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INTRODUCTION

I love reading about baseball. And if you’ve picked up this book, I’m sure you do, too. When I first became interested in the sport as a youngster growing up in the Bronx, I read just about everything I could about our national pastime—from biographies to team histories to greatest World Series moments, it didn’t really matter. I loved all sports, but especially baseball. I think I bought just about every book—and there were many—that was published after the “Miracle Mets” won the 1969 World Series. But I was not just a provincial fan—I wanted to stay informed about the entire world of baseball. I read the sports pages of the Daily News and New York Post every day, and the New York Times on Sunday. I subscribed to the Sporting News, regularly visited local newsstands and candy stores to buy baseball magazines, and read as many baseball books as I could, either purchasing them or wearing out a path to the public library to borrow them.

The early 1970s were a particularly good time to read about baseball—I learned the art of “beaver shooting” and added many colorful swear words to my vocabulary from reading Jim Bouton’s groundbreaking Ball Four, a book I still go back and read from time to time. I loved books written by the two Rogers, Kahn (The Boys of Summer) and Angell (The Summer Game). My baseball library now takes up several bookshelves in my crowded apartment, and a signed copy of Lawrence Ritter’s classic The Glory of Their Times is one of my prized possessions.

The baseball knowledge I gained over the years served me well when I became one of the editors of The Baseball Encyclopedia, first published by Macmillan the same year those Mets stunned the baseball world. The “Big Mac” contained career statistics of every player who ever appeared in a major league game dating back to 1871. I worked on the seventh edition, published in 1988, all the way through to the tenth and final edition in 1996. One of the highlights of my time at Macmillan was getting to meet Jim Bouton when we published the twentieth anniversary edition of Ball Four. When Bouton found out I worked on The Baseball Encyclopedia, he remarked that he finished his major league career a game under .500 (at 62–63) and asked me if there was anything I could do to change it. “I’ll make it worth your while,” he joked, and we shared a good laugh over that.

Several times during those years, I was approached by people who wanted to know why their grandfather or uncle didn’t appear in the book, and I nicely told them I would look into it, but the fact was that they never made it into a big league box score, even if they had played in the minors or spent time in major league camp during spring training. Several major leaguers contacted us to correct information such as their hometown or date of birth. I remember having nice conversations with players such as Allie Reynolds, who wanted us to correct his birthdate. I treasured talking to them, and sometimes they would even share stories about their playing days.

I am reminded about this because a few years ago my parents told me about an acquaintance that had some great stories about playing baseball in the 1950s. While he never made the majors and didn’t claim to be in The Baseball Encyclopedia, William “Bill” Booth had some great reminiscences about life as a Dodgers farmhand in the late 1950s. He became friendly with Jackie Robinson, shielded Vin Scully from flying baseballs during batting practice, and once while throwing BP nearly beaned Don Zimmer, who had once suffered a fractured skull after being hit in the head with a pitch. We hit it off immediately and struck up a lasting friendship. Now in his late seventies and living in South Florida, where he gives golf lessons and works as an exterminator, he is still a commanding presence at 6-foot-4. We talk about a variety of things including politics and our favorite television shows, but the talk always comes back to baseball. He is fond of saying baseball is your friend because it can keep you company all season long. Bill competes in high-stakes fantasy leagues and always has an opinion about what’s going on in baseball from why Bryce Harper might be struggling to whom the Detroit Tigers should use as their closer.

