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“My father, Ted Williams, firmly believed, ‘Perfection is attainable if you dare to work hard enough.’ I applaud Anne Keene for capturing the untold historical facts of the first group of men who were sent to Chapel Hill for this pathbreaking naval aviation training program. Coupled with fantastic photos (many of my father, which I had never seen), the stories come to life with amazement in The Cloudbuster Nine.”

—CLAUDIA WILLIAMS, author, Ted Williams, My Father

“Anne Keene’s remarkable The Cloudbuster Nine is a terrific piece of research into a forgotten corner of American history—a place where the myths of major-league baseball intersect with the myths of the Second World War. It is also a place inhabited by her own father, who becomes the myth that ties it all together. An excellent read!”

—S. C. GWYNNE, author of New York Times bestsellers Rebel Yell and Empire of the Summer Moon, finalist for the Pulitzer Prize

“The Cloudbuster Nine is a captivating look at a fascinating piece of baseball—and American history. Hats off to Anne Keene for unearthing this story, and writing it down for us all!”

—SCOTT ELLSWORTH, New York Times bestselling author of The Secret Game

“Just when you think you’ve read quite enough about baseball and WWII the Big One—thank you!—along comes Anne Keene, and you realize there will always be one more great story, lovingly told.”

—ROB NEYER, author of Powerball: Anatomy of a Modern Baseball Game, 2018 Casey Award Winner

“The Cloudbuster Nine is a superb historic read that will inspire athletically gifted young men to also Patriotically Fly in Naval Aviation.”

—DAN PEDERSEN, author of Topgun: An American Story

“An important story enriched by solid research and authorial commitment.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Nearly two decades after his death, we are still discovering how remarkable Ted Williams was—yes, as a ballplayer, but also as a man. The Cloudbuster Nine not only adds to that story, but reminds us how essential baseball was and still is to America, especially in a time of crisis. Teddy Ballgame was one of millions who deeply loved baseball and that passion, played out on thousands of dusty fields around the country, helped us win a war.”

—TOM CLAVIN, New York Times bestselling author and co-author of Being Ted Williams

“In the 14 years I knew Ted, I was one of the few who constantly asked about his military service. Keene did an outstanding job researching and writing about it. Her information was right on the money!”

—DAVID McCARTHY, Executive Director of The Ted Williams Museum and Hitters Hall of Fame

“Finally, there is a book about the only time North Carolina was No. 1 in professional baseball in The Cloudbuster Nine.”

—D.G. MARTIN, author and host of “North Carolina Bookwatch”

Among 12 authors nominated for the CASEY Award for the “Best Baseball Book of 2018.”

—Spitball Magazine

Named among top “12 Titles for the New Baseball Season.”

—Newsday magazine

“If you like history and baseball, this is a solid read.”

—New York Post


Featured on FOX and Friends as a Father’s Day gift idea

“A great read wrapped around two of my loves—aviation and baseball.”

—Lt. Gen. ROBERT “BOOMER” MILSTEAD JR., USMC (RET.)

“This is a wonderful book for all baseball fans: a warm, rich personal story of America in the WWII era, a tale of boyhood, heroes, war, respect, and remembrance. I loved it.”

—NOEL HYND, author of The Final Game at Ebbets Field and The Giants of the Polo Grounds

“As a cultural, documentary photographer I can appreciate Anne Keene’s account of America’s greatest sport and its connection to America’s greatest generation. Her book ‘illustrates’ in meticulously researched prose how major-league baseball’s best players chose to wear the Jersey of the Navy, as they trained to become elite fighter pilots. These athletes approached their new mission in the same manner as they trained as athletes—with their body and soul. I gained not only new knowledge but a deep respect for these brave heroes.”

—IRA BLOCK, author of Cuba Loves: A Photographic Journey

“Well-written and impeccably researched, this captivating book offers new insights into the training that forged some of the most fabled members of the ‘Greatest Generation.’ The Cloudbuster Nine opens a new window into baseball that would appeal to any military buff, and to readers looking for a compelling family memoir.”

—BILL NOWLIN, author or editor of more than 70 books on baseball including Ted Williams at War
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To every man and woman who has served our nation in uniform and to the members of the Cloudbusters baseball team.







PROLOGUE

Babe’s Yanklands versus the Navy Pilots July 28, 1943

In mid-July 1943, the United Press wire service carried a report about a doubleheader like no other at Yankee Stadium. The story was about a team of budding fighter pilots from a North Carolina Navy base, scheduled to face a hodge-podge team of players culled from the New York Yankees and Cleveland Indians to raise funds for the Red Cross. This hand-picked major-league team was called the “Yanklands,” and they were going to be managed by the greatest baseball star in the galaxy, Babe Ruth.1

The July 28 game was the second major War Relief game of the season organized by professional baseball to swell contributions to the war effort. After dismal attendance at a recent exhibition, Yankees president Ed Barrow turned to the one and only man who could pack the stadium to the rafters. The Bambino had hungered to manage a team for well over a decade, and he viewed his Yanklands as a job audition, longing to return as the boss of everything, if only for one day.2

The Navy pilots wore generic wool jerseys, with NAVY stitched across the chests in blue letters and North Carolina patches on the sleeves. They played for a team with a quirky, weather-inspired name known as the “Cloudbusters,” earning a reputation as one of the best service-league teams to step between the lines.

During the war, nearly 25 major-league players, including a few future Hall of Famers, found themselves in classrooms and on training fields at this naval base for pilots at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

In the season of 1943, the Cloudbusters played a grand total of 45 games, picked up in sports columns making their way to the South Pacific. By the end of the war, the team’s name had vanished from the headlines.3

Cloudbusters players scheduled to face Babe’s Yanklands included Red Sox stars Ted Williams and Johnny Pesky; pitcher Johnny Sain and his Boston Braves teammate Lewis “Buddy” Gremp, an infielder; and Joe Coleman, a hurler from the Philadelphia Athletics. The captain of the team was Yankees first baseman and hometown favorite Buddy Hassett. Harry Craft, who won a 1940 World Series title with the Cincinnati Reds, played center field. Other Cloudbusters included former Red Sox, Yankees, and Reds outfielder Dusty Cooke; Ray Stoviak, who had played for the Phillies; Ed Moriarty, who had played for the Boston Braves; and former Senator Alex Sabo, who was scheduled to catch. Eddie Rommel, a contemporary of Ruth’s who was father of the modern knuckleball, was called in to umpire.4

Without earning an extra dime, the flyboys defied gas and tire rationing, logging thousands of miles on cramped tin-can buses to play colleges and military teams. The ’Busters also played rag-tag collections of no-name shipbuilders and even factory workers who built the planes fighting in the war, and they played some of the best professional outfits in North Carolina, including the darling of the Piedmont League, the Durham Bulls.

