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Introduction



SOME TEN YEARS AGO a friend gave me a copy of the audiotapes that were the basis of Lawrence Ritter’s book The Glory of Their Times. I was enthralled to listen to those old-time ballplayers talk about their experiences in our game around the turn of the twentieth century. Ritter made such a wonderful contribution to my understanding of the game in those days that I thought about emulating him with players from the 1930s and 1940s, who came along after those whom Ritter featured. One day I idly mentioned my idea to my good friend the estimable investment banker and great baseball fan Herbert Allen, who instantly encouraged me and pledged financial support if I would go out and do the interviewing. This book was born of that conversation.

In checking with the National Baseball Hall of Fame, I learned there was no systematic oral history project being supported by that superb organization and so I undertook to fill that void. I was keenly aware that some important figures in the history of the integration of baseball, such as Larry Doby, were growing older and their stories would soon be lost forever. With that as motivation, I began this project. Herbert and I set up a tax-exempt foundation to provide some structure for our work, and we each gave money to support the interviewing and the necessary archival work at the Hall of Fame. (My thanks go to Steve Greenberg, treasurer of the foundation, for handling these financial matters.) We were joined by a third major contributor, George Cooney, whose video company, EUE Screen Gems, has provided gratis the camera crews and technical support to videotape every interview we have done. His help has been extraordinary and our gratitude is every bit as enormous as his generosity.

In the years since we began this project, we have done close to forty interviews, and we have dozens more planned. For this book, we have selected players who were among the oldest of those we interviewed. The focus of this volume is on the integration of the major leagues. We chose interviews with Buck O’Neil and Elden Auker, two remarkable men who played their careers prior to integration, and we include Larry Doby and Monte Irvin to capture the coming of players of color to their rightful place in the game. The stories of Bob Feller, Dom DiMaggio, and Warren Spahn cover the World War II years and remind us of the amount of time those men and other ballplayers lost in their baseball careers by serving their country. Tommy Henrich is one of the few ballplayers alive from those great Yankee teams of the 1930s and 1940s, while Johnny Pesky recalls his years with the Boston Red Sox, playing alongside Ted Williams among others. Ralph Kiner tells of baseball in the glory days right after the war, when integration took hold.

In conducting many of the interviews, including our first one with Larry Doby, I was the partner of the gifted baseball writer Claire Smith, whose contribution to this oral history project cannot be overstated. She has been a thoughtful and wise counselor and I thank her with all my heart. Others have done some interviewing and I thank them as well. They include the late Leonard Koppett, Ed Randall, John Pessah, Mark Hyman, Dick Crago, and James Salisbury.

To put together this book—which I hope will be the first of several volumes of baseball history—I was ably assisted by my Simon & Schuster editor, Bob Bender, who combed the transcripts of the interviews I conducted and arranged the ballplayers’ comments into a narrative that I then edited. The Hall of Fame generously provided the photographs in this book, for which I thank Hall of Fame president, Dale Petroskey, and his colleagues Bill Burdick and Pat Kelly. Additional thanks to Jim Gates at the Hall of Fame. We paid a modest fee to each of the ballplayers whom we interviewed, and by agreement with them, any royalties earned from this book will go to the Hall of Fame, in recognition of its fine work in preserving and disseminating the history of baseball.

In many ways this endeavor has been a labor of love for me. I have enjoyed hearing these great players describe their lives in baseball. In each interview, my first question was always the same: “Who got you interested in baseball? Who gave you your first ball and glove?” Inevitably, the next twenty or so minutes were filled by a delicious conversation. As the interviews grew, I was fascinated to discover that certain key events of the 1930s and 1940s were told—sometimes with small but significant differences—by more than one ballplayer. For example, both Elden Auker and Tommy Henrich tell the story of what happened when Hank Greenberg walked into the Chicago White Sox locker room after a game in which Greenberg had been insulted by anti-Semitic slurs from the White Sox bench. Because Auker was Greenberg’s teammate at the time, his is the longer version of this story, but Henrich’s account agrees in the key details. Compare Dom DiMaggio’s and Johnny Pesky’s accounts of Enos Slaughter’s famous “dash to home” in Game 7 of the 1946 World Series. Each of them played a key role in that famous event, as you’ll see. Warren Spahn tells the story of giving up Willie Mays’s first hit on a pitch he was told Mays couldn’t hit—but did, for a home run. Monte Irvin, Mays’s teammate, tells the story from his vantage point. Everyone, it seems, has at least one Satchel Paige story (or one about Ted Williams or Joe DiMaggio), all of them colorful.

It is my hope that you will enjoy these stories as I do because I am convinced that it is these stories that keep the history of baseball alive.

—FAY VINCENT








Elden Auker



Elden Auker was a good pitcher before suffering a shoulder injury in a college football game, but as a result of this unfortunate gridiron moment, a big league star was born. As he describes below, forced to alter his delivery dramatically, from an overhand to an underhanded “submarine” motion, his unique gift—not seen on a major league mound for years—made him the scourge of many batters.

“Auker would come down, and he come from way down under there, and that ball would dive. He’d throw a curve, and it would rise,” said infielder Russ Peters. An opposing pitcher, Virgil Trucks, once remarked, “Elden’s knuckles used to graze the ground when he delivered the ball.”

The right-handed Auker would compile a 130–101 record during his 10-year career (1933–42) spent with the Detroit Tigers, Boston Red Sox, and St. Louis Browns. A consistent starting pitcher, he would win 13 or more games seven times. He would help Detroit to two postseason appearances, losing Game 7 to the St. Louis Cardinals and Dizzy Dean in the 1934 World Series, but helping the team next year defeat the Chicago Cubs in the Fall Classic.

