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  “I honestly feel that it would be best for the country to keep baseball going.”

  —President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in his “green-light” letter to Baseball Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis, who had asked the president in January 1942 whether he thought major league baseball should continue during World War II.


  INTRODUCTION

  BIG LEAGUE BASEBALL would seem to have been a hard sell in 1942. World War II was not going well for the United States in the Pacific, the Atlantic, North Africa, or Europe. Close to home, unescorted ships were being sunk at an alarming rate after being torpedoed and in some cases blown up by German submarines, some of them within sight of East Coast beachgoers, with the loss of thousands of lives. Even though it had seemed inevitable that the United States eventually would be drawn into the war, the country’s armed forces were woefully and inexplicably ill-equipped with insufficient planes, ships, submarines, tanks, torpedoes, bombs, and almost every aspect of weaponry and ammunition.

  Since early 1941, the country had been sending ships, planes, tanks, and other materials to England, Russia, China, and France under a so-called “lend-lease” program, which had been authorized by Congress and eventually would cost $50 billion. During the previous year, the United States had loaned about fifty World War I-era destroyers to Britain, which was already at war, and to Canada after President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had proclaimed that the United States was prepared to be an “arsenal of democracy” to countries that eventually would become its allies. Roosevelt, along with many of his closest advisers, felt that the more the United States helped its friends who were already at war, the more it could both act as a deterrent to Germany and make it less likely that America would be drawn into the war, although deep down he felt that involvement was virtually inevitable, Roosevelt also felt that the longer the United States stayed out of the war, the more time it would have to prepare for war. Meanwhile, by 1941, the United States had quadrupled its defense budget even before the attack on Pearl Harbor despite considerable isolationist opposition, both in Congress and to a lesser extent by an “America First” movement determined to keep the United States out of war, which Roosevelt and other realists knew was quixotic. Warships, many of them from World War I, were in short supply in early 1942 after much of the Pacific fleet had been destroyed at Pearl Harbor, and many more would be sunk in naval engagements between May and December. Moreover, it wouldn’t be until late 1943 before some of the aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and other ships that had been sunk on December 7 and in 1942 would be replaced. But even granting the devastation at Pearl Harbor, the question arises as to why the United States was not better prepared on December 7, 1941. Most of the blame for the carnage and devastation at Pearl Harbor was pinned on Admiral Husband Kimmel, commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet, and General Walter Short, his army counterpart, who like Kimmel was headquartered on Hawaii. Both were accused of dereliction of duty and fired. Kimmel and Short were certainly at least partially to blame for logistical and training failures—Kimmel in part for having most of the Pacific Fleet anchored or docked in port, where the ships were virtually sitting ducks for Japanese torpedo bombers, and Short for ordering that all aircraft be moved out of hangars onto air strips at Hickam, Wheeler, and Bellows Army air fields in Honolulu, ostensibly to protect them from sabotage, but leaving them out in the open and easy targets for Japanese attack planes. In Kimmel’s defense, he had pleaded for more aircraft—long-range B-17 bombers and PBYs, “flying boats” used both as patrol planes and bombers—for defensive and patrol purposes, but almost all the B-17s built were being sent to Britain, and the PBYs were in short supply. It’s also very likely that miscommunication was at least partially responsible for the inadequate defense and late response to the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor. Apparently at least some of the intelligence about Japanese intentions to launch air strikes in the Pacific that was being picked up by American code breakers in Washington was never relayed to Kimmel and Short, the eventual scapegoats for the December 7 attack who, unfairly or not, took the fall for the disaster at Pearl Harbor. That the Japanese attacked was not surprising. It was expected after President Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered an embargo on shipments of oil—Japan produced very little oil—aircraft parts, and scrap metal to Japan and had all Japanese assets in the United States frozen after Japan refused to get out of China, which it had invaded in 1937, and Indochina (Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand, which were French possessions) and to renounce its pact with Germany and Italy. But if indeed the Japanese were to attack—even while Japanese emissaries were meeting with U.S. officials in Washington—the targets were expected to be in the central Pacific, most likely in the Philippines, and not at much more distant Pearl Harbor. While American cryptographers had broken the Japanese diplomatic code, it had not been able to break Japan’s naval code. Thus the United States could not determine the Japanese Navy’s intentions in the Pacific.
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  Even months after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, manpower was in very short supply, and Uncle Sam needed men, millions of them, including those from twenty-one through thirty-five years of age who had been ordered to register for the draft, the age range of most big-league baseball players. As 1942 progressed, the United States also needed women in the newly formed women’s military services, as civilian pilots, and to work in shipyards and defense plants. During the winter of ’42, fears of a Japanese invasion of the West Coast rose after the shelling in January of an oil field in Santa Barbara, California, by a Japanese submarine. Then in June, German saboteurs landed on beaches on Long Island and the east coast of Florida, demonstrating that submarines could come undetected within a few hundred feet of American shores. To say the least, the United States was in a crisis mode, and the coming baseball season not only seemed unimportant but appeared to be in jeopardy.