Near the end of the season, the Cloudbusters were thrilled to play at the “House that Ruth Built,” yet as the team barreled up the highway toward New York, its players could not help but wonder if they survived the war, would the Yanklands game be their swan song in a major-league park?

As soon as the Yankees organization announced the game, the media focused on two left-handed hitters—Babe Ruth and Ted Williams.5

Two of the world’s greatest hitters met in person for the very first time at Fenway Park on July 12, when Ted was cleared by the Bureau of Naval Personnel to appear at a special All-Star benefit with Ruth to raise funds for underprivileged kids.6 The mayor of Boston, Maurice Tobin, had personally lobbied to lure Ted back to town. The media blitz was tremendous. Back on his home turf at Fenway, Ted stepped out in his baggy 1942 Red Sox traveling uniform and knocked the hide off the ball. He smacked three home runs in a pregame contest against Ruth and then belted a tie-breaking home run into the center-field stands in the exhibition game that followed as the All-Stars beat Casey Stengel’s Braves, 9–8. His bespectacled Red Sox teammate Dom “The Little Professor” DiMaggio, another Navy trainee, also thrilled the crowd with a two-run triple, but poor old Babe showed his age at the plate, and he felt like a fool.7

When Babe’s trick knee acted up, he chopped at the ball like a bloated old codger, stomping off the field in a fit of frustration. In typical bulldog fashion, Babe snorted around the locker room with a black cigar. With a hoarse voice, he swore to Boston Globe reporters Fred Barry and Mel Webb that his appearance at the All-Star Game would be his last.8


Babe’s temper thawed after he threw back a few drinks that night at the Hotel Kenmore when he serenaded the crowd with “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,” bragging that his team was going to whip the Navy pilots at the end of the month.9

To gin up ticket sales, the Yankees’ press office trumpeted Babe’s role as the “pilot for his Yanklands.” The St. Louis Post-Dispatch’s Short Waves sports columnist hailed the retired home run king’s patriotic return as a manager.10 New York Sun sportswriter Frank Graham, who had covered New York baseball since 1915, pumped out teasers about Cloudbusters who had worn the Yankees jersey, like Buddy Hassett, a hometown boy returning as a Navy lieutenant, and Dusty Cooke, coming back as a pharmacist’s mate third class.

But in times of war, military games could be canceled for no specific reason and players could be detained on base at the last minute for training. Celebrity players faced the greatest scrutiny, and fans’ hearts sank when Williams’s commanding officer announced that he would not make the trip to New York for reasons beyond his control.11

As Yanklands gossip lit up the sports pages, the Cloudbusters stayed busy in North Carolina, training all day in a heat wave, taking classes, then loading up on the bus with aching bones to play double duty baseball at night. On July 24, the pilots rallied for five runs in the last two innings of a game against the Burlington Mills Weavers factory team, 9–4, before a crowd of 3,000 fans for their 22nd victory in 26 games.

On July 27, UP posted another news flash, confirming the names of 22 Yankees and Indians players chosen by Babe to man his Yanklands. When the Sultan of Swat announced that he might step in as player number 23, papers blasted the news from the shores of Honolulu to the steel mills of Sandusky, Ohio.


During the war, Babe Ruth was the ultimate patriotic symbol, joining the bald eagle and the American flag. He knocked on doors to raise Red Cross funds, sold war bonds over the radio, donated baseball films to the Navy, and knew how to make an audience root for team U.S.A.12 Barrow and Ruth made sure the patriotic War Relief benefit had all the bells and whistles to build a crowd. Captain Sutherland’s Seventh Regiment band, with its plumed hats and military uniforms, was booked to perform before the first regularly scheduled Yankees-Indians game at 1 p.m. Relay races and a fungo-bat hitting contest were organized to raise funds for war bonds before the Yanklands exhibition that afternoon. A collectable red, white, and blue souvenir scorecard was produced for ten cents a copy by the company founded by concessionaire extraordinaire Harry M. Stevens, who introduced the hotdog to ballparks.13 Centered on the cover was an image of a Yankees slugger, bannered by an American eagle and a band of stars. A stable of companies promoting ballpark delights such as Gulden’s mustard, Schrafft’s chocolates, and Beech-Nut gum purchased advertisements. The Yankees’ preferred hotels, such as The Hotel Astor and The Commodore, advertised rooms at special rates for the game, and Benny Goodman, “The King of Swing,” promoted his rooftop orchestra beside Uncle Sam’s callouts to buy war bonds.

With cars running on fumes and restricted train service, there were no luxury Pullmans or dining cars with fancy china for the Navy coaches and their cadets. Faced with a 48-hour window to return to base, the pilots took an overnight bus to the city, cranking up the highway at a breakneck “victory speed” of 35 miles per hour.14 Players were beaten down, bruised, and exhausted from the constant grind of drills and training. Combat boots rubbed their feet raw with blisters and blackened their toenails; their hands were calloused from climbing cargo nets and swinging axes to cut timber for the base; and scratches webbed their arms from bug bites and poison ivy from overnight hikes. Some players’ faces stung so badly from sunburn that it hurt to smile, but as soon as they laid eyes on Yankee Stadium, standing like a concrete mountain over the Bronx, the pain melted away like a dime ice cream cone.15

The gates opened at 11 a.m. for the doubleheader festivities, and the Indians easily defeated the Yankees, 6–2, in the first game. When Babe Ruth and Lieutenant Donald Kepler, the coach of the Cloudbusters, stepped out on the field to exchange the lineups for the Yanklands and the Busters, they were swarmed by 100 photographers and reporters. With flashbulbs exploding around them, some of the reporters were unaware of the biggest surprise, who awaited in the clubhouse.

That day temperatures hit 91 degrees. It was still perfect ballpark weather with clear blue skies as 27,281 fans clicked through turnstiles at Yankee Stadium, where a soft breeze stirred American flags and red, white, and blue bunting. Defense workers fresh off afternoon shifts were in the grandstands wearing canvas jumpers from shipyards and munitions plants where they pumped out shell casings. Kids were ecstatic as they sang “Anchors Aweigh” with Captain Sutherland’s band, as lines of cabbies wrapped around the ballpark to listen to a play-by-play account of one of the most anticipated games of the season.

No one noticed that they were drenched in sweat and sunburned when they took the roof down with cheers as the Navy fliers barreled out of the concrete chute, with Ted Williams, who was on the overnight bus after all.

Ruth added an artistic touch to the game to make it his own. That day, he replaced Joe McCarthy of the Yankees and Lou Boudreau of the Indians with Coaches Art Fletcher and Del Baker. Feeling bold, Babe had another trick up his sleeve as he surveyed the crowd, pondering his promise to step up to the plate for an at-bat.

The Yanklands game did not break records at the box office. It fell short of the attendance goal of 70,000, but for other reasons that exhibit was prominently mentioned in biographies of Babe Ruth and Ted Williams, as well as every famous ballplayer who wore the Cloudbusters jersey.16

Seventy-five years after that game, Ivan Fleser, the sole survivor of that 1943 Cloudbusters team, described the Yanklands exhibit as an All-American “homecoming,” reminding baseball fans of the way of life the pilots were fighting for.