Teammate Firpo Marberry said it was an especially deceptive curve that made Auker a success. “It is not a wide-breaking curve but it’s still one of the hardest curveballs to hit that I’ve seen. Instead of breaking downward, as curveballs nearly always do, Auker’s curve breaks upward. Few pitchers have ever been able to make a curveball break upward. And then he has an unorthodox underhand delivery that makes his stuff that much more effective. His curve will cause left-handed batters a great deal of trouble.”

A 1934 newspaper story entitled “Auker Baffles Hitters with His Clay Ball” states, “A clay ball is nothing like the spitter, the screw, the shine, or the forkball. Instead, it is a pitch that starts in the dirt of the pitcher’s box and travels with blinding speed to the batter. In addition to his puzzling fastball, Auker has a slow curveball, both thrown underhand after a fashion made famous some dozen or more years ago by Carl Mays, one time a winning Yankee pitcher.”

Though he had won 14 games for the lowly Browns in 1942, Auker would surprise the baseball world by announcing his retirement. Shortly afterward, in a letter to the Detroit News, he explained that there were other challenges he and his country were facing.

“The truth of the matter is that I have been considering giving up baseball for about a year in order to devote my time exclusively to my job in the engineering department of the Midwest Abrasive Co.,” Auker wrote. “The simple truth behind my decision is this: The career of a baseball player is comparatively short and sooner or later it must end. What better time, then, could my baseball career end? What better time, I mean, from the standpoint of my family, my industrial employers, or our country’s war effort? Obviously, I am not vain enough to believe for a moment that my work is going to win the war, or that my remaining in baseball will lose it. But I do believe that an attitude different from that, if adopted by too many young men today, can cost us the war.”

[image: space]

MY FATHER WAS A MAIL CARRIER in western Kansas and he was never much interested in sports. The way I got into it was I had an uncle, his name was Frank Brunk. He was a very good athlete, and he was a good baseball player. And when I was in high school, why I started playing catch with him and working with him.

He showed me how to throw a curveball and so on. And the last year in high school, they had a town team, and I ended up pitching in the summertime for the town team. They were all older men. I was just a kid. I guess I was sixteen years old or something like that. And that’s where I started. And then of course I went to college at Kansas State University and I pitched there for three years.
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Elden Auker

I ended up signing with the Detroit Tigers. Brooklyn offered me $500 a month, and Detroit, I signed with them for $450. And the reason I did was because the scout that scouted me knew me very well, and he said he thought I had a better chance getting into the major leagues with a young ball club than I did with Brooklyn, who had a bunch of older players.

When I was in the minor leagues, of course there were no lights. It was all day games and I was making $450 a month during the season. The top pay limit in the 3-I League in those days was $150 a month. So I’d get a check from the Decatur baseball team and then I’d get the rest of it from Detroit.

We traveled by bus all over Illinois, Indiana. The 3-I League was Indiana, Iowa, and Illinois. And we all traveled by bus and it was a hard life.

When I was a youngster I threw the conventional way over the top. But I played three years of college football at Kansas State University and prior to the first game we played, we played Purdue as the opening game, and just about a week before we played, I tackled and I got, what they called a knockdown shoulder, but I think what they call it today is a separation.

I couldn’t get my arm up to throw and I was doing the kicking and I wasn’t doing the passing. But I had that injured twice. And I got to the point where in baseball, I kept getting a little lower. And my last year in school I was throwing sidearm.

When I went to Decatur and they farmed me out, the manager down there was a guy name of Bob Coleman. Bob watched me throw and he said, “Elden, if you’re going to pitch in the major leagues, you’re going to have to get the ball over the plate!”

And he said, “So many of the sidearm pitchers have trouble with control.” He said, “I’d like to see you get right down underneath and line up with the plate right from underneath. Just as low as you can get.” So he says, “You’re in line with it rather than being over the top.” He said, “You’ll be down here.”

So I tried pitching batting practice for three or four days and it was pretty natural for me. And we were playing Quincy. They were leading in the league and they came in to play us on a Monday I guess it was, and he said, “Elden,” he said, “You’re going to pitch the game against Quincy.”

He said, “You’re going to pitch nine innings. I don’t care how many men you walk or how many hits they get off of you.” He said, “You’re out there for nine innings and I don’t want you to throw any other way except directly underhand.” Well, I did, and I struck out 15 men and I walked 2 men. And I think they got three or four hits off of me. But I won the ball game and from that day on that’s all I ever pitched.

I threw a sinkerball and the curveball and the screwball. I get over the top of it underneath and break low and break away. And my fastball and sinkerball. And the curveball, to a left-hand hitter broke up inside and broke away from a right-hander.

The first time I was ever in New York, Bucky Harris was our manager, in 1933, and the first time I ever saw Yankee Stadium, why Bucky put me down in the bullpen.

We had a pitcher name of Carl Fischer. He got in trouble the third inning and Bucky called me in. I made that long walk from left field in. And the first hitter I pitched to, the first one in Yankee Stadium, was Babe Ruth. I threw four pitches and struck him out. And then I got Lou Gehrig out. I think he lined to Greenberg at first.

So I go out to start the next inning, and they had a third base coach by the name of Artie Fletcher. And he was what they used to call a first class (bench) jockey. He was an old-timer. He was probably forty years old. I thought he was pretty old at that time. But anyway, I go out to warm up and he says, “Hey, Bush. Bush, look over here.” Calling me busher, you know.