It is amazing the connections you can share through baseball. When Bill found out that I live in Westchester, in the suburbs north of New York City, he recalled pitching a game in Yonkers as a member of the “Brooklyn Dodger Rookies” in the 1950s. He told me that from time to time the Dodger Rookies included a few future major leaguers including Tommy Davis, Bob Aspromonte, and John Orsino. I did some research and found a story in the Yonkers Herald Statesman dated August 8, 1956. The game, against a team called the Westchester All-Stars, ended in a 1–1 tie after ten innings. According to the account, “It was a messy game and there were nine errors, seven by the visitors…. It was strictly a pitcher’s duel between Hal Hitchcock of the hosts … and Billy Booth, an eighteen-year-old six-four righty from Scotch Plains, N. J…. Booth had to pitch a lot with men on, but he had heart and was quick and effective.” The only run Bill surrendered came as the result of an error by the third baseman, a catcher’s interference call, and a dropped fly ball by the center fielder. One member of each team was awarded a Most Valuable Player trophy after the game, and “Booth won Brooklyn honors hands down for he had no great help.” While reading the story, I was struck by two things. First, the crowd was 2,000 at Fleming Field—the very same park that my son Spencer, a former college player, pitches at several times a season for his semipro team. I don’t think more than a dozen people, mostly friends and family members, show up at his games there. Second, the article was written by Bill Libby, who went on to become a prolific author of several sports books, including biographies of Pete Rose, Reggie Jackson, and Catfish Hunter, many of which I had read while growing up!

Of the many stories Bill has shared with me, one of my favorites concerns a certain future Hall of Fame manager, who was a cut-up even back then:


“March 1958 … Vero Beach, Florida, Dodgertown, the home of the now Los Angeles Dodgers spring training facility. I was a minor league pitcher under contract to the Dodgers, and on this particular morning I was on my way to a back field to join my teammates assigned to the Green Bay, Wisconsin, Dodgers. The local papers were full of stories about the Dodgers’ signing of Frank (Hondo) Howard, a 6’8”, 260-pound All-American out of Ohio State. Our manager was Pete Reiser, and we were about to play an intra-organization practice game. I saw a lot of Big Frank for the next few days. Big-time power to say the least. He would loosen up with three bats and a groundskeeper’s shovel. The next morning I found out we would be playing a night game against the Montreal Royals at Holman Stadium, and I was scheduled to pitch. Obviously the brass wanted to show off their new player Hondo in front of a big crowd, the media, and everyone in the organization. OK, Frank comes to bat in the second inning, and I struck him out swinging with a change curve. In the fifth, I had a 1–0 lead and here comes Hondo again. We go 3 and 1, and catcher Doug Camilli (son of Dolph) calls for the curve again. I’m thinking that’s what Frank is thinking and shook off the curve in favor of high heat. The last time I saw that ball it was disappearing into the moon somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. It’s now 1–1 and I know this is my last inning, so I waited for things to quiet down. A voice from the Montreal dugout was loud and clear: ‘Don’t worry kid, we’ll look for it later!’ It was pitcher Tommy Lasorda. I had first met him a year earlier when he came up to me on the mound when I was pitching in a practice game, asked me for the ball, threw one pitch, and then continued walking to the clubhouse with his Montreal teammates, laughing all the way.”



The pages that follow include a wide variety of stories that span the entire history of the game, and I hope that reading them adds to your enjoyment and appreciation of our national pastime.

—Ken Samelson, October 2016


PART ONE

THIS GREAT GAME


CHAPTER 1

THE EVOLUTION OF BASEBALL

ALBERT SPALDING

However views of individuals may differ as to the origin of the American national game, all must agree that the sport had as its foundation—a Ball. Without that as its basis, the superstructure of the grandest pastime ever devised by man could never have been erected.

Josh Billings, in writing upon the general subject of Dogs, once said that, in order to realize on the different kinds of dogs, one must have environments calculated to develop the inherent traits of the varied breeds. Thus, in order to “realize” on a coach dog, one must be the owner of a carriage and team, that the canine might run along beneath the vehicle; in order to “realize” on a Newfoundland dog, he said its owner must have a pond of water and children, playing around, carelessly, that they might fall in and be rescued by “Faithful Nero,” and so on.