When I journeyed back to one of baseball’s most elegant eras, this 96-year-old pitcher explained why the Cloudbusters were glorified one day in the New York Times, then rarely mentioned again. Ivan knew why military games were canceled at the last minute. He also explained why cadets like Ted were often kept on base and knew why the Navy baseball team was rarely captured in civilian photographs and never mentioned in diaries.17

At the Yanklands game, Ted Williams and the Navy pilots shined, and the rafters trembled when Babe Ruth trundled up to the plate with a big chew in his mouth, twirling a bat.

Though Babe did not realize it at the time, that game was his swan song, and it would go down in history as his last at-bat appearance in his number 3 pinstriped jersey at Yankee Stadium. Patriotic collectables from that game pop up at auction houses to this day. Unusual lore about the Yanklands benefit also lives on, including a tale about a sportswriter who bronzed one of the most bizarre souvenirs ever passed down from Babe Ruth at a game. Young sportswriters like Arthur Daley, who would win a Pulitzer Prize for the New York Times, wrote emotional columns about that charity game with great affection because they knew the Yanklands game, with its suspense and unfilled seats, symbolized the generosity of the human spirit, when everyone (kids, factory workers, professional baseball management, the Babe, Navy pilots, and the press who paid their way into the park) banded together and sacrificed to win the war.18
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INTRODUCTION

This book was born on a cold winter evening, a few days after Christmas in 2013, when I opened a metal trunk holding the keys to one of baseball’s greatest untold stories. It harks back to the golden age of baseball when minor- and major-league players sacrificed the best years of their careers to serve Uncle Sam, and they served willingly, by the thousands. When I searched through the battered old trunk for clues to write my father’s eulogy, I knew two things about him—he loved baseball, but he was haunted by his decision to leave the game he loved for reasons he never explained.

The trunk had been sealed since the early 1960s, when he threw his last pitch. Buried under a mountain of newspaper clippings and collectable baseball cards was a tattered scrapbook from World War II, displaying pictures of the immortals of baseball, staring back at me from another century. For the next two hours, I sat on a cold concrete floor in the basement, using a flashlight to study images of the Navy flier team called the “Cloudbuster Nine” and their batboy, who happened to be my father.

When I headed upstairs after midnight, the house was silent for the first time in a decade without my father’s gurgling oxygen machine and his television blaring with laugh tracks of sitcoms and nonstop sports. If baseball was not rolling across the television screen, it could be heard in the sound of box scores being torn from the morning newspaper, which my father collected in a drawer and memorized like Bible verses.

Growing up, baseball was a double-edged sword in our house: it flooded my father’s heart with tremendous happiness, but it drowned him in greater swells of sorrow, which he hid from the world and left for his family to see every single day of his life. Until I discovered that trunk, I never wanted to see another baseball game or be annoyed by the roar of the crowd blaring from a television set for as long as I lived.

Later that night, when I Googled my father’s professional baseball career for the first time, I came to realize how a failure to make it to the major-leagues and one trade in a manager’s windowless office could make a man feel like he was walking on a broken leg for the rest of his life.

But it was the Cloudbuster Nine that grabbed my attention when I realized how the game of baseball was repurposed and toughened up to train a new generation of fighter pilots during World War II. When Pearl Harbor was bombed, there were 16 major-league teams across America, with roughly 500 players during any given season. The number of minor-league players exceeded 5,000. Ninety percent of those men served in uniform during the war in some capacity, and many of them chose the most dangerous path of all—fighter pilots, the Top Guns of their generation.

Baseball aficionados might recall as many as nine big-league players who wore the Cloudbusters jersey.

In reality, that number tripled.

During the war, nearly 25 major-league baseball players, including future Hall of Famers such as Ted Williams and Charlie Gehringer, trained at this small Navy base stationed at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Ballplayers cycled through training at varying ages in different phases of their career, and I grew to revere and love them all as I read about their exploits.

The Cloudbuster Nine barnstormed the East Coast, playing baseball in county ballparks with chicken-wire fences and the most iconic stadiums on American soil to boost morale. When players were not on the road or training, they were in classrooms, where cadets including Ted Williams mastered the Theory of Flight, which likely influenced his Science of Hitting.1

Approaching the 50th anniversary of the Korean War, Williams admitted in an interview with a fellow Marine that even though he invested in a fine Leica camera, he lost all of his pictures from the war in a hurricane in Florida. Ted did not save letters either, so it is likely that he never saved a photograph or a memento from his time in Chapel Hill.2

There are other reasons why this story about Ted and the Navy pilot baseball team is missing from bookshelves.

Proof of this grand Pre-Flight sporting experiment lives on tattered documents, sadly losing a battle with time—yellowed telegrams with fading ink, decaying housing logs for cadets handwritten by WAVES, and baseball players’ autographs fading away like ghosts on antique baseballs. Because the Cloudbusters’ baseball games were covered by a bare bones press with so many reporters swept into the service, game scores were sometimes inconsistent, and ink and paper shortages put an end to printed game programs. The Cloudbusters did not always get the copy they deserved, but certain players made a lifelong impression on the people who saw them, and that memory, sometimes stained with tears of joy and a yearning for heroes, endures from generation to generation.

The U.S. Navy was never disillusioned by death. Faced with the reality that any pilot might perish, the Pre-Flight schools took extra care to provide every officer, cadet, and base worker with a special scrapbook, marking this time when they served Uncle Sam.


Had I not found that World War II scrapbook picturing that little-remembered team of pilots, my father would have taken the story of the Cloudbuster Nine to his grave. But on that cold December night a few days after Christmas, I went on a journey to understand what happened to that lost kid under the dark-blue ball cap, and my father’s pain and disappointment led me to one of the greatest untold stories of wartime baseball.



1 This statement is not made lightly; it is supported by specific naval aviation courses in physics and the Theory of Flight taught in Pre-Flight classrooms, where, after preliminary courses at Amherst, pilot trainees had to master the finer points of flight before they advanced to the next level training, when they actually flew and accrued significant solo hours.

2 Major General Larry Taylor, (USMCR) Ret., The Retired Officer Magazine, November 1999.






FOREWORD

My father, Ted Williams, never did anything “half-assed.” He was bold and courageous and did not apologize for being completely authentic and brutally honest. Anything he approached in life was with passion and determination to achieve perfection. He firmly believed that “Perfection is attainable if you dare to work hard enough.”

I would like to applaud Anne Keene for telling the untold historical facts of the first group of men who were sent to Chapel Hill for this pathbreaking Naval Pre-Flight pilot training program. Ted Williams was among the few who volunteered and were selected for this rigorous training. He is not only the greatest hitter who ever lived, but he was also among the highest caliber of men who completed training to be the best at defending our country. Coupled with fantastic photos (many of which I had never seen of my father), the stories come to life with amazement in The Cloudbuster Nine.

