Tilden and the town council had to enforce the name change by passing a city ordinance.
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