Just so in this case, in order to “realize” on the Ball it is necessary to have someone to put it in motion. Happily, that one is not difficult to find. Placing the Ball in the hands of the first lad who happens along, we may be assured that he will do the rest. And he does. In less time than it takes in the telling, he is bounding the sphere upon the ground. Down it goes; up it flies. Leaving the boy’s hand, it strikes the ground, and, returning, is caught. In this completed act we have the first crude and elementary step in our National Game—with just a Boy and a Ball.

But the Boy, like other members of the human family, is a social creature. It is quite conceivable that the average boy, upon being presented with a Ball, would find immediate and pleasurable entertainment throwing it to the ground and catching it upon the rebound; but such pastime would be of temporary duration. The lad would soon tire of the monotony of the sport. Unselfish, he would want someone to share his fun—moreover, everybody recognizes that thing in human nature, in youth as well as maturity, which delights in the exploitation of ownership, possession. Given the boy’s mother or sister in possession of a new gown, and it is immediately donned for exhibition before her less favored neighbor. The arrival of his new “Red Devil” sets the boy’s dad rushing around town before he knows the first principles of the machine’s construction, to the imminent danger of all resident mankind and incidentally that of any animal that may happen to come in his way. He simply must show Jones the new flyer, even though it decimates the population.

“Like father, like son.” Tom wants his schoolmate, Dick, to see the new ball. In a very few minutes they are together, playing throw and catch, in an interesting elementary game of ball. Tom throws; Dick catches. Dick throws; Tom catches. Back and forth flies the ball till the school bell rings, and in this simple little form of exercise we have “Throw and Catch” as the second stage in the evolution of our game—with Two Boys and a Ball.

Now, human nature is not only social in its demands; it is also enterprising—and fickle. Bounding a ball on the ground is well enough if a lad is alone and can’t get company. Throw and Catch beats no game at all; but it becomes tiresome after a while. And so, when school is over, or on Saturdays, when there is no school, we find Tom and Dick out behind the barn, inventing a new and different phase of the game of ball.

“I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” says Tom. “I’ll throw the ball against the barn. You get that old axe-handle over there and strike at it as it comes back. If you miss the ball and I catch it, you’re out; or, if you hit the ball and can run and touch the barn and return before I can get the ball and hit you with it, you count one. If I hit you with the ball before you get back to your place, you’re out. See?”
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Two boys with a ball and bat, playing Barn Ball. From the New York Public Library A.G. Spalding Collection.

They try it; find it works well, and the third stage of the game is developed in “Barn-Ball”—with Two Boys, a Bat and a Ball.

Again, it happens sometimes that it is not altogether convenient to play barn-ball. The game requires a barn. Now, while most boys may usually be depended upon to have a large and varied assortment of things in pocket, it sometimes occurs that a barn is not one of them; so barn-ball is out of the question. Tom and Dick are coming from school with Harry. They tell the new boy about the ball and the large amount of fun there is wrapped up in it. They dilate upon the proficiency they have already attained in throwing, catching and batting, and patronize Harry a trifle perhaps, because of his inexperience.

“Why can’t we have a game of barn-ball, now?” asks the unsophisticated Harry.

“Oh, don’t you know nuthin’? There isn’t any barn,” answers Dick.

“I’ll tell you what we can do,” says the inventive Tom. “Come on, Dick; you and I will throw and catch, just as we did the other day, and Harry can stand between us with the club. Now, Dick, when I throw to you, Harry can face me and try to hit the ball, and when you throw to me he can turn your way and strike at it. If Harry misses the ball, and either of us catches it before it hits the ground or on the first bound, he’s out and the fellow who catches him out takes the club. If he hits the ball far enough to get to that rock over there and back before one of us gets the ball and hits him with it, he counts one tally; but if one of us hits him with the ball, he’s out. See?” And thus the game of “One Old Cat” was born, and the fourth step has been evolved, with Three Boys, a Bat, a Ball and a Base.

The evolution of the next step in the game of Base Ball was natural and easy. It was a very simple sequence of One Old Cat. It grew out of the fact that Jim came along and wanted to play with the others.