Anne has taken the time to discover the elements of what were then-secret Navy training methods, including rigorous physical training regimes, character-building challenges, and land and sea survival skills that even today few men could accomplish. Her time and diligence in seeking out the former cadets and pilots who are still living is reflected in these incredible stories told by our heroes and elite athletes. She has captured what it means to have great character, principles, and integrity. She redefines what it means to have a strong work ethic and perseverance. Perhaps most important, she honors our men and women in uniform who sacrificed so much to protect our country and leave behind what is truly important to our younger generations—how to be a proud American.

Claudia Williams is the last surviving child of Marine Ted Williams. She penned a loving and forthright memoir, Ted Williams, My Father, about his life after the Hall of Famer hung up his spikes. As the daughter of a World War II and Korean Conflict combat pilot and one of the greatest athletes who ever lived, Claudia strives to inspire future generations with examples of the courage and principles that her father exhibited his entire life.






PART I

MAY 11, 1943







Chapter 1

THE “BASEBALL SQUAD”

The wartime baseball diamond was skinned down to dirt and clover, bordered by a threadbare carpet of Bermuda grass. On game day, fans could smell the rain as storm clouds rumbled over pastures bordering the campus. Still, thousands of baseball fans dripping with sweat elbowed their way through security to grab a seat for one of the most unusual games ever to take place at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Even though the ballpark was a crow’s flight from Durham Athletic Park, the historic ballpark featured decades later in the film Bull Durham, there were no giant Chesterfield packs bolted to railings at Emerson Field. The concession stand closed during games, and the little ballpark didn’t have an outfield fence, just a canvas railing bordered by privet hedges that blended into the woods.1

In the spring of 1943, the grand old game of baseball was the most popular sport in America for civilians and millions of men and women in uniform. But the best players didn’t wear jerseys for the New York Yankees or the St. Louis Cardinals, champions of the 1942 World Series. As war raged in Europe and the Pacific, some of the most famous players in America were drawn to the Navy, where they took the most dangerous path of all, aiming to become fighter pilots.

The May 11 game between the Cloudbuster Nine and the home team Tar Heels was the talk of the base for weeks, thanks to sportswriters who built up the newest lineup of players as a “Homecoming Day in the Major-Leagues.”2 Never before had Chapel Hill experienced such suspense on the baseball field, stemming from a decision made by one of the most beloved and controversial figures of baseball a year earlier.

Wearing a baggy trench coat and high-waisted trousers, Ted Williams made headlines worldwide when he enlisted in the United States Navy at 150 Causeway Street in Boston on May 22, 1942. One day after Ted Williams hit his 100th career home run for the Red Sox, he was photographed by a military publicist, holding up his right hand to take the Navy oath. He stood in front of a wall of recruiting posters with a self-satisfied grin on his face, sending a message to the world that the Triple Crown winner was pleased with his choice to become a pilot.

Long before Pearl Harbor was attacked, the Army and Navy lobbied to secure Williams, whose draft status zigzagged between I-A and III-A as the sole supporter of his mother, a divorcée living in a run-down cottage under a water tank in San Diego. The press made it appear that Williams was destined to carry a rifle in the Army. The public and even his manager, Joe Cronin, went along with the prediction until Ted made an unexpected trip to an air base without alerting the Red Sox. That day, sitting in the cockpit of a hornet-yellow training plane, Ted put on a pair of aviator goggles for the first time. The Piper Cub smelled like metal, fuel, and sun-cured leather. Running his hands over instruments he did not recognize, he gripped the control stick and set his mind on becoming a pilot.


Ted chose the V-5 Naval Aviation program for reasons that had little to do with baseball. The V-5 had recently lowered its education requirements from college to high school, opening up a huge pool of candidates who never dreamed of flying. After he finished out the ’42 season, Ted reported to ground training at Amherst College in mid-November, when the Berkshire Mountains were lit by a blaze of red foliage. The first snow had fallen when Ted moved into Genung House dorm with Red Sox teammate and best friend Johnny Pesky, along with three major-league cadets, including Boston Braves pitcher Johnny Sain and his teammate, infielder Buddy Gremp, and Philadelphia Athletics hurler Joe Coleman.

The naval cadets were known as the “baseball squad.” They were joined by Alex MacLean, a Boston sports reporter who filled in for columnist Dave “The Colonel” Egan when he went on benders. It was no secret that Ted despised Egan, especially when he hit the sauce and his mean streak was brought out by his typewriter. But during those months, MacLean never published a negative word about Ted or any of the players because they were all on the same team of trainees aiming to win the war.3

Ted wanted to become a pilot long before he ever touched a baseball. His childhood idol was Charles Lindbergh, who in 1927 crossed the Atlantic in a single-engine, 223-horsepower plane—an antique Christmas tree ornament compared to the torpedo bombers landing on carriers in the Pacific during the Second World War. Before V-5 cadets could even think about grasping the stick of a Grumman, they had to pass through six months of ground training and academics that weeded out thousands of cadets. Amherst’s Civilian Pilot Training Course was the first phase of officer-candidate training, where players were mixed in with about 60 Army and Navy cadets. Cadets took navigation, aerology, mathematics, Morse code, and theoretical work, and they learned to behave like officers. For the first time in his life, Ted was an excellent student, earning a 3.85 on his transcript.4 Taking off on frozen runways, students also flew Cubs, Wacos, and Kitty Hawks with wire struts between the wings for about 35 hours a week at the Turners Falls Airport.5 If Ted passed muster and did not pop off to his superiors, he was scheduled to ship out to the Eastern Seaboard Navy Pre-Flight School in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, on April 15, around the start of the 1943 baseball season.6

As a student who scraped by with Ds at Herbert Hoover High, Ted had good reason to be anxious about the Navy’s academics, especially the math and physics so crucial to pilots. Just because the Splendid Splinter could knock the hide off a baseball didn’t mean he could calculate angles for takeoff and landing. In fact, Ted nearly killed himself in a Piper Cub, barely missing a powerline straddling the Connecticut River.

It was not grades or flying that almost derailed Ted’s naval career. Since grammar school, he had pushed his body like a freight train— always first, faster, and harder than his peers. Amherst’s physical drills were no different. Ted saddled himself with extra pull-ups and attacked commando drills with a mock ten-pound rifle. He added extra miles around the track and laps in the pool with his usual degree of self-induced, gut-busting strain. Then one day a twinge of pain landed him on the operating room table with a bulging hernia. The media caught wind of his operation at Chelsea Naval Hospital, staking out the hospital with cameras. Reporters then followed Ted back to Amherst’s infirmary, where he was confined to a month’s bedrest in a hospital gown, wondering if he would be cleared to go to North Carolina.