  But after what would come to be called a “green-light” letter from President Roosevelt, major league baseball played on in 1942, as it would throughout World War II. In addition to some critical voices of that decision, the game would be played in the aftermath of perhaps its greatest season, which had been highlighted by Joe DiMaggio hitting safely in fifty-six consecutive games and Ted Williams becoming the first batter since 1930 to reach baseball’s most exalted batting status—a .400 average (in Williams’s case, .406). Indeed, it was almost as if it had been preordained that 1941 would be a momentous baseball season because of what was to follow on December 7 and over the next four years. Although it was almost impossible to surpass that magical baseball year, the first wartime season of 1942 turned out to be extraordinary, too, and also the last one for DiMaggio and Williams before they and scores of other major league players went into military service—DiMaggio as a reluctant member of the Army Air Corps, who sulked and complained even though he was to spend all three years of his service time playing baseball in California and Hawaii, and Williams as a Marine fighter pilot, who, though he never saw action during World War II, was so skilled as a novice flyer that he spent most of his service tour teaching other pilots how to fly and later, after being called back to duty, flew thirty-nine combat missions during the Korean War.

  It was also a season unlike any other, except perhaps the one in 1917 when the United States became involved in what was then called the Great War. (No one called it World War I, presumably because no one knew there would be another world war, and so soon at that.) As in 1917 and 1918, the 1942 season was overshadowed by war, with many people wondering whether it was really appropriate for four hundred seemingly healthy and athletic men to play baseball, or even to sit on the bench, and earn far more money than the thousands of young Americans whose lives were at risk as they fought the Germans, Italians, and Japanese. How, many people wondered, could this be justified? The legitimacy of major league baseball during the darkest days of the war would become even more problematic when over a thousand American sailors would die during a naval battle off the Solomon Islands in August. Thus if a player dared to hold out for more money than he was offered to play in 1942, as DiMaggio did while spending the first few weeks of spring training living in a beach house not far from the Yankees training camp in St. Petersburg, Florida, he drew scorn from his own fans, even if in DiMaggio’s case he was offered $2,500 less than the $37,500 (about $500,000 by 2014 monetary standards) that he had received in 1941 when he thrilled much of the country with his supernatural hitting streak and beat out Williams to win the Most Valuable Player Award in the American League, even though the Boston Red Sox superstar had hit seven more home runs while earning $20,000 (the equivalent of about $330,000 in 2014). DiMaggio said that Yankee general manager Ed Barrow, in asking him to take a pay cut, pointed out that there was a war going on, which rankled the Yankee center fielder. “While I was battling for more money, the Yankee front office [meaning Barrow] put out a lot of propaganda about guys being in the Army for $21 a month, the insinuation being that I was lucky to be playing ball,” DiMaggio said years later.

  Of course DiMaggio was lucky to be able to play baseball in 1942, although that should not have figured in his salary discussions with Barrow. Possibly because of his highly publicized holdout, the Sporting News, the so-called baseball bible that covered both the major and minor leagues extensively, said in a February editorial that baseball club owners “have calculated what they can afford to pay the players, and they have not given the club treasuries all the best of it,” and then added, “Let’s have no more of this nonsense.” Taking the owners’ stance was not surprising, since the weekly paper had a vested interest in baseball and tended to lean toward the club owners’ points of view.

  Even after DiMaggio had signed for $43,750, making him the highest-paid major league player and netting him $6,250 more than he had earned in 1941, many Yankee fans booed and taunted the Yankee Clipper, as he was called. The booing intensified when DiMaggio got off to a bad start, as did derogatory ethnic chants of “dirty dago,” “guinea,” and “wop,” and even hate-mail letters ridiculing his Italian ancestry, which was an easy target since Italian dictator Benito Mussolini had aligned himself and Italy with Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany in 1939, shortly before Germany invaded Poland. Williams, who signed for $30,000 in 1942, also was booed and heckled occasionally during the first two months of the 1942 season, because he had sought and received an enlistment deferment on the grounds that he was the sole support of his mother and because he had reacted angrily to the verbal and written criticism that ensued.

  Despite the war, DiMaggio and Williams along with such outstanding hitters as Ernie Lombardi, Mel Ott, Johnny Mize, Joe Medwick, Dolph Camilli, Pete Reiser, Enos Slaughter, and rookie sensations Stan Musial and Johnny Pesky found themselves confronted with such pitchers like Johnny Vander Meer, who had thrown two consecutive no-hit games in 1938; Mort Cooper; Ernie “Tiny” Bonham; Carl Hubbell; Kirby Higbe; Lon Warneke; Whitlow Wyatt; and Rip Sewell.