“That’s dead easy,” says the resourceful Tom. “We’ll just add another base, get another club, and there you are. All the difference there will be is that when either one hits the ball you must both run and exchange places. If the ball is thrown and hits either one of you, that one must give way to the fellow who threw it.” The game of Two Old Cat was thus developed in order to include Four Boys, Two Bats, Two Bases and a Ball.

By this time the game of Base Ball is becoming popular. Next Saturday, when Tom, Dick, Harry and Jim go out on the commons to have a game of Two Old Cat, Frank and Ned join them with hopes of getting into the game.

“No use,” says the pessimistic Dick; “only four can play at this game. You see, we’ve got two catchers and two hitters now, and that’s all we can have.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” says Tom. “What’s the matter with having a three-cornered game? Then we all can play.”

The game is tried three-cornered. It works all right, and Three Old Cat, with Six Boys, Three Bats, Three Bases and a Ball has added another step in the evolution of our American game.

The interest increases. Eight Boys want a chance to play at the same time. An equilateral ground is chosen, about forty feet each way. The sport is tried out in that form and is found to meet the purpose. But now the game is becoming cumbersome. It is slow and unsatisfactory in some respects. The multiplication of players introduces elements of discord. Dissensions arise. No two agree as to the proper way of playing the game. There are no printed rules available for the village commons. Interest, meanwhile, is growing, and more and still more players are clamoring for admission. The game of Four Old Cat has been developed all right, but, unlike the feline from which its name has been derived, the game is never a howling success; but it does afford pastime for Eight Boys, Four Bats, Four Bases and a Ball.

In Two, Three and Four Old Cat games, each individual player had his own score, and the players did not engage collectively as teams. Each tally was credited to the striker only. Every base gained by the striker was counted as a tally for himself alone. At the close of the game, if any record was kept, the player who was found to have the greatest number of tallies was declared the victor. Thus, in the days when a game which would accommodate no more than eight players would suffice, the “Old Cat,” or “Individual Score,” system of ball-playing answered the purpose; but as the pastime became more popular, and more boys wanted to play, it became necessary to devise a new form of the game which would admit a greater number of participants and at the same time introduce the competitive spirit that prevails in teamwork.

We are indebted to Four Old Cat for the square-shaped ball field, with a base at each corner. A natural step was then made by eliminating the four throwers and four batters of the Four Old Cat game, and substituting in place of them one thrower, or pitcher, and one batter. The pitcher was stationed in the center of the square and the striker, or batter, had his position at the middle of one of the sides of the square. In this form of the game, two sides, or teams, were chosen, one known as the Fielding Side, and the other as the Batting Side. The game was known as “Town Ball,” and later, that is, in the decade beginning with 1850, it came to be known as the “Massachusetts Game of Base Ball,” in contradistinction to the “New York Game of Base Ball,” as played by the Knickerbocker Club of New York City in the decade of the ’40s. Thus Town Ball came in vogue and made another step in the evolution of the American game of Base Ball.
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Thirty or more players (15 or more on each side) with a bat and ball playing Town Ball. From the New York Public Library A.G. Spalding Collection.

In this game were present many of the elements of the game of Base Ball as we know it to-day—and then some. It accommodated thirty or more players and was played on town-meeting days, when everybody in the township took a hand. Sometimes there were so many playing that the grounds were full of fielders, and but for the large number and their indiscriminate selection, the sport might have developed more skill. The square field of Four Old Cat, but with the side lines lengthened to sixty instead of forty feet, obtained in Town Ball. Batsmen were out on balls caught on fly or first bound, and base runners were out by being “soaked” while running by a thrown ball. Town Ball was played quite generally throughout New England. It had, as before stated, fifteen or more players on a side, Catcher, Thrower, Four Bases, a Bat and a Ball.