I didn’t pay any attention and I was loosening up. Pretty soon he says, “You can hear me.” He said, “You’ve got the Bam [Ruth, the Bambino] all upset.” He said, “He came back to the bench and said he had been struck out a lot of times and that was the first time a damn woman ever struck him out!” And the reason I remember that is because that upset me. If I had gotten my hands on Fletcher, I’d have choked him to death. ’Cause he kind of upset me with that remark. Making fun of me! But later I played with Babe. I played golf with Babe for three years in the wintertime in Florida.

I saw Babe that winter and I said to him, I said, “Did you tell Fletcher that I pitch like a woman?”

He says, “No, I didn’t.”

So I told him the story.

He says, “Well that sounded like Fletcher.” He said, “I never said that!” He was a great guy.

When I first reported to Detroit to Mr. (Frank) Navin, I went to the Detroit Leland Hotel. That’s where I stayed. That’s just two or three blocks from the ballpark. I don’t think it’s there anymore. But that was a conventional hotel, but they also had live-in apartments on the upper floor.

And there were five men—I’ll never forget those fellows because they were five bachelors and they all lived there in the hotel and they saw every game the Tigers had ever played. And when I got there, the first night I was there, why, I had dinner with these fellows. They were really five great men. And, of course, they knew I was a rookie coming up and they wanted to know where I came from. It had been in the papers that I was coming in.

I was there about ten days, pitching batting practice before the Tigers went on a trip before I went to Decatur. And while we were there, they told me about the deal with (Leo) Durocher. They were there when it happened. Babe had been—first the Yankees had a problem getting someone to room with Babe, because he was always prowling around at night and eating midnight snacks and doing other things and didn’t sleep much.

And here is at a time when a young fellow got off of a road trip he was exhausted, because he hadn’t had too much sleep because of Babe. But when Durocher joined the ball club, he was Ruth’s roommate and no problem. Everything was fine. But about the second or third trip they took, Babe thought he was spending more money than he usually did and he had lost a gold watch.

So the story goes, as they told me, that Babe planted some marked bills, supposedly $100 bills, five of them, and they turned up missing and his gold watch was gone. It was in Detroit when he found out that Durocher was asleep and he came in and he went in Durocher’s bag and found the $500 and the gold watch in it.

Babe went over and got Durocher out of bed and they had to almost break the door down he was about to kill him. These guys said they had to get someone up there with a key and unlock it, because they were making so much noise. Durocher was gone the next day. Never played with the Yankees again. Never played in the American League again.
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Mickey Cochrane

 

In 1933 Bucky Harris was our manager. And that winter, why Mr. Navin spent $100,000 and bought Mickey Cochrane from the Philadelphia Athletics. And that was the first year that we trained in Lakeland, Florida. And so when we got down there we stood in awe to see Mickey Cochrane because he was the greatest catcher in baseball, and we were just a bunch of kids.

Schoolboy Rowe and the rest of us, Hank Greenberg, we were just youngsters. And after he was there about ten days or so, he said, “You know,” he says, “we’ve got enough talent on this ball club to win the American League pennant.” Well, we looked at each other and thought, well you know, he’s got a lot of confidence in us. Well, he kept talking about this thing. And so, we had—we had some talent I guess if you want to call it that.

We had Hank Greenberg at first base, and Charlie Gehringer at second base, Billy Rogell at shortstop, Marvin Owen at third base, Goose Goslin in left field, and Jo-Jo White in center field, and then we had two other fielders, with Pete Fox and Gerald Walker [Greenberg, Goslin, Cochrane, and Gehringer are all Hall of Famers]. And they would interchange in various games.

We were just a bunch of young fellows that had hardly been in the league, you know. And they’re talking about winning a pennant. Well, Mickey was one of the most inspirational leaders I’ve ever seen. He could carry a pitcher through the ball game. He told us pitchers, I’ll never forget this, after we’d been there about ten days or so, Mickey said—he called the pitchers together and he said, “Look,” he said. “I’m the catcher and I’m also the manager.”

He said, “When you’re pitching a ball game, you’re on that mound,” he said. “That ball game belongs to you.” And he said, “I never want you to ever throw a pitch to me that you don’t want to throw. If I call for a fastball and you want to throw the curveball, you just tell me and that’s what we’re going to throw.” And he said, “If they hit it out of the ballpark, that’s your fault. If we strike them out, that’s my fault.” So he said, “Just remember during the season never throw a pitch to me that you never want to—that you don’t feel like you want to throw it.”

Well, as a result of that, that certainly put all of us, I think, at ease. Because we didn’t feel the pressure we had to do what he had to say. But after working with Mickey, game after game, you got to the point where your minds were working the same. Seldom you’d ever shake him off. If you did, you shook him off just for the hitter’s benefit. But that’s the way Mickey handled the pitching staff.

That’s why if he had a bunch of young pitchers, that’s the way he’d carry them through. We had a first baseman, Hank Greenberg, who’s kind of an interesting story I think. Hank was six foot five and he weighed about 210, 212 pounds—long, gangly guy. And at first base, when he first came up, he’s just about as awkward as you could get. He was flat-footed and he had trouble shifting his feet around.

He had another problem with a pop-up fly. Hank had trouble fielding that pop fly. Oh, we had a third base coach the name of Del Baker, and he used to hit what we call fungos, you know. Well, he’d get Del Baker out there in the morning before the ball game at 9:00 in the morning, and was hitting fly balls straight up in the air so Hank could catch ’em. Hank got so he could catch that ball in his hip pocket.

He made himself—he worked on his weaknesses constantly whether it was hitting or playing first base—shifting his feet at first. And he later became, to me, one of the greatest first basemen that ever played the game. One reason, he was so big. You know, he was six foot five and he had big long arms. And when he stretched out at first base he was almost behind the pitcher.