  Wartime? Fans would never know it from the looks of the lineups during the first full wartime year in the United States, since they were pretty much the same as they were during the previous season. Indeed, only four All-Star players from the 1941 season were missing—Bob Feller, the Cleveland Indians pitching ace; Detroit Tigers slugger Hank Greenberg, Washington Senators shortstop Cecil Travis, and Philadelphia Athletics outfielder Sam Chapman. Only one other first-line pitcher, Hugh Mulcahy, the first major leaguer to be drafted in 1941, was in the service. Greenberg had been drafted into the army in April 1941, the year after he had been voted the Most Valuable Player in the American League, but then had been discharged December 5 under a new provision under which men over twenty-eight—Greenberg was thirty—could be discharged if they had served at least 180 days, which Greenberg had. Two days after he was discharged, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, and Greenberg immediately reenlisted. Feller, by 1941 the most dominant pitcher in baseball, also did not wait long, joining the navy on December 9. Travis, who had finished second in the American League to Williams with a .359 batting average in 1941 and had batted over .300 in seven of his eight big-league seasons, was drafted three weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor and entered the army in January of 1942. He would not be the same player when he returned. That only four All-Star players were in the service when the 1942 season began seemed strange and even unfair, since by then almost ten million American men had been drafted or had enlisted in the army, navy, marines, air corps, and coast guard since the war broke out. It would also hold true during the Korean and Vietnam wars when, inexplicably, few major-league players were drafted or enlisted, and during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan when no major-league players served in the military at a time when there was no draft. However, with a few exceptions, the same could be said for many men from the other major sports, although the country’s, and probably the world’s, most famous athlete, heavyweight champion Joe Louis, joined the army in 1942. Hollywood did its part in 1942, with a number of “leading men” going into the service, most of them by enlisting, even though the head of the Selective Service System, which operated the draft, had decreed that at least some star actors and other movie-industry personnel were considered essential to the war effort, both because of the entertainment they generated and through appearances in training films and other movies produced expressly for the military. Baseball, of course, also provided entertainment, but you had to be at the ballpark to see the games, while movies could even be viewed aboard warships and at other military facilities in war zones. Indeed, far more Hollywood stars saw action during the war than baseball stars. Among them were Jimmy Stewart, who became a bomber pilot in the air corps; Clark Gable, who joined the air corps at the age of forty-one and flew several bombing missions as an aerial gunner aboard B-17s; Henry Fonda, who saw action aboard a destroyer in the South Pacific while rising from a third-class quartermaster to a lieutenant in the navy; Mickey Rooney, who earned a bronze star while an army sergeant serving under the legendary general George C. Patton in the Third Army in Europe; Robert Montgomery, who rose to the rank of lieutenant commander in the navy and served as operations officer aboard a destroyer during the D-Day invasion in June 1944 and later commanded a PT boat in the South Pacific, where he saw action at Guadalcanal and in other war zones; and Dale Robertson, a first lieutenant and commander of a tank unit who was wounded twice while attached to the Third Army. Gable, perhaps Hollywood’s biggest star at the time, enlisted shortly after his wife, Carole Lombard, one of filmdom’s biggest stars, was killed along with her mother on January 16, 1942, in a plane crash near Las Vegas while returning to California after helping sell around $2 million in war bonds during appearances in her native Indiana.

  Meanwhile, a skinny young man from Hoboken, New Jersey, named Frank Sinatra was emerging during the war as one of the country’s most popular singers, especially among teenagers, who came to be known as bobby-soxers. By 1942, Sinatra, who had been rejected for military service because of a perforated ear drum, was singing with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra, one of the country’s leading bands. Sinatra was a singing waiter at a nightclub in Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, in 1939 when he was heard and then signed by another well-known bandleader, Harry James, to sing with his orchestra before switching over to the Dorsey band. By the early forties, Sinatra was rivaling Bing Crosby as the country’s most popular crooner with such hits as “All or Nothing at All” and “I’ll Never Smile Again.” By then the thin boyish-looking Sinatra’s appeal had encompassed almost every age demographic in the United States, including many GIs, because some of his songs evoked thoughts of girlfriends at home, although, inevitably, there was some resentment over his having been deferred from military service. As for Sinatra’s older singing rival, Crosby, his recording of a new song by Irving Berlin called “White Christmas,” which had been introduced during the summer of 1942 in the movie Holiday Inn, turned out to be a sensation during the following Christmas season. It also eventually became the most popular and biggest-selling Christmas recording of all time and a staple of every Christmas season. A year later, Crosby recorded “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” which also became a Christmas standard. Like “White Christmas,” it was a melancholy song, written from the perspective of GIs overseas, with lyrics that expressed a longing for home while at the same time making a heartfelt connection with loved ones with the last lyric of “I’ll be home for Christmas, if only in my dreams.” Yank, the GI magazine during World War II, said that Crosby, who made frequent trips abroad to entertain U.S. troops with Bob Hope during the war, “accomplished more for military morale than anyone else of that era.” No one complained about the thirty-nine-year-old Crosby not serving in the military in light of his songs, which managed to link GIs abroad with home, along with his frequent appearances not far from the front lines.
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  Largely because of his concern that there might be widespread opposition from the public and some GIs to a continuation of major league baseball during the first wartime year, Baseball Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis wrote a letter to President Roosevelt in January 1942 asking whether the president thought play should continue. In reply, Roosevelt, who might have been influenced by his friend, Clark Griffith, the owner of the Washington Senators and an occasional visitor to the White House, told Landis he thought “it would be best for the country to keep baseball going.” While citing baseball’s recreational value, Roosevelt added, however, that he thought “individual players who are of active military or naval age should go, without question, into the service.” That was a strange phrase, because the navy was part of the military. As it developed, hardly any players of the age group Roosevelt was referring to, which included practically all of them, did enter the service during 1942. At any rate, Roosevelt’s letter was baseball’s “green light,” as far as Landis and baseball’s sixteen club owners were concerned. If the largely beloved president, who had just begun his unprecedented third term and was totally enmeshed in the war, thought it was okay to play, then maybe most people felt it was okay, too. This seemed, as time went on, to be the case. So, it seemed, did most servicemen feel this way, including those who had seen battle, and not only because GIs were admitted without charge to all sixteen major league ballparks. If there was any opposition, it was subdued.