1 Greensboro Daily News, April 2, 1916, p. 7. (Article based on special Star correspondence filed on April 1; also Nicholas Graham, “History on the Hill,” and another web story, “A Brief History of the Pit,” filed January 12, 2016.)

2 Daily Times-News, Burlington, N.C., June 1, 1943, p. 7.

3 Leigh Montville, Ted Williams: The Biography of an American Hero, Doubleday, 2004, p. 99; Ed Linn, Hitter: The Life and Turmoils of Ted Williams, Harcourt, 1993, p. 131.

4 Naval Aviation Records obtained by author from the National Archives and Records Administration NARA listing grades for Amherst.

5 Bill Nowlin, Ted Williams: A Tribute, Masters Press, 1997, p. 78. Commentary from aviation pilots, about Amherst being a blend of officer candidate school and scientific training.

6 Ted Williams, My Turn at Bat: The Story of My Life, Simon & Schuster, 1988, p. 100.






Chapter 2

THE COMEBACK KID

Ted Williams and “Joltin’ Joe” DiMaggio were America’s biggest baseball stars at the dawn of the war. If they were lucky enough to get a muddy copy of the Stars and Stripes, soldiers read updates on Ted and Joe by the glow of cannon fire in foxholes. Sailors and airmen read about them on board battleships and airplanes, and the rest of America followed the players in the papers and on the radio.

Some of their neediest fans were exhausted factory workers like the “Rosie the Riveters” on production lines, mechanics and shipbuilders living on rations. They were farmers struggling to put food on the table, teachers, and nurses working for the Red Cross. They were housewives volunteering for war bond drives and frightened kids wishing upon a star for heroes.

Joe joined the Army Air Force and Ted enlisted in the U.S. Navy, where his destiny was changed at a small training base in Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

During the war, more men were being trained for battle and other wartime jobs in North Carolina than any other state. Highways were empty. Weekend trips to Myrtle Beach and the mountains were canceled, as people adhered to orders to stay off roads. Blackout drills were occurring on a weekly basis from Tennessee to the Outer Banks, as German submarines crisscrossed the Atlantic. When the air raid sirens wailed, people across the state kept buckets of sand on their porches to put out fires. Butter and milk were restricted, women applied for sugar rations at town halls, and “victory gardens” supplied half of the state’s vegetables.

War bond and Red Cross posters blanketed storefronts along Franklin Street, as Boy Scouts and 4-H clubs pulled Radio Flyer wagons through neighborhoods, gathering scrap metal, newspaper, and old string. Women joined the War Relief Society, where meetings were held on Monday mornings at the home of Mrs. C. T. Woollen.1

They also organized the “Gray Ladies” for the base’s Naval Pre-Flight hospital, where Red Cross volunteers rolled bandages and trained to entertain injured men in hospitals. American flags were raised on every corner, where homes and businesses displayed banners with blue and gold stars. People scoured the casualty list every day in the newspaper to see if they knew any of the dead, wounded, and missing in action; and that palpable tension never disappeared for families, praying that they would not get that dreaded telegram or a knock on the door.2

Through it all, one of the best remedies to salve fears was baseball, and that season a team of Navy fliers electrified Chapel Hill.

In the early months of 1942, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill took in the V-5 Navy Pre-Flight School. The Pre-Flight schools were but five of over 200 military institutions in operation during the war, and they functioned like mini naval academies, dropped in the middle of campuses.3 During the war, four other Pre-Flight schools would be housed at the Universities of Iowa and Georgia, along with St. Mary’s College in Moraga, California, with a fifth station established at the Del Monte Hotel on the Monterrey Peninsula. The aim was to train 30,000 pilots a year—the most ambitious pilot training program ever attempted by the modern Navy.4

When the Navy marched into Chapel Hill, no one knew if the Pre-Flight School would be open for nine weeks or nine years—no one knew how long the war would continue or if it would ever end.

This elite 90-day ground training program was created by Naval Academy graduates for one purpose: to get pilots in the best physical and mental shape of their lives. With a reputation similar to modern-day SEAL training, these schools earned blood-soaked headlines with the most difficult and dangerous training in the world.

Security barriers around these schools held secrets and an extraordinary amount of pain.

There was truth to rumors about the dangers of Pre-Flight training, where several cadets died and black eyes were a badge of honor. Broken bones, scratches, and deep-yellow bruises were all part of the culture. One cadet broke his back on a trampoline. Another drowned in Chapel Hill, and the Raleigh News & Observer reported that base’s mascot dog, Ensign Brown, dropped dead from a heatstroke after a 14-mile hike on the “hottest day of the year.”

Every parent feared the worst when they put their boys on those troop trains to Pre-Flight bases. Professional athletes knew they might never play baseball again if they got hurt, but that risk and sense of sacrifice was the thing that changed them.

Ted was assuredly lonelier than many of his peers who felt the love and support of their families back home when they entered the service. He did not wait for any packages from his parents and relied on his instincts to bond with guys like roommates who wanted him to succeed.5 Ted knew he might look like a meathead in the classroom.


He expected a lot of cuts and bruises on the training field, too, but the hard-headed hitter would have it no other way. Even though Ted dreaded the heat and mosquitoes that came with living in the South, his mind was set on perfection in Chapel Hill, and he would not settle for anything less.

By May of 1943, the Pre-Flight School dominated the campus. During the war more than 20,000 servicemen would live and train in Chapel Hill, turning the university into the largest naval base in the state.6 That year, the Navy expanded its V-12 and its ROTC programs. Troops of Marines arrived along with foreign language specialists and interpreters, and Army Air Corps meteorologists who marched through campus chanting, “Sing . . . drill . . . study . . . kill.” During the war, hundreds of French aviation cadets trained at Chapel Hill, too, including General Charles de Gaulle’s son, Philippe H. X. de Gaulle, who shipped in with cadets from French Morocco and West Africa. The French thought the girls were better kissers back home, but they swore that Pre-Flight was the hardest training they’d ever seen, working “more in one day” than in a week at home.7

During the war, Navy flags were hoisted every morning at 8 a.m. alongside North Carolina and American flags and the Tricolour of France. The entire town converted to military time, and Navy planes literally busted through the clouds, skimming tree lines as they roared in and out of the campus airfield.

During baseball season the campus was in full bloom: coral honeysuckle tumbled down rock walls, azaleas exploded with fuchsia petals, and the smell of fresh-cut grass and wisteria spidered through the air. Spring also brought bursts of rain that could shut down a ballgame in seconds, but on May 11, the distant rumble of thunder and the smell of rain only worked to intensify the rush into the park.



1 “War Relief Society Meeting,” Chapel Hill Weekly, May 7, 1943, p. 1.

2 “The ‘Gray Ladies,’” Chapel Hill Weekly, May 14, 1943, p. 2.

3 Original Plan for Pre-Flight Training Syllabus presented by Tom Hamilton to Captain Radford, December 1941. Memo from Head of Physical Training Department to Director of Aviation Training; subject: Tentative Proposed Physical Training Program for Naval Aviation, p. 1 (handwritten cover, no date noting the territory of the South).