I mean, that’s overexaggerating it a little, but I think he picked up probably a half a step against the runner with that long reach he had. And Charlie Gehringer was a guy that, I don’t know, he was what they call the mechanical man. He just played second base like no one I’ve ever seen. Charlie was always in position it seemed when the hitter hit the ball to the right side of the field.

Charlie was either over here when he hit and the same guy came up to the bat and he’d hit it over here and Charlie would be over there. And he was a—I think his lifetime batting average was something like .321 or something like that. [It was .320.] One of the great, great second baseman. We had Billy Rogell, who was the shortstop. Billy was a switch-hitter and was very fast, had a very good arm, and an excellent fielder.

The two, the combination of Rogell and Gehringer, was the best, I think, best in baseball at that particular time. And Billy, incidentally, died about three weeks ago or so, at the age of ninety-eight. And Billy and I were the last two on that club that were alive, and I’m the only one left.

Marvin Owen was a college boy out of San Clara University. Great, great hands, great fielder, and was up around the .280, .290 mark sometimes. I think in 1935 he might have hit .300. [He hit.317 in 1934 and .263 in 1935.] At one time we had every—every fielder, outfielder, infielder, all hitting .300 at one time.

 

Mickey Cochrane had a great arm, very accurate. He was a great receiver. He was a kind of chunky guy, you know, and he sat back there and he had a great set of hands. And he was with you all the time; he just concentrated so hard on what was going on. And you got to the point where you just almost thought like he did, you know, he wanted you to—and concentration.

Mickey was also—he was a left-hand hitter. And I think he had a batting average of over .300, lifetime batting average [.320]. And he was—he was fast, very fast, and he was all over the field when the play was at first base—he was backing up first all the time, you know. But Mickey was one of the great, great catchers of the game at that particular time.
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Hank Greenberg

We played the Cardinals in the ’34 World Series. Frankie Frisch was the manager. They had Dizzy and Paul Dean and Durocher played shortstop. Pepper Martin was at third base. And I can’t think of the players right at the time. But they had a great ball club.

I won my ball game. The first one I pitched was in St. Louis. I beat the Cardinals in I think the fourth game. And then I started against Dizzy Dean in the seventh game. And that was a game when Joe Medwick, he was an outfielder—left fielder—caused a big fuss.

He and Marvin Owen had a little to-do—Medwick slid into third base with his spikes high and caught Marvin’s shirt with his spikes. And Marvin took the ball and started ramming it down his neck. And they started a little scuffle and of course they had scored, I think. I went into the third inning. Got the bases loaded and Frankie Frisch hit a ball off of Greenberg’s glove. Greenberg jumped and touched it, and it went down against the wall in center field or right field.

They scored—ended up scoring seven runs in that inning. Well, by this time the fans were really upset. They were upset with a call that went against us at third base. And then when Medwick slid into third base, that really started something. When the inning was over Medwick went out in left field and the people started throwing everything that they’d brought out on the field.

A lot of them had been out there all night long because that was the seventh game and they had to buy tickets at the ticket office. And they had lined up there the night before and some of them stayed out there all night. They had their dinner with them and their breakfast, and all that garbage they’d brought with them. And they started throwing it from the stands at Medwick. It got to be kind of dangerous. They were throwing bottles and everything else. And finally, Judge Landis was there (Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the baseball commissioner). And Judge Landis called a halt and came out and walked out into the field and told Medwick to get out.

Took him out of the ball game. And that was, that inning I think lasted something like three-quarters of an hour before they got things cleaned up. Because they had to go out and pick the junk off the left field. But anyway, Dizzy shut us out 11–0. We could hardly get a foul ball off of him. He was tough. He was a great pitcher.

I came back in ’35 and won 18 games. I had my best year. I led the league in winning percentage.

We won the pennant early that year. And the Cubs won theirs—I pitched the opening game in Chicago. They opened up in Detroit with two games and then went to Chicago. And I pitched the third game and I left the ball game in the sixth or seventh inning. I pitched against Bill Lee. Bill Lee had led the National League in pitching that year, too.

So I left the ball game when it was 2-and-2, and we finally won the ball game in the 11th inning I believe it was, for that ball game. And then that series went six games. And Tommy Bridges pitched the sixth game. I was scheduled to pitch the seventh game of that—of that series. But, interesting thing, on the sixth game, Goose Goslin and I were sitting on the steps of the dugout watching the game, and we were at bat in the ninth inning.

And there were three hitters ahead of Goose and he said, “You know, I got a feeling I’m going to be out there with the winning run on base and we’re going to win this ball game.” And sure enough, that’s what happened. Mickey Cochrane got on first base, I got on second base, and—and Goslin got his hit and won the ball game. And we came back. But I think it was the fifth game—fourth or fifth game—Hank Greenberg broke his wrist.

There was a throw at first base and I believe Phil Cavarretta, if I’m not mistaken, their first baseman, ran into him and the throw was over to the left of him, and he reached over to get it and Cavarretta run into him and broke his wrist. So he was out the last three games I believe. But we went ahead anyway and got by without him. We missed him! He was one of the strengths of our ball club.

[image: space]

You know they had some great hitters on the Yankees. Of course they always had them. Joe came up in ’36, I believe it was. But they had an outfielder, the name of Tommy Henrich. And that guy gave me more trouble than anybody on the Yankee ball club. I had fairly good success with DiMaggio. He told me he had trouble picking up my ball.