  Though overall attendance decreased in 1942, fans still turned out much like in most recent prewar years, but often at different times, with more night and “twilight” games played to accommodate the millions of daytime defense-plant workers. Lights were still a novelty at this time, though—the first major league night game was played in Cincinnati in 1935—and five ballparks still were not equipped with them—Yankee Stadium in New York, Fenway Park and Braves Field in Boston, Wrigley Field in Chicago, and Briggs Stadium in Detroit. However, with German submarines coming closer and closer to the U.S. mainland and with fears of possible air raids, the War Department, after initially ordering curfews regarding which night games were played at the Polo Grounds in Manhattan and at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, completely banned them, because the glare of floodlights from the ballparks could silhouette ships off the New York coastline. That put an end to Roosevelt’s hope, expressed in his “green-light” letter to Baseball Commissioner Landis, that more night games would be played so that dayshift defense workers would be able to see more games.

  Before the navy ordered a total blackout along the East Coast in early April, some resort areas in New Jersey and Florida refused repeated requests to douse or to at least dim their signature neon lights, which in some cases silhouetted merchant ships for German U-boats. That, of course, was an egregiously outrageous and insensitive reaction and may well have cost the lives of many merchant seamen and U.S. Navy sailors. As it was, there were news accounts almost every day of American cargo ships and tankers being sunk by German submarines close to the East Coast. In some cases, huge fireballs from blazing tankers could be seen on shore from Long Island to the Florida coast. Even some navy ships were U-boat targets. Among them was the World War I–era destroyer Jacob Jones, which was torpedoed by a U-boat while on submarine patrol off Cape May, New Jersey, on February 28, killing 131 crew members, including all 7 officers. The Jacob Jones, the second of seventy-one U.S. destroyers that would be sunk during World War II, was the namesake of a destroyer that also was sunk by a German U-boat in December 1917.

  Actually there had been two harbingers of war before Pearl Harbor, both off Iceland. On October 17, 1941, the American destroyer Kearney, which had been commissioned only the year before, was torpedoed by a German submarine, killing eleven men and injuring twenty-two. However, the ship, which had gone to the aid of an American and British convoy that was being attacked by a German wolf pack, managed to remain afloat. Fourteen days later, 115 men were killed, including all 10 officers, and the other 44 men aboard were rescued after another American destroyer, the Reuben James, also was hit by a torpedo and sank within minutes while escorting merchant ships from Canada to Iceland, from where British escort ships would take over for the rest of the voyage across the North Atlantic.

  By the middle of the year, shortages of some foods, especially sugar and coffee, had developed, along with gasoline, rubber, aluminum, and even some clothes, which led to rationing of many goods and other items that would last until the end of the war. Automobile production ceased midway through the year, because auto plants, at the government’s request, had agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to convert to the manufacture of bombers, fighter planes, and transport carriers, while other factories switched to the production of necessary war materials or increased the manufacture of items needed by the military. By the middle of the year, “dimouts” left the Statue of Liberty, some Manhattan skyscrapers, and the “Great White Way” in Times Square all or at least partially dark. Similar dimouts were put in place on the West Coast, in particular, where, right after Pearl Harbor, several thousand Japanese aliens living there and in Hawaii were rounded up and placed in internment camps, where most of them would be detained until the end of the war. Then on February 19, 1942, President Roosevelt signed an executive order mandating that Japanese residents in California, Alaska, much of Oregon, and the state of Washington leave those areas voluntarily or be confined to internment camps in ten western states. About ten thousand left voluntarily, but most of the remaining approximately one hundred thousand, for financial or other reasons, were relocated to the internment camps. The government’s action would later become regarded as a flagrant abuse of civil rights and a dark chapter in American history, especially since Americans of Japanese descent could leave the camps to fight, and in many cases die, an irony that was not lost on many Americans. Similar roundups occurred, but on a smaller scale, on the East Coast, where several thousand Germans and Italians, most of them non-citizens who were suspected of being spies or potential saboteurs, also were placed in internment camps. One of the few beneficial aspects of the nascent war was that tens of thousands of American men who had been left out of work during the Depression and were not drafted or enlisted found it easy to get jobs in defense plants. As more and more men were called to active military duty, a serious manpower shortage developed, which was alleviated by millions of women who went to work in defense plants as welders and by handling other tasks normally held by men, thus giving rise to the term “Rosie the Riveter.”