The final step in the evolution of the game was the adoption of the diamond-shaped field and other points of play incorporated in the system devised by Abner Doubleday, of Cooperstown, New York, in 1839, and subsequently formulated into a code of playing rules adopted by the Knickerbocker Base Ball Club, of New York, upon its organization in 1845. The number of players participating in a game was limited to eighteen—nine on a side; a Pitcher, a Catcher, a Short Stop, First, Second and Third Basemen, Right, Center, and Left Fielders, Four Bases, Bat and Ball, and was the game of Base Ball substantially as played to-day.

The following, from the Memphis Appeal, of date unknown to the writer, is a fair and interesting description of the game as played in the days of long ago:


“Time will not turn backward in his flight, but the mind can travel back to the days before Base Ball, or at least to the days before Base Ball was so well known and before it had become so scientific. There were ball games in those days, in town and country, and the country ball game was an event. There were no clubs. The country boy of those days was not gregarious. He preferred flocking by himself and remaining independent. On Saturday afternoons the neighborhood boys met on some well cropped pasture, and whether ten or forty, every one was to take part in the game. Self-appointed leaders divided the boys into two companies by alternately picking one until the supply was exhausted. The bat, which was no round stick, such as is now used, but a stout paddle, with a blade two inches thick and four inches wide, with a convenient handle dressed onto it, was the chosen arbiter. One of the leaders spat on one side of the bat, which was honestly called ‘the paddle,’ and asked the leader of the opposition forces. ‘Wet, or dry?’ The paddle was then sent whirling up into the air, and when it came down, whichever side won went to the bat, while the others scattered over the field. The ball was not what would be called a National League ball, nowadays, but it served every purpose. It was usually made on the spot by some boy offering up his woolen socks as an oblation, and these were raveled and wound round a bullet, a handful of strips cut from a rubber overshoe, a piece of cork or almost anything, or nothing, when anything was not available. The winding of this ball was an art, and whoever could excel in this art was looked upon as a superior being. The ball must be a perfect sphere and the threads as regularly laid as the wire on a helix of a magnetic armature. When the winding was complete the surface of the ball was thoroughly sewed with a large needle and thread to prevent it from unwinding when a thread was cut. The diamond was not arbitrarily marked off as now. Sometimes there were four bases, and sometimes six or seven. They were not equidistant, but were marked by, any fortuitous rock, or shrub, or depression in the ground where the steers were wont to bellow and paw up the earth. One of these tellural cavities was almost sure to be selected as ‘the den,’ now called the home-plate. There were no masks, or mitts, or protectors. There was no science or chicanery, now called ‘head-work.’ The strapping young oafs—embryonic preachers, presidents and premiers—were too honest for this. The pitcher was the one who could throw the ball over the ‘den,’ and few could do this. His object was to throw a ball that could be hit. The paddle man’s object was to hit the ball, and if he struck at it—which he need not do unless he chose—and missed it, the catcher, standing well back, tried to catch it after it had lost its momentum by striking the earth once and bounding in the air—‘on the first bounce’ it was called—and if he succeeded the paddleman was dead and another took his place. If he struck it and it was not caught in the field or elsewhere, in the air or on the first bounce, he could strike twice more, but the third time he was compelled to run. There was no umpire, and very little wrangling. There was no effort to pounce upon a base runner and touch him with the ball. Anyone having the ball could throw it at him, and if it hit him he was ‘dead’—almost literally sometimes. If he dodged the ball, he kept on running till the den was reached. Some of the players became proficient in ducking, dodging and sidestepping, and others learned to throw the ball with the accuracy of a rifle bullet. No matter how many players were on a side, each and every one had to be put out. And if the last one made three successive home runs, he ‘brought in his side,’ and the outfielders, pitcher and catcher had to do their work all over again. The boy who could bring in his side was a hero. No victorious general was ever prouder or more lauded. Horatius at the bridge was small potatoes in comparison. He was the uncrowned king. There were no foul hits. If the ball touched the bat ever so lightly it was a ‘tick,’ and three ticks meant a compulsory run. The score was kept by some one cutting notches in a stick, and the runs in an afternoon ran up into the hundreds. If a ball was lost in the grass or rolled under a Scotch thistle, the cry ‘lost ball’ was raised and the game stopped until it was found.