But they had Bill Dickey who was the catcher. He’s one of the great ones. I think he probably, in my opinion, was one of the great catchers ever in the American League. Of course they had Gehrig. Gehrig was a low-ball hitter. And, of course, my best pitch was a sinkerball. And I was pitting my strength against his strength, which was dangerous at times. But I found that if I kept the ball low and threw at his feet, he’d have to get his feet out of the way, because he’d walk into the hitter’s box and he’d always take his left foot, kind of screw it into the ground.

He had legs about that big around. And he’d plant that leg, and he hit practically flat-footed. And so I found out if I could keep that left foot loose he couldn’t get hold of it so good.

One time I fractured his toe. He didn’t get his foot out of the way. He kept saying to me—we used to talk to each other underneath the dugout, and in the stands before the game. He says, “You know, damn you,” he said, “you’re throwing at my feet.”

And I said, “What’d I throw at your feet for? If I was going to hit you, I’d hit you in the head where it wouldn’t hurt ya.” And we had a joke about it. But one day he didn’t get his foot out of the way.

Bill McGowan was the umpire and it hit him, evidently, right square on the big toe on his left foot. And of course those shoes were made out of kangaroo skin and they were very, very thin. And he went down and Lou had a high voice, his voice was a little high. He’s lying on the ground and holding his toe, and he said, “Bill, I told you he was throwing at my feet.” He said, “Jesus, I think he broke my foot.”

Bill said, “Aw, come on,” he said. “Get up and go on down to first base, there’s nothing wrong with you.” Well, for the next several games he had an aluminum thing he put over the end of his toe. And he kept his [consecutive-games] streak going that way. But it almost, almost got him. But I didn’t do it intentionally; he just didn’t get his foot out of the way.
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Lou Gehrig and Babe Ruth

 

Babe was a big swinger. He’d turn his back; he’d turn his back to you like that. And when he missed, it pretty near took the air all out of the stadium. He’d take some real hard swings. And you could pull the string on him. And also keep it away from him. I either kept it away from him or pitched him on the inside and then changed up on him.

He got his hits, but I pitched against him in 1933, ’34. And then he went over to the Boston Braves. But he was still dangerous. You make a mistake and he could hurt you. They had a second baseman name of Tony Lazzeri, who was a great second baseman.
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Joe Cronin

That Tommy Henrich, just stood there flat-footed and slapped the ball around. I could pitch him inside and he’d pull it. I could pitch it on the outside and he’d hit it to left field. But I got him out once in a while, but I had more trouble with him than any Yankee on the club.

 

They traded me to the Red Sox in 1939. And Joe Cronin was the manager. And we started off the season, we had two catchers, Johnny Peacock and Gene Desautels. And when we started the ball games, Cronin was on the mound as much as I was.

He’d run out there and grab the rosin bag and throw it down and he’d say, “Make him hit the fastball; make him hit the curveball. You know, keep the ball down on him; keep it inside; keep it outside.” And he just drove me crazy on the pitcher’s mound. I couldn’t concentrate. And I tried to shake the catcher off, and I was working a game and someone, Gene Desautels, the catcher, and he gave me two or three signs I didn’t want to throw him.

I shook him off and finally I called him out there, and I said, “What the hell’s the matter with you?” I said, “When I shake you off, I don’t to want throw it.”

And he said, “Well, don’t talk to me,” he said, “talk to Cronin. He’s calling the pitches from shortstop.”

Well, that—it was a psychological thing, I guess, for me. I probably made a mistake by not going to Joe and saying, “Look, I’ve been in the league for six years, I’ve been pretty successful, and I would just like to pitch the ball game myself.”

But I didn’t do that. Lefty Grove, incidentally, when Cronin would start to the mound with Lefty Grove, Lefty Grove would go for the dugout. He wouldn’t even talk to him. And so I had a bad year that year. I pitched the fewest innings and I just—I couldn’t play for Joe. Joe was a nice person. He was a good ballplayer. But he was the most nervous guy at shortstop, and being a manager he tried to manage everything, you know.

We had a great ball club over there with Jimmie Foxx at first base, Bobby Doerr at second base, Joe Cronin at shortstop. We had Ted Williams up that year, Roger Cramer, Joe Vosmik.

That year we had a bad year, Mr. Yawkey called me in at the end of the season, and he said, “Elden,” he said, “we’d like to have you sign a contract so we don’t have to go to the mail.”

I said, “Tom,” I said, “you just signed Cronin to a five-year contract.” And I said, “It’s a waste of your money and my time because I cannot play for Joe Cronin.”

I said, “He’s a nice guy, but, he just drives me crazy on the pitcher’s mound. I just can’t—I can’t play like that.” So I said, “You either sell me, trade me, or else I’ll retire.” And so Fred Haney called me; he was the manager of the St. Louis Browns. Fred called me about, oh I guess, three weeks later. And he said, “I understand you’re not going to sign with the Red Sox.”
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Ted Williams

I said, “That’s right.”

He said, “Will you pitch for me?”

I said, “If you’ll let me pitch the ball game, I will.”

He said, “You can pitch the ball game if you come over here.” Well, to make a long story short, in 1940, the Boston Red Sox finished I think eight games out of first place. The St. Louis Browns finished in sixth place and I won 16 ball games that year for Fred Haney. And I could have won more than that in Boston because they had a much better ball club. But it just seemed they never got the thing together.
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Well Ted Williams was a—he had just turned twenty years of age. And I never saw a fellow that was more—had baseball on his mind twenty-four hours a day. We had a mirror in the clubhouse and you’d see Williams up there about every single day taking dry swings and studying his swing.