  Meanwhile, from 1942 until the war’s end in late summer of 1945, about five hundred major league players would go into the service, but only a small number, including Feller, would see action. Most of the rest would spend their time in the military playing baseball and serving as physical training instructors. Only two men who had played major league baseball would be killed: Elmer Gedeon, an outfielder who had played in five games for the Washington Senators in 1939, and catcher Harry O’Neill, who had appeared in only one game for the Philadelphia Athletics the same year. Meanwhile, 137 of the slightly more than 4,000 minor league players who had served were killed in action.

  Though the war would permeate baseball, as it would almost every aspect of American life in 1942, and major league teams tried their best to link baseball to the war effort, the level of play remained equal in 1942 to recent years. Perhaps the most notable change in ballparks was the playing before games of the national anthem, “The Star Spangled Banner,” which up until 1942 had only been played at World Series games and on such holidays as Independence Day and Memorial Day, still commonly referred to in the 1940s as “Decoration Day.” Another innovation was for spectators to be requested before each game to throw balls that had been hit into the stands back on the field so that they could be shipped to military posts for GIs to use. Blood donations and the purchase of war bonds also enabled spectators to gain free admission to big league games on special days, as did contributions of scrap metal, aluminum, and even grease, which was recycled to make soap and glycerin. Meanwhile, millions of Americans, particularly on the East and West coasts and including players from the Boston Red Sox and Boston Braves, volunteered to do tours of duty as “air-raid wardens,” who scanned the sky in search of enemy planes, none of which, so far as is known, was ever spotted. Civilian pilots who were not drafted or who did not enlist volunteered to serve in the Civil Air Patrol, whose planes primarily patrolled both coasts in search of enemy submarines. For many of those volunteers and millions of other Americans, a big league baseball game could divert them from what would become the deadliest worldwide conflict in history, as would listening to radio broadcasts of games or reading about them in newspapers. The televising of games on a regular basis was still almost a decade away, although a game between the Brooklyn Dodgers and Cincinnati Reds became the first one to be televised on August 26, 1939, with the legendary Red Barber doing the commentary from Ebbets Field. Still, when the baseball season began in 1942 and with the Germans and Japanese continuing to make advances in Europe and the Pacific, the United States was pervaded with a deep sense of anxiety and apprehension. Millions of men were concerned about their draft status, families were worried about loved ones already engaged in service, and there were fears on both coasts of possible air attacks. By then, too, the Japanese had occupied Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, all of Indochina, and the American possessions of the Philippines, Guam, and Wake Island. Meanwhile, the Germans had swept across Europe; were on the outskirts of Stalingrad, Russia’s second largest city; had the British Army on the run in North Africa; and continued their almost daily “blitz bombing” of London.

  Maybe not everyone thought it was right, but a Gallup Poll released shortly before opening day on April 14 showed that 65 percent of those polled felt that professional sports should be continued during the war. At the time, the most popular sports in the country were baseball, which was far and away the most popular; football (primarily the college game); college basketball; horse racing; and boxing. (The National Basketball Association would not be launched until after the war, and the National Hockey League still had only six teams made up almost entirely of Canadian players.)

  The poll seemed to reflect the mood of the country. And as more and more major league players got drafted or enlisted in the military, support for the continuation of major league baseball grew as the war went on, even though the quality of play deteriorated year by year until the first postwar year in 1946, when most of the big league players who had gone into the service had returned. Like those players, baseball had survived the war.


  1

  OPENING DAY AND MORE BAD WAR NEWS

  AMERICANS AWOKE ON Tuesday, April 14, 1942, to newspaper headlines reporting that Japanese planes were continuing to bomb what the New York Times called the “last stranglehold” of U.S. forces on the island of Corregidor in the Philippines and that an unescorted French passenger liner had been sunk off the East Coast by a German submarine, but that all 290 people aboard had been rescued and brought to Charleston, South Carolina. It was the kind of news that most people in the United States, then a country of 135 million people—compared to more than 300 million by early in the second decade of the twenty-first century—had become accustomed to almost every morning, though even bleaker news had begun to reach relatives of American servicemen who had been killed in action or lost at sea as the result of submarine attacks against unarmed and unescorted freighters and tankers. It would be months before the well-known radio commentator Gabriel Heatter would often begin his popular evening network newscast with what would become his signature opening, “There’s good news tonight.” Certainly there was nothing to cheer about in early 1942. Nevertheless, many Americans were being inspired by a song written shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor and recorded by the popular band leader Sammy Kaye entitled “Let’s Remember Pearl Harbor”:1

  
    
    Let’s remember Pearl Harbor

    As we go to meet the foe,

    Let’s remember Pearl Harbor

    As we did the Alamo,

    We shall always remember

    How they died for liberty,

    Let’s remember Pearl Harbor

    And go on to victory.