“Only the older country ball players can remember those days and games. They did not last long. When the change came, it came suddenly. Technicalities and rules began to creep in. Tricks between the pitcher and catcher, designed to fool the batter, began. The argot or slang of the game intruded. The country boys who went to college found more than their new homespun suits, of which they were so proud on leaving home, out of date. The ball game was all changed. They had to use a round club instead of a paddle to hit the ball. They had to change their tactics all through the game. They found the pitcher not intent upon throwing a ball that could be hit, but so that it would be hit at and missed. The bases were laid off with mathematical accuracy. They could be put out in many unknown and surprising ways. They could not throw a ball at a base runner. They could not wander at will over the field, but must occupy a certain position. All was changed. All has been changed since. The expert of even twenty years ago would be lost to-day. The game of ball has been growing more scientific every year. It will continue to grow more scientific for years to come. The homespun-clad boys who returned home on vacation expecting to ‘show off,’ and teach their former companions the game of ball up to date, discovered the innovation had preceded them, and that those who had not left the old haunts knew all about the game excepting the very newest wrinkles. And they knew something which the college boys had not learned.”




CHAPTER 2

TEAM WORK

JOHN MCGRAW

Various estimates have been hazarded by experts on the value of a manager to a ball club. Some critics do not figure him into the equation at all, while others overrate him. It is a co-operative position. The team cannot get along without a directing force, and the manager cannot succeed without a team. In these remarks on managing a team, in the case of most amateur clubs they will apply to the captain when I refer to the duties of the manager, because, as a rule, such a club does not have any other leader.

Team play is very important to the success of a club, and it is increasing in its importance every season. Within the last three years I have seen clubs in the Big Leagues composed of good players which have failed to succeed because they lacked an efficient style of team play.

First, if you are the captain or manager of a ball club, select your general style of play. If you have a team of fast men, I would advise the shifting, versatile attack, switching constantly on your opponents. This keeps them guessing, and the great thing to do is to worry your enemies on the diamond.

If the club is slow and inclined to be sluggish, but has many hard hitters, you will have to adopt a more conservative plan. It is foolish to send a slow man down to steal second. You will be forced to depend on the batting of the men who follow him to the plate. Players of the sluggish cast are not so desirable as the other type. Speed is the great thing nowadays.
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Never let the other side see you are beaten or are losing courage. Photo by Lena Samelson.

Keep after the players all the time. Encourage them and insist that they keep constantly on their toes. Make them show plenty of pepper and spirit and aggression. This carries a long way. Never let the other side see you are beaten or are losing courage.

First of all, the young ball player must learn about the “stages” of a game. There are many things you would try at one “stage” which would be ridiculous under other conditions. There are times when it pays to be conservative and others when it is best to take the long chance. The latter represents the desperate “stage.” Every team should have a leader in charge, whether he is the captain or manager, and the players should obey his orders implicitly. If he is not competent, get another leader, but follow the man you have picked out.

Players make a hit with me who work hard all the time, show an aggressive spirit, and keep chewing the rag. As long as an infield maintains a running fire of conversation, the other team is impressed with your confidence. It also keeps up the fighting spirit of your fellow-players. Now, do not misunderstand me by the use of the term “fighting spirit.”

There is such a thing in a ball game as a healthy, fighting spirit that does not necessitate a knowledge of the Marquis of Queensberry rules and regulations. Keep after the other team all the time by every fair means you have at your command. It’s all right to try to discourage an opponent by clean conversation.
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“That's the true harbinger of spring, not crocuses or swallows
returning to Capistrano, but the sound of a bat on a ball.” —BILL VEECK
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