In spring training he would, he’d talk to everybody about, you know, how does Ruffing pitch, how does Gomez pitch, how does so-and-so pitch, and he’d just wear you out with questions. I think when we opened the season he knew about as much about the American League pitching as guys who’d been in the league for six years. But he was very studious and very bright. Ted was a very bright young man.

He didn’t forget anything when you told him. And, so when the season started, I was rooming with Jimmie Foxx, he was my roommate in Boston. And they both lived down at a hotel together. And Jimmie was in the midst of getting a divorce. His wife, Helen, she later married a banker on the Main Line in Philadelphia.

She was kind of a social climber and that was not good—Jimmie had no interest in that. But, anyway, the two of them lived in a hotel and we used to—my wife, Mildred, and I—used to invite them out to the house. We had an apartment and we had them out there and Mildred made fried chicken for them. And Ted loved that fried chicken, so did Jim. So three or four times during the year, Jim was alone and Ted was alone, and so we had them out for fried chicken.

Ted to this very day, the day, well five days before he died, I guess, the last thing he says, he says, how’s the queen. And I said she’s great. He says give her my love. And that’s about the last words that Ted Williams said to me over the telephone before he died about five or six days later.

 

Well, you know there’s a lot of stories about Hank Greenberg being Jewish and about how the baseball players rode him and the fans got on him and everything. Well, I never saw that, I never saw that. Hank Greenberg, in Detroit, was worshipped by everybody, not just the Jews but the Protestants, the Catholics, and the colored and everybody else.

Hank Greenberg was such a great gentleman, a real true gentleman and there have been many stories written about this. One incident took place; we were playing the White Sox. Jimmy Dykes was the manager of the White Sox. And Jimmy Dykes was a good manager, but he was also one of the jockeys.

He was an agitator; it was his ball club against the other ballplayers. This particular day, Greenberg flied out or something and the visiting dugout was on the first base side and Greenberg was walking back to our dugout and we didn’t pay any attention. It was just a regular out, you know.

When the game was over, Hank Greenberg’s locker was in the corner. I was here and Tommy Bridges was the next one. We were next to Hank. Hank came in after the game and took off his outer shirt, put on his shower slippers, rubber slippers they had, and he walked out the door.

He was gone for just a few minutes and came back, I didn’t pay attention, I thought he had a visitor or something, which we did lots of time. I didn’t think anything about it. Well, the next day, [White Sox pitcher] Ted Lyons, I was talking to him in the runway, he said, “Jesus, boy was that Greenberg ever hot last night.”

I said, “What do you mean?”

He said, “You know he came in our clubhouse?”

I said, “No. I didn’t know.”

He said, “He came in our clubhouse.” He said, “He opened up the door and walked in and he stood there and he said, ‘I want that guy that called me a yellow Jew SOB, I want him to stand up.’ And Hank stood there, and he went all the way around the room, walked around. Not one guy moved a muscle and no one said one single word.”

Hank came out and came in our room, went ahead and got in the shower; no one had ever said anything about it. But I’ll tell you, the guy that said that was the luckiest guy in the world, because that Greenberg would have killed him. That was the only real time that I ever heard that anyone said anything, and I never heard anything derogatory about Hank Greenberg being a Jew, never. And I played with him for six years.

 

We were in Boston. I was working a game, I think against Lefty Grove. I was with first the Browns. And I had Grove beat 2-to-1 going into the ninth inning. This was the first year that Johnny Pesky came up. And Johnny Pesky hit just ahead of Ted (Williams).

So Pesky came to bat and he dumped a ball down to third base; Harlan Clift was our third baseman, and I was flat-footed on the mound; he beat it out. And so Ted was the next hitter; Bobby Swift was my catcher. And Bobby came out to me and said, “What do you think he’s going to be doing? Trying to get him over, going to hit, or what’ll he be doing?”

I said, “With Cronin mad he may have him bunting.” I said, “I’ll keep the ball outside. I’ll keep it down; we’ll see what he’s going to do, whether he’s going to square around just trying to hit it or whether he’s really going to swing.” Well, I threw the ball probably knee-high, and it was outside about so far [indicated approximately one foot] on the first pitch. Ted Williams reached out and he hit that ball in the center field bleachers just like a 2-iron—just “bang.” And he got in that crazy lope, laughing all the way around.

Of course, the ball game’s over. They win the ball game 3-to-2. And he was in the runway waiting for me when I came off the field. He was standing and waiting, laughing and joking, and I said, “Get away from me.” I said, “I’m going to knock your head off.”

He said, “I know what you told Swift.” He said, “Let’s just keep the ball outside and down and we’ll find out what he’s going to do.” He said, “You threw that ball exactly where I knew you were going to throw it.” And that was Ted Williams.

He was thinking every time he went to bat; he knew what he was doing up there and he knew that pitcher and he studied that pitcher. We’d be on the bench when we were playing a game and the guys would be talking about different things, watching different things. Pretty soon Williams would say, “You know, he started the last five hitters off with a curveball.” We didn’t even pay attention to him. But he had that guy; he had his eye on that pitcher all the time.
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Jimmie Foxx
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When I roomed with Jimmie Foxx in 1939, he was not a drinking man. I did not drink and when we were on the road we just would have a beer. Jimmie Foxx, we used to call him “The Beast,” because he was so strong, so powerful, and he was such a pure hitter at the plate.

Yeah, he was about five-ten or -eleven, but, boy, he had muscles in his ears, we used to say. He could hit that ball so hard and made a lot of noise when he hit them. I’ll tell you one instance I will never forget; we were in St. Louis playing the Browns and Jim had a sinus problem and in the summertime it really gave him a lot of trouble; he took drops and things for his nose.