  

  The rousing song, sung by a chorale backed by the Kaye orchestra and played often on the radio and on jukeboxes, resonated and served as a rallying cry for Americans. During 1942, another patriotic song, “Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition,” which had stemmed from the encouraging words of a navy chaplain to crew members of the cruiser New Orleans during the Japanese attack on December 7, 1941, became both popular and inspirational. Subsequently, most wartime songs related to the painful separation of GIs and their wives or girlfriends, such as “I’ll Walk Alone,” popularized mainly by Dinah Shore; the equally tender “I’ll Be Seeing You,” made popular by Bing Crosby; and the lighthearted ditty, “Don’t Sit under the Apple Tree with Anyone Else but Me,” whose lyrics depicted a GI’s request to a girl back home not to transfer her affections to someone else while he was away.
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  One of the few semblances of normality during America’s first wartime year was big league baseball, thanks largely to President Roosevelt, who was in the second year of his unprecedented third term in office. To many it was incongruous that so many people were fixating so much attention on men of draft age lucky enough to be playing America’s so-called national pastime. But they were unsure as to whether there would be future seasons if the war dragged on, which it gave every sign of doing so in early 1942. Even some people with a vested interest in baseball had misgivings about healthy young men playing the game for a living while thousands of others their ages were risking their lives at war. Among them was the general manager of the Cincinnati Reds, Warren Giles, an army artillery lieutenant during World War I, who, in a letter to the team’s players in January 1942, said he’d rather have the team finish last than have any players shirk military service:

  
    I urge every player on the Cincinnati club to take personal stock of his personal situation, analyze it carefully, and ask himself this question: can I stand at the bar of public opinion in wartime and conscientiously justify good and sufficient reasons for not being in government service. If you cannot answer that question in the affirmative, look me straight in the eye and justify in your own heart and mind that you have justifiable reasons that you should not be playing on a professional baseball team during wartime.

  

  Whether any of the Reds took Giles’s advice and were able to justify not being in the service in 1942 was never determined. At any rate, the Reds, like almost every major league team, did not lose any starting players from its 1941 team, although several players, including Johnny Vander Meer and infielder Bert Haas, would eventually be drafted or enlist in the armed forces in 1943. Meanwhile, spring training for the sixteen major league teams in advance of the first wartime baseball season was uneventful but tinged with an undercurrent of anxiety and apprehension. No one knew what to expect from the fans, nor did anyone know that the spring of 1942 would be the last time the teams would train in warm-weather climates until 1946.

  Major league baseball in 1942, as in the immediate years before, was a far cry from what it is today. Most significantly, perhaps, it was still an all-white game played mostly in the afternoon by players wearing flannel uniforms, with pants that ended at the knees and not at the shoe tops. Batting helmets were still more than a decade away, while batting gloves and arm and leg shields for hitters were even more distant. Most games ended in fewer than two hours, about an hour faster than games in the twenty-first century, mainly because most pitchers went the distance, batters rarely stepped out of the batter’s box to adjust nonexistent batting gloves or to kick dirt from their spikes, and there were no commercial delays during innings, because television broadcasts of games were almost ten years in the future. Adoption of the designated hitter by the American League in 1973, wherein a batter who did not play in the field batted for the pitcher, also prolonged games, because it tended to produce more hits.

  While every team had several “relief” pitchers, none of them were called “middle relievers” or “closers,” terms and specializations that didn’t exist until the 1970s. It also was a time when infielders and outfielders tossed their gloves on the outfield grass when their teams changed sides to go to bat rather than carry them into dugouts. Occasionally, gloves lying on the field proved to be hindrances or helpmates. That was the case in a game at Yankee Stadium in 1943, when a batted ball seemingly destined for a single hit the glove of Yankee first baseman Nick Etten on the grass in short right field and rebounded to the second baseman, who threw the St. Louis Browns hitter out. That led Joe Trimble, a sportswriter for the New York Daily News, to write that Etten’s glove could be more productive when his right hand (Etten was left handed) wasn’t in it. Etten did not see the humor in Trimble’s prose and let him know it in uncertain terms the next day when the story appeared in the newspaper. Another difference: Broken bats, so common today, were a rarity, with some players using the same bats—which tended to be bigger and heavier—for weeks at a time, if not longer. And of course all games were played outdoors on natural grass.

  If major league baseball had hardly changed at all, neither had seventy-nine-year-old Connie Mack, a big league catcher from 1886 until 1896, who was in his forty-second year as manager of the Philadelphia Athletics after having been the playing manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates from 1894 to 1896. By the time Mack, whose real name was Cornelius McGillicuddy, retired in 1950, he had won nine pennants and five World Series and managed 7,775 games, a record that most likely will never be broken. How did Mack manage to last so long as the A’s manager? Simple: He was a co-owner of the team from its founding in 1901 until 1936, when he became its sole owner. Thus the only one who could have fired him earlier, particularly during its perennially bad years in the 1930s and 1940s, was Mack himself, and he chose not to do so until 1950, when he was eighty-seven years old and relying heavily on his coaches to help run the team.