4 Cloudbuster, December 19, 1942, p. 1.

5 “Ted had an ability, actually a gift, to align with the right people who would be loyal.” Interview with Sarah Pletts, January 8, 2018.

6 William D. Snider, Light on the Hill: A History of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 1992, pp. 228–229. Raleigh News & Observer, May 16, 1943, p. 2. Note population estimates varied as the civilian, military, and student population shifted from 1942 to 1945.

7 Daily Tar Heel, August 1, 1944, p. 1.






Chapter 3

RATION-LEAGUE BASEBALL

With strict rationing for gas and tires, college teams organized a new wartime circuit of baseball in the Raleigh-Durham area called the “Ration-League.” Charter member teams included Carolina, Duke, N.C. State, and Navy Pre-Flight. The Ration Loop was designed to reduce travel, keeping players within a 40-mile radius. Teams were scheduled to meet each other four times, for a total of 16 games, and Ration Loop games only included the cadets, while Pre-Flight coaches gathered in the dugout and the sidelines.1 Other college teams were added outside the Ration Loop, but in times of war, nothing was certain, and games could be rescheduled or canceled at a moment’s notice for no official reason.

Before the major-leaguers arrived, the Cloudbuster varsity squad had a lackluster season, cobbling together only 20 or so baseball games in 1942.2 Team members did, however, have a hand in building a new concrete dugout for the baseball diamond in early 1943, framing benches and a roof to shelter teams in the future.3

About 100 Pre-Flight cadets tried out for varsity baseball in March 1943, including a few college scrubs, high school players, and cadets who’d never thrown a baseball. Roughly 30 made the team, and about 18 played in those first games in ballparks with practically empty stands.

Notable naval officers such as Jack Dempsey and war heroes like Eddie Rickenbacker were constants in Chapel Hill, where dignitaries attended Pre-Flight sporting events, from boxing to baseball.

On April 10, former Connecticut Senator Hiram Bingham, who as an explorer had discovered the lost city of Machu Picchu in 1911, threw out the first pitch at the ball game, where the pilots beat the Duke Blue Devils, 4–0. On April 19, the Cloudbusters beat Davidson’s Wildcats, 14–7, with about 1,000 cadets roaring in Emerson’s stands. Then, the Navy fliers went on a dismal losing streak, getting annihilated by Duke, 7–0. At the end of the month, the fliers lost, 13–5, to the University of Virginia’s Diamond Cavaliers, leaving them demoralized and wishing more than ever that the major-leaguers would save them.

On May 11, their wish came true when a revamped Cloudbuster Nine came in as underdogs to face the home team Tar Heels, defending Southern Conference and Big Five champs.

A record crowd poured into the park that afternoon. Some 2,000 cadets and officers on base came in the first wave of watchers— young thickly muscled men, dressed in long-sleeved khaki, and men in white uniforms with gold braid. Girlfriends dressed to the nines and wives towed passels of kids in bowl cuts and pigtails into the stands. The university’s president, Frank Porter Graham, the brother of one-game major-leaguer Archibald “Moonlight” Graham, attended every game in his staw hat, sitting behind the first-base line.4 Students followed in droves, emptying classrooms, dorms, and soda shops downtown. Every base employee who could clock out headed down rock paths to the game: this meant doctors, nurses, postal workers, and commissary clerks; dishwashers, cooks, and the servers at Lenoir Hall, who left aprons in the kitchen, to see their first baseball game featuring major-leaguers. Flocks of secretaries and telephone operators poured into bathrooms to primp for the players in low heels and sun hats. The mood was infectious, and giggles echoed against tiled walls of bathrooms as the “lovelies,” as women were then dubbed, gathered around sinks to apply lipstick and a dabble of Evening in Paris cologne. The main drag along Franklin Street evaporated into a ghost town: store clerks closed up pharmacies, haberdasheries, and grocery markets; bankers locked vaults and pulled down the shades; gas station attendants tucked in their shirttails and washed up to see if they could get into the game. People came from outside of the village by foot and bicycle—some even hitched a ride from apple orchards around Hillsborough and cotton farms near Durham to see if the rumor was true about the best baseball team ever to hit North Carolina.

If factory workers could get off work, they nudged through the gates with a security pass. Men and women, whose backs ached from double shifts at the munitions plant up the road in Carrboro, grabbed seats on Coca-Cola bottle crates. Others sat on rooftops of utility sheds, and everyone craned their necks to get a glimpse of the great Ted Williams, who supposedly shipped into base with the 25th Battalion.

As fans filled up the park, a nine-year-old boy with freckles, big ears, and buck teeth stumbled across the sidelines with an armful of bats. He was dressed in a baggy uniform handed down from a player and a dark-blue ball cap, covering a fringe of blond bangs. The boy’s name was Jimmy, and he was the official batboy and mascot for the Pre-Flight base. Jimmy’s parents, seated in the front row of the stands, were formal buttoned-up types who beamed at their only child, never imagining that his role as the team mascot would be the high point of his life.

Jimmy’s father, Lieutenant Commander James P. Raugh Sr., moved his family to Chapel Hill from the outskirts of Philadelphia in the spring of 1942. He was the second-in-command at the station and would go on to become the commandant the following year until the end of the war. His wife, Eleanor, known as “Dolly,” was an urbane woman who claimed that she was not terribly excited about the move to the shabby little town but enjoyed a good old-fashioned baseball game.

People who knew little Jimmy described him as a spirited kid who could not be corralled. He was the kind of boy who jumped up from his desk as soon as the school bell rang, and he rode his bicycle to the baseball field every afternoon, peddling through guard posts without identification because everyone knew him.

Since the beginning of baseball season, Jimmy had grown accustomed to hearing the boatswain pipe when the bigwigs shipped into base. And he knew how to work the Navy photographers when they prompted him to smile for the cameras. That day, reporters from the base newspaper and the Daily Tar Heel kneeled on the sidelines to capture the biggest story of the year. For the remainder of the season, the Cloudbusters’ games would attract fleet admirals, senators, governors, diplomats, and war heroes. As North Carolina was one of the first states to house prisoners of war, German and Italian POWs who worked in the Pre-Flight dining hall were escorted to baseball games by security guards to catch a glimpse of the democratic, All-American way of life.5


The advertising mascot from Big Tobacco was there, too. During the war, the bright leaf industry thrived. Companies like R. J. Reynolds Tobacco supplied free cigarettes to troops and sailors around the world, and Philip Morris’s “Little Johnny” Roventini, the four-foot-tall mascot dressed in a red bellhop suit, was a constant at Pre-Flight games. That day, he wheeled up to the base in his custom MG coupe with “Call for Philip Morris” written on the door, razzing from the dugout with Jimmy and a troupe of the world’s most famous major-league players.6