One night we were in St. Louis and I was awake, I woke up, and Jim was in the bathroom and he had a nosebleed. His nose was bleeding like, I thought he was going to bleed to death. Well, I called the trainer and he came up and they packed him with ice and everything and they just kept going. That went on for at least two hours, maybe more, and he lost, I don’t know how much blood, but he lost a lot of blood with a nosebleed.

They finally got it stopped and the next morning, I don’t think he slept probably two hours during the night. The next morning I woke up and I said, “Jim,” I said, “why don’t you stay here and if you want something to eat for breakfast, I’ll bring it up to you or you can order room service.” I said, “You just stay here and sleep.”

I went down for breakfast and I came back and he was still in bed; he didn’t want anything to eat, so I went out to the ballpark about 10:30; I guess it was or 11:00 and he was still in bed. And I said, “Why don’t you just stay in bed today?” I said, “Don’t leave. We’re playing the Browns so what difference does it make?”

Well, he said, “I’ll think it over. You go ahead.” So, I went on out and, just before the game started, Jimmie came out of the dugout all suited up and ready to go. The first time at bat, he hit a line drive in the center field stands in St. Louis that was about 428 feet, I think it was, to the center field bleachers. Well, he hit a ball just like a frozen rope into those stands in center field.

I’m telling you I was never so surprised; I absolutely couldn’t believe a man could lose that much blood and have a night like he had and get up there and hit that ball like he did. He was a wonderful, wonderful hitter, great fielder. Had a good arm. He used to be a catcher at one time. He had an excellent arm and one of the nicest guys. Low-key, quiet person, always had a grin on his face, the nicest person in the world.

 

Lefty Grove was one of the greatest left-handed pitchers I ever saw. Boy, he could buzz that thing in there like crazy. He’d knock his mother down if she got too much of a hit off of him. He’d knock you flat on your back as soon as look at you, he was mean on that mound. He didn’t like to lose. When you beat Lefty Grove, you really had to beat him.

He had great control. An interesting thing, he was in the minor leagues for about four or five years before he came to the major leagues. He threw every single day. He’d pitch a ball game today and the next day he’d go out and he’d pitch batting practice the next day. His theory was that you had to keep that arm strong, keep your legs strong and your arms strong. Lefty Grove never had a sore arm in his life.

Funny thing everybody asks me about baseball, and I was only in that about ten years, but I was in the abrasive business about thirty some years and no one ever asks me anything about abrasives.

One of my teammates in 1939 was Moe Berg. Well, Moe Berg was one of the most mysterious men I’ve ever known, and incidentally one of the smartest. He was a graduate of Princeton. But he was so secretive and he was so different. We’d go on a road trip and he had a little suitcase, wicker, wicker suitcase about that big, and I think he had probably two clean shirts in there and a couple pairs of socks and underwear.
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Moe Berg

The rest of it was newspapers. And he wore a black suit, year ’round, white shirt and black necktie. And that was the only clothes I ever saw Moe Berg ever wear.

 

Well, he went to Japan with that group that used to go over there in postseason and play against the Japanese. And Moe went along, he was on the club. And when the club got through playing—Moe spoke Japanese, fluent Japanese. And the Japanese people were crazy about him, because he can talk their language. Well, when the club came home Moe Berg stayed there.

He traveled all over Japan. And he could go anyplace. Well, it ended up he was over there for a reason. He brought back pictures and photos and everything of their war complex and he took pictures of everything. And he was, at that time, he was actually spying for the United States and nobody had any idea about that at all.

We’d never see him at the hotel. Only see him at the ballpark. And then after that we didn’t know whether he had a girlfriend or what it was. But we kind of had a suspicion something was going on, but we didn’t know. Nineteen thirty-nine there was a lot of things going on that we didn’t know.

But he was with the government I’m sure at that particular time, doing work for them.

 

I had a call from some fan a couple of years ago, talking baseball, and he said, “Did you know that you have a home run batting record that’s never been broken; you are a coholder of the home run record?”

I said, “No. I certainly did not.”

He said, “You are one of six in the American League pitchers who hit two home runs in one game.” He said, “That’s been tied six times but,” he says, “it’s never been broken.”

I didn’t know that; I don’t know whether it’s been broken yet or not. Of course, in the American League, the pitchers don’t hit anymore.

 

I think it was the Yankees’ first trip (to Boston) in, in 1939. In Fenway Park they had a common runway between the clubhouses—when you come out of the clubhouse. The home team was on this side of the runway and the visitors on the other side. But we used the same runway coming out onto the field.

I’d been in the outfield, running, getting in my run. I’m going in to change my sweatshirt for the game. I wasn’t pitching. I think Grove was working the game. And when I came out, Gehrig was standing in the runway with one foot up on the step of the dugout, and he’s smoking a cigarette.

So I come walking down the runway—and I just went over and wrapped my arm around his neck. Well usually he’d lift you right off the ground. But I put my arm around his neck and he went down. He said, “Oh my God, don’t do that.”

Well, he just folded up. I had to help him up. And I said, “What’s the matter with you?”

He said, “I don’t know.” He says, “I can’t hit the ball out of the infield.” He says, “I’ve just lost all my strength.” He said, “I’ve had a terrible winter.”

I said, “Well, when did you first notice it?”

And he said, “Well, it was right at the tail end of the season last year.” But he said, “I’ve got something wrong with me. I don’t know what it is.”

Well, anyway, make a long story short, that was on Tuesday. And they played Wednesday and Thursday and then went to Detroit. And in the paper the next day on Friday, I believe it was, or Saturday, I read where he had gone to Mayo Brothers and they found that he’d had this disease. It was a sad deal.