  Besides being baseball’s only owner-manager in 1942, Mack was the only manager at the time who always wore a suit, tie, and usually a straw hat during games while waving his trademark scorecard. The only other manager in modern times who managed in street clothes was Burt Shotton, a former big league outfielder. In 1947, Shotton, then sixty-two and who had not managed since 1934, was persuaded by Branch Rickey, then the Dodgers president and general manager, to manage the Brooklyn Dodgers on an interim basis after Leo Durocher was suspended for one year for associating with what Baseball Commissioner Albert (Happy) Chandler considered undesirables. Shotton proceeded to lead the Dodgers to their first pennant since 1941 and stayed on as the Dodger manager for three more years after Durocher became manager of the New York Giants in 1948. As it developed, both Mack and Shotton ended their managerial careers on the same day—October 1, 1950. From then until the second decade of the twenty-first century, no other manager has worn street clothes during a game.
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  Because big league baseball was restricted to white players, not much attention was paid to the appearance of two young black players at the Chicago White Sox training site in Pasadena, California, on March 18, 1942. At their requests, the players, Jack Roosevelt Robinson, a recent graduate of UCLA, where he had been a star four-sport athlete best known for his exploits as a football halfback, and Nate Moreland, a pitcher in baseball’s Negro Leagues, were given a tryout by the White Sox. Even though he had been slowed by a charley horse, Robinson, in particular, was highly impressive. “I’d hate to see him on two good legs,” said White Sox manager Jimmy Dykes, who had spent twenty-two years as a big league shortstop. “He’s worth $50,000 of anybody’s money.” Impressive as both Robinson and Moreland were, the White Sox passed on them, and shortly thereafter Robinson joined the army, where he became a lieutenant, and then five years later the first black major league player. (Some baseball historians point out that Fleet Walker, a black catcher, spent the 1884 season with the Toledo Blue Stockings of the old American Association, which was then regarded as a major league. A number of light-skinned Cuban players also had played in the major leagues during the 1930s and would during the 1940s, an exception that many people found odd.) Before signing with the Dodgers in 1946 and being assigned to their Triple-A Montreal farm team, Robinson also would get short shrift during a tryout in April 1945 with two other outstanding Negro Leagues players, Sam Jethroe of the Cleveland Buckeyes and Marvin Williams of the Philadelphia Stars, at Fenway Park in Boston. That tryout was arranged by Wendell Smith, the well-known sports editor of the Pittsburgh Courier, a prominent African-American newspaper, and H. Y. Muchnick, a white member of the Boston City Council, who had threatened to oppose the issuance of licenses for Sunday baseball in Boston unless black players were given an opportunity to play with the Red Sox. Robinson, Williams, and Jethroe all did very well during the tryouts, which were run by Red Sox manager Joe Cronin and his coaches. After the workout, Cronin said he was impressed by all of them but did not say whether he was interested in signing Robinson, Jethroe, or Williams, which of course the Red Sox did not and obviously had no intention of doing no matter how well they did. As it developed, the Red Sox would be the last major league team to integrate when they called up twenty-five-year-old infielder Pumpsie Green in 1956, nine years after Robinson broke the “color barrier” with Brooklyn and nine years after the Boston Celtics of the National Basketball Association had signed Chuck Cooper as their first black player, followed by the great center, Bill Russell, in 1956. (Earl Lloyd actually became the first black player to appear in an NBA game with the Washington Capitols during the 1950–51 season.) By the time Green joined the Red Sox, Robinson had already retired. So had Jethroe, who was the National League Rookie of the Year in 1950 with the Boston Braves, with whom he played through 1952 and led the league in stolen bases his first two seasons. Green would spend four seasons with the Red Sox and then seventeen games with the New York Mets and finish with a .246 career batting average. By contrast, Jackie Robinson wound up with a .311 average during his ten-year major league career, and, of course, was later inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame. In August 1942, Bill Benswanger, president of the Pittsburgh Pirates, said he had authorized Wendell Smith to pick some Negro League players whom the Pirates might consider. Smith did, selecting the great catcher Josh Gibson, often called “the black Babe Ruth,” and outfielder Sammy Bankhead of the Homestead Grays, which played in Homestead, Pennsylvania, as well as shortstop Willie Wells and pitcher Leon Day of the Newark Eagles. The Pirates said the tryouts probably would take place at the end of the 1942 season, but apparently they never did happen. Day, one of the best Negro League pitchers of all time, never did make it to the major leagues but did make it to Utah Beach in France during the Allies’ D-Day invasion, when he was a member of the 818th U.S. Army Battalion.
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  On a mild sixty-degree spring afternoon in New York, either to enjoy a respite from depressing war news or, more likely, just eager to see the first baseball game of the 1942 season in New York, a crowd of 42,653 plus about 1,500 servicemen turned out at the oval-shaped Polo Grounds in upper Manhattan to see the New York Giants host the defending National League champion Dodgers on Tuesday, April 14. Both lineups were virtually intact from the 1941 season except for the absence of Dodger third baseman Cookie Lavagetto, who had joined the navy in February as an aviation machinist mate but would spend practically all his four years in service playing baseball, as would most big leaguers who would serve in the military. Also missing from the Dodger roster was backup catcher Don Padgett, whom the Dodgers had acquired from the Cardinals in December 1941, but who had joined the navy on April 1.