What They Didn’t Have

After Pearl Harbor, professional baseball came under fire. Critics thought the game was a waste of resources with its distracting publicity and gas-guzzling travel. The harshest protestors thought the major-league parks should be padlocked, but one of the most powerful men on the planet disagreed. On January 15, 1942, President Roosevelt penned his famous “Green Light” letter, keeping major-league baseball alive for the sake of the nation. Roosevelt had been a mildly talented outfielder at the Groton School, where he managed the baseball team.7 He played recreational baseball at Harvard; and, of course, he and his wife, Eleanor, loved nothing better than sitting in the sun, munching on peanuts at games. Though Roosevelt could scarcely throw out the first pitch from the stands of Washington’s Griffith Stadium, he pushed for games to be scheduled in the evenings so factory workers could attend after their shifts. He rallied to raise dollars for the Bat and Ball Fund, supplying equipment for troops to play baseball on battleships, carriers, and camps behind barbed wire fences in Europe. He also made sure he and his boys got complimentary copies of The Sporting News, the Bible of baseball, and access to baseball games on shortwave radio overseas.8

At the beginning of the 1942 season, professional baseball was definitely feeling the pinch of the draft, and sportswriters predicted that America’s pastime would be played in a scaled-back, no-frill setting with a different mental attitude—what that attitude was they did not know. As the military siphoned hundreds of professional players from major- and minor-league rosters, Americans got by with a comical lineup of “has-been” and “never-wuz” players. There was St. Louis Browns outfielder Pete Gray, who lost his arm as a child in a trucking accident. Skinny, knobby-kneed youngsters took to the diamond with 4-F rejects too decrepit or drunk for the draft. All along, fans’ hearts remained with players such as Hank Greenberg, who had joined up with the Army, or Navy cadets like Ted Williams as they learned to fly planes on American bases.

Jack Troy, a young writer from the Atlanta Constitution, reported on a game that cast a new light on wartime baseball. In April 1942, Troy watched the commander of Naval Air Station Jacksonville throw out the first pitch of a game inaugurating the base’s new ballpark. Half a dozen pilots screamed overhead in flying boats when Atlanta’s minor-league Crackers met Jacksonville’s home-team Fliers. Six thousand uniformed officers, cadets, and sailors packed the park. When the announcer shouted, “Now, let’s have the Old Navy Spirit,” the stands were in bedlam. After the Fliers rallied to edge out the Crackers, Troy urged military bases to schedule more contests against professional teams. In bold letters, Troy made this plea to the naysayers of baseball: “AND I KNOW NOW, FOR CERTAIN, THAT THOSE WHO CRITICIZE BASEBALL JUST DON’T KNOW WHAT THEY ARE TALKING ABOUT.”9


By May of 1943, military baseball thrived on a shoestring budget. Fans didn’t miss the swanky programs or the felt pennants. In fact, they cinched up their belts and welcomed simpler trimmings.

When the Cloudbusters shot out of the dugout for that May 11 game, the scrappy little ballpark showed that “Old Navy Spirit” that Jack Troy described: whistles, cheers, and waves of hand clapping and foot stomping grew louder and louder. There were some tears, too, as major-league fighter pilots, going to bat for Uncle Sam, lined up with their heads bowed and ball caps pressed to their hearts for the national anthem.

Two days earlier, the Associated Press hailed Joe Coleman as a star who would convert the Cloudbusters into “the strongest service league team in the nation.”10 Coleman, property of the Philadelphia Athletics, started on the mound with the Boston Braves’ Johnny Sain as his relief. The Red Sox’ Johnny “Needle Nose” Pesky was at shortstop with Buddy Hassett, a coach and a former Yankee on first. Buddy Gremp from the Boston Braves was at second and George “Bonny” Bonifant, a future semipro player, at third, with the St. Louis Browns’ Pete “The Polish Wizard” Appleton and Washington Senator Al “Giz” Sabo as the umpire and catcher, respectively.

Even though the Daily Tar Heel’s Bended Knee columnist confirmed that “His Majesty,” Ted Williams, had indeed shipped into Chapel Hill, the King was not in the outfield. Jimmy knew exactly where he was that day, and Ted’s absence built on the anticipation for his comeback at Emerson Field.

As the sky rumbled, Whitey Black, a lanky tow-headed freshman from Norfolk, Virginia, loped up to the plate first, knocking mud and grass out of his cleats with the bat. Whitey did not play high school baseball before he came to Carolina, playing instead for American Legion teams, whose pitchers could not whip a ball over the plate at warp speed like Coleman. After a few swings, Whitey kicked off the contest by reaching first base on an error, and he never forgot the view of the major-league talent on the field. For Black, the memory was all too short when he was erased on a double play and Coleman struck out Lew Hayworth to end the inning.

When Johnny Pesky stepped up to the plate with Frenchy March-and on first after a leadoff walk in the bottom of the first, the high-strung shortstop set the tone for the rest of the season. He pounded out a ground-rule double into the right-center-field hedges. Buddy Gremp marched out to the plate next, putting on a show that would have thrilled his former manager, Casey Stengel. Buddy’s home run seemed like it was a mile long that day, ringing in three runs as Carolina struggled to get a decent hit.

When the sky broke open in the fourth inning, soaking the campus with a good hard cry, the game was called at 3–0. It was announced the next day that the rainout would not be made up since exams were approaching and the Carolina players needed time to study.11 The Tar Heels finished with the best record in the Ration-League, and though the Cloudbusters trailed behind in the rankings, they were just getting started.

A Ballpark with a Story

It was a time when everyone lived by the slogan “Use it Up . . . Wear it Out . . . Make it Do . . . Or Do Without.” Despite bare bones rationing, Emerson Field experienced its most glorious era during WWII—and the season of 1943 stayed with people for the rest of their lives. Long before that magical season, the ballpark had a story of its own to tell, starting with a Navy seadog who built the stadium.

In the fall of 1915, Emerson Field was completed with a $30,000 donation from Captain Isaac Edward Emerson, a chemist, naval officer, and baseball-loving alum who invented the world-famous headache and digestive remedy Bromo-Seltzer.12 That same year, when his daughter’s husband, Alfred Vanderbilt, lost his life when the RMS Lusitania was torpedoed by a German submarine, the stadium would be one of the few things that brought him lasting joy.