Well, he had such a flat swing, Gehrig and Charlie Gehringer, both of them, very flat swings. And when they hit that ball, Charlie Gehringer hit more line drives that were caught. I’d say that 50 percent of the balls that were caught were line drives that he hit that could have been base hits, but they’d be right at somebody, whether right field or left field. Gehrig was the same way. You get that ball down there.

If you get up on Gehrig—Schoolboy Rowe and Tommy Bridges and those guys always tried to keep the ball up. Anything down below, they make a mistake and get down low and he could really crunch it. And he had so much power, powerful. We had that short right field. He could hit in there on a line drive before you could turn your head, practically.

But Babe was a different kind of hitter. DiMaggio was—he never took any stride either. But he stood flat-footed. But he had more fly balls. You could—you could get Joe to get that ball in the air so he didn’t get it too far. But he had a lot of power, too.

Joe DiMaggio, I don’t think he ever threw to the wrong base in his life. He’d get that ball and he knew exactly what he was going to do with it. And he took big long strides in running. He just glided. You know, he didn’t run up and down, he just took big, long strides and just kind of glided into it. And he covered a lot of territory. And he was like Ted Williams also, in studying the hitters.

I don’t think—[manager Joe] McCarthy I don’t think ever moved Joe DiMaggio into any particular spot, you know, waving him over or waving him back or telling him anything like that. He just did it himself. Joe was a student of the game, as was Ted Williams. But Joe was such a compact hitter. He was strong and powerful and he could hit anything. He might hurt you anytime.

 

Lefty Grove was probably the greatest left-hander that I saw. Let’s put Bobby Feller as one of the best right-handers. There were many good pitchers in those days. Red Ruffing for the New York Yankees, Lefty Gomez, Ted Lyons of the White Sox was a great pitcher.

Bobby Feller, when he first came up, boy he was wild. He would throw one over the top of your head and one behind your head and then one down the middle.

Incidentally, Bobby and I—when I was in St. Louis, we played Cleveland, and pitched the first night game that ever played in St. Louis; I think it was in 1940. We each struck out 12 men. He struck me out four times. I struck him out three times, and he hit his first home run in the major leagues to beat me 3-to-2. I see him every once in a while. It was in St. Louis, and they have a short right field fence. And the ball went up and dropped in for a home run. The last time I heard him tell that, it was a line drive over the right field fence; its gets longer every year.

 

My last year in college I played in Manhattan, Kansas, and we had six of us in college; then we had some other players, semipro players, and they had a group called the Manhattan Travelers. We played about 30 or some games over Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, around, barnstorming.

We played the Kansas City Monarchs twice. I pitched a game against Satchel Paige in Manhattan (Kansas) and we beat him 1-to-nothing. Later on, I pitched for a semipro team up in Nebraska, at the Arapaho County Fair. And the Monarchs played up there, and we played them.

They had a left-hander by the name of Oliver. I’ll never forget him, I thought he was a better pitcher than Paige was. But, of course, they had so many of those guys—the Monarchs in those days, they were kind of a fun team. They played around if they’d get ahead of you. They didn’t lose too many ball games because they had a great ball club. But when they saw they were into a ball game, they settled down and got pretty serious.

But I beat Paige 1-to-nothing and then I beat Oliver 2-to-1, up in Nebraska. But I never did see Paige pitch in the American League. Paige earned his publicity, the big deal, in what we called the Denver Post Tournament. The Denver Post, a paper out in Denver, used to hold a tournament every year for semipro teams. And in those days, the Kansas City Monarchs were not considered a professional team.

It was not recognized as a professional team, and they played in the Denver Post Tournament and they won it. Paige pitched five ball games in three days. He pitched and won all five ball games. He pitched four complete games, I think, or something like that in a five-day period. But he was, no doubt, a great pitcher, but how he was in the major leagues, I don’t know.

 

The greatest players I saw? Mickey Cochrane was, I think, probably the greatest catcher I saw and I would rate Bill Dickey and Rick Farrell; Rick Farrell was a great receiver. He wasn’t any power at the plate, little single hitter, sharp hitter, but was a great receiver.

Foxx was a muscle man and Greenberg had so much power, he took that big stride and had a big swing. Second base, I’d put Charlie Gehringer as number one and then they had Bobby Doerr for Boston, was a great second baseman, over there when I played, that was his first year up.

Tony Lazzeri, and then the other boy came in, followed Lazzeri, at second base, Joe Gordon. Joe was a good second baseman. And as shortstop, of course, you had Cronin. Cronin was a great ballplayer, no doubt about it, a great fielder. Frank Crosetti, he was a great shortstop who didn’t get too much publicity, but he was an excellent shortstop. In the outfield you had so many of them, I guess. Goose Goslin, Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio.

 

Well, I think probably I would like to say this, I think of all the experiences that I had in the ten years of major leagues, I met so many great people, great players in the Hall of Fame. And, of course, I am not in the Hall of Fame, but I knew these fellows, I played with them and I knew them personally.

And I think that what I would say that I don’t know how I’ll be remembered, but I just want to say this, that I feel that I have probably been one of the luckiest guys that ever played because coming from a little town out in western Kansas, 400 people population, and then have the privilege of playing Major League Baseball for ten years and knowing all of these men personally.

I can just say that I am very grateful for baseball, I think I played in the period of baseball when it was a wonderful period. We didn’t have the problem with dope or alcohol or steroids or anything like that. We were just a bunch of young men trying to make a living and doing something that we all liked to do and to make a living, get paid to play a game; I think you have to be very fortunate; I was very fortunate and I will always be grateful to everybody for that opportunity.
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