  As would be the case at almost every major league park on April 14, there would be military pageantry blended with a strong patriotic spirit at the oddly shaped Polo Grounds, whose dimensions were 257 feet to right field, 279 feet to left field, and almost 500 feet to dead center field. Before the game, both teams, along with New York’s short, rotund, and colorful mayor, Fiorello La Guardia, marched to the flagpole in center field, where the army’s 17th regiment band played the national anthem and a wreath was laid at the memorial to Eddie Grant, a former Giants infielder who was the first major leaguer to be killed during World War I while he was in the army and for whom a “liberty” ship (cargo ships built during the war) would be named in June 1943. Continuing the patriotic theme, Dodgers manager Leo Durocher and Mel Ott, the Giants star outfielder, who was making his debut as the team’s playing manager, presented war bonds amounting to 10 percent of their first paychecks of the season to La Guardia, after which the five-foot two-inch mayor threw out the first pitch—a strike right over the plate.

  During the game, which the Dodgers won, 7–5, twelve balls were hit into the stands, and, following an announced request before the game that would become a standard practice before every big league game during the war years, eleven were thrown back for shipment to military bases. The twelfth was not, whereupon the man who caught the ball was booed vociferously but still declined to return the ball, incurring the wrath of fans around him.

  Four days later at Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field, whose twenty-foot-high right-field fence (which had a twenty-foot screen on top of it) and close proximity of the grandstand to the playing field were its trademarks, a fan described by the New York Times as a “pugnacious patriot” threatened to punch a man who refused to return a ball hit into the upper deck behind third base. Relenting under the threat and a barrage of boos, the fan finally tossed the ball onto the field. The third New York team, the World Series champion Yankees, opened in Washington, where, following an opening ceremony during which Vice President Henry Wallace threw out the first pitch and an army band played the national anthem, thirty-six-year-old Red Ruffing pitched a three-hit shutout and singled twice as the Yankees beat the Senators, 7–0, before a crowd of 30,000 along with almost 2,000 servicemen. In Boston, Ted Williams picked up where he left off in 1941, when he batted .406, by hitting a three-run homer in the first inning and adding two more hits as he went three-for-four as the Boston Red Sox beat the Philadelphia Athletics, 8–3, before a crowd of only 11,000, including 1,200 servicemen, at Fenway Park. Because Williams had had six hits in eight times at bat in his final doubleheader the previous September, his three-hit opening day gave him a remarkable nine hits in his last twelve times at bat. During his long career, Williams always hit particularly well on opening day and would end his nineteen-year career in 1960 with an opening-day average of .449.

  In one of the day’s most notable games, twenty-four-year-old shortstop Lou Boudreau made his debut as the youngest manager in major league baseball history by getting two hits in three times at bat to lead the Cleveland Indians to a 5–2 victory over the Detroit Tigers in Detroit before 39,627 fans, the second-largest crowd of the day. Boudreau would continue to manage the Indians throughout the war, since he had been rejected for military service because of chronically bad ankles, a condition he incurred as a star basketball player at the University of Illinois. To say the least, Boudreau, whom sportswriters would call the “boy manager,” often led by example, such as in a one-game playoff in 1948 at Fenway Park, when he had four hits in four times at bat, including two home runs, as the Indians beat the Red Sox to win the American League pennant, which would be the team’s last until 1954.

  What made Boudreau particularly remarkable, apart from becoming a big-league manager so young, was his ability to make contact at bat. During Boudreau’s fifteen major league seasons, he never struck out more than 57 times, which he did during his third season in 1940; during his other fourteen seasons, he never fanned more than 39 times, and in 1948, when he was voted the Most Valuable Player in the American League, he struck out only 9 times in 560 at bats while hitting .355. That was six more times than another Hall of Fame infielder, Joe Sewell of the New York Yankees, who struck out only three times in 353 at bats in 1930, and, as he was prone to point out, all three of those times he was called out on strikes, the last of which, in each instance according to Sewell, was out of the strike zone. By contrast, many players in the twenty-first century strike out that many times in one week and more than 100 times during a season, and some, like Mark Reynolds, as many as a major league record 223 times in 2009. Reynolds partially atoned for all those whiffs by hitting forty-four home runs that year for the Arizona Diamondbacks of the National League, fourth to Albert Pujols, who was then playing for the St. Louis Cardinals.

  Besides rarely striking out, Lou Boudreau also rarely ever made an error in the field. For example, in 148 games during the 1947 season, he made only 14 errors while handling 794 chances. During his fifteen-year big league career, Boudreau never made more than twenty-six errors in a season, a remarkable fielding accomplishment. Boudreau may be best remembered, though, for what would come to be known as the “Boudreau shift.” In an effort to better defense Ted Williams, a left-handed hitter who mainly hit to right field, Boudreau devised a defensive scheme wherein the third baseman moved into short right field behind the second baseman, where Williams often hit line-drive singles. That, of course, left the extreme left side of the infield open, but Boudreau knew that Williams’s ego was such that he was not about to alter his swing and try to stroke what would almost certainly be easy base hits in the area vacated by the third baseman. The system was at least partially successful, and, seeing that it was, a number of other teams soon followed suit, without, it must be noted, much success.
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