It was in 1888 when the inquisitive young chemist mixed up a batch of the fizzy effervescent salt behind the counter of a pharmacy on East Pratt Street in Baltimore. Emerson’s friends and customers were the first to sample the bubbly concoction, and they encouraged him to abandon his business to market Bromo-Seltzer full-time. Packaged in iconic cobalt-blue bottles manufactured by Cumberland Glass Company on the Jersey shore, Bromo-Seltzer allowed Emerson to become one of the first entrepreneurs to harness the power of mass-market advertising. The chemist blanketed newspaper and drugstores with in-store sales campaigns in multiple languages. He bolstered sales with jingly chug-chug-chug radio commercials, peddling his remedy to millions around the world. When his blue glass bottles became collectors’ items, Emerson arranged tours of the factory for 30 cents, sending tourists home with samples of the bottles that were displayed in pharmacy windows from downtown Baltimore to London.13

Emerson’s roots were planted in North Carolina, where he grew up on a farm near Chapel Hill. When his mother died prematurely, Isaac was sent to live with an aunt and uncle. During a tough and lonely childhood, one of his greatest joys was baseball. To allow others to enjoy the game, he funneled a big chunk of his fortune into the construction of one of the South’s most impressive sports parks by the old bell tower. He modeled Emerson Park after Homewood Field at Johns Hopkins University, building raised concrete bleachers seating more than 3,000 spectators for baseball, football, and track events. There was a concession stand and locker rooms with polished marble sinks and modern, hot-water plumbing—real luxuries for athletes and fans.

A six-year supply of cinders from the local power plant was hauled in on Model T flatbeds to lay the foundation for a track that wrapped around the field like a band of taffy. For the next ten years, Emerson Field, with its moon tower–style lighting, hosted homecomings and sporting events day and night. But its glory was short-lived. By 1927, at the peak of a peacetime America, the university’s football team vacated the field for a much grander stadium about a quarter mile across campus, where railroad tycoons built a palatial Mediterranean-style clubhouse for Kenan Stadium. From then on, the baseball field received stepchild treatment, never receiving funds to build a decent fence or professional below-ground dugouts for visiting teams.

After Pearl Harbor was bombed, Emerson Field got a second chance. With its superior training facilities and forward-thinking leadership, the University of North Carolina was selected from among 80 institutions to host one of only five regional V-5 Navy Pre-Flight schools. The university received millions of dollars to convert the campus into a wartime training center, and Emerson Field was center stage for the toughest combat training known to man.14

The baseball field also served as a hub for one of the most critical training labs in the war. After Pearl Harbor, 75 percent of all pilots shot or forced to land came down alive. Yet, out of that group, barely 5 percent survived if they could not find food, shelter, or water. The Navy learned that the experienced outdoorsmen, including country boys with a background in hunting, fishing, and camping, had a better chance of survival, so they set up schools to teach cadets how to live off the land and sea. Unbeknownst to the fans, cages of poisonous snakes were around the corner from the diamond, where the head of the survival school was the baseball coach who taught cadets how to distinguish harmless rat snakes from deadly rattlers.

Before Lieutenant Don Kepler formalized the Navy’s survival methods, he was a baseball player. He spent more than ten years in the minor-leagues, playing for several teams, including farm units of the White Sox and the Washington Senators. Fresh out of Penn State, he made baseball history pitching the first semiprofessional game on a lighted diamond.15 Ever since that night, Kepler became known as a man of firsts, establishing a lifelong bond with guys like Ted Williams, who viewed themselves as boys who liked to fish and hunt.

More Than a Little Baseball

Winning baseball teams were seldom put together by accident, and the Cloudbusters were no exception to the rule. From that afternoon on, the rejuvenated nine expected to take on a few college and military squads now that the Ration-League season was over. But players did not know they would hit the road several times a week in hot, tin-can buses, facing teams they had never heard of. They also did not expect to be criticized for trying to do something good for people when Americans needed baseball the most.

As Pre-Flight schools opened their doors, critics voiced concerns that cadets should stay off the roads and focus on drills at home. Most Pre-Flight cadets left the base two or three times on forced hikes in 90 days if they were lucky. Baseball players lived in the middle of the road, and they took the heat for following orders.16 Even though it was a thrill to see America’s diamond heroes reeling in the War Relief dollars, some parents felt like their sons were being shipped to the Pacific and used as cannon fodder in Europe while celebrities such as Ted Williams got the star treatment at home. Certain high-ranking officers also disputed the selection of men they labeled as “fat, drunken football coaches” who were training the pilots. Even coaching legends such as Jim Crowley and Bernie Bierman were not immune to the critics, who threw a wrench in the Pre-Flight game schedules.17

By design, Pre-Flight bases had well-staffed public relations offices that managed relationships with carefully vetted reporters and state legislators who followed the embryonic fliers. Publicity officers came from bustling operations such as the Chicago Tribune and powerful college athletic departments, wielding influence over the national press corps.

The Chapel Hill station was different.

The man in charge of base communications was a pile-driving politician in the making and a former football star who built a reputation on diving headfirst into the fight. Pierce Oliver “Kidd” Brewer was one of the most storied athletes born on Tar Heel soil, and a full-blown eccentric. When Pearl Harbor was bombed, Kidd wanted to become a fighter pilot, but he was too old to fly, so he applied for a desk job “where the fighting was the thickest.”18 Kidd had hosted a weekly sports program for a radio station that started with a receiver in a chicken coop. In addition to broadcasting Amos & Andy and The Lone Ranger, WBT aired Pentecostal holy roller church services, followed by Captain Kidd’s folksy show that electrified sports fans from Miami to Maine.

While Brewer may have lacked cosmopolitan appeal, he was a brilliant pitchman, who put a sporty spin on every newspaper, pamphlet, postcard, matchbook, cartoon, and photograph that came out of his Pre-Flight station.

Growing up dirt-poor on a tenant farm in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, with seven hard-handed older brothers and two younger sisters, Kidd was used to turning scraps into movable feasts. With no secretary and a bare bones staff, Kidd hired his kid sister, Faith, to write copy and built his publicity department from scratch.19

He launched a logo-branding contest for any cadet who could draw a stick figure and a plane. The winner was a Yale fine arts student who drew the Cloudbuster emblem—an amphibious PBY Catalina seaplane busting through the clouds.20

Like the top Pre-Flight brass, Kidd was a natural-born athlete with a rare gift of complete ambidexterity. Growing up, Kidd was not only the fastest boy on two legs in Forsyth County, he could beat most kids to the finish line running upside down on his hands.21 Kidd was one of the first members of his family to finish high school, and he placed third in the state track meet as the sole representative of Reynolds High School. He earned his laurels as an All-American football player at Duke in the 1920s, earning 12 athletic letters in baseball, basketball, wrestling, and boxing, and even serving as captain of the track team. When he was not on a sports field, he was doing handstands on the wing of an airplane, running a limousine service and a boarding house, or selling insurance. Kidd used his scrappy brand of magic as the football coach at Appalachian State Teacher’s College, where he built a wonder team out of farmboys and rough-and-tumble players in 1937. That year, the Mountaineers achieved a perfect, unscored-upon regular season, and Kidd Brewer’s name graces that college stadium to this day.


He never forgot his hardscrabble beginnings, and he believed in the magic of sports. As soon as the major-league posse shipped into base, Kidd aimed to trail them with cameras, pairing Ted with the little people he got along with—kids.22
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“Aterrific piece of research...An excellent read!”

—S. C. GWYNNE, New York Times bestselling author





