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INTRODUCTION




THE LAND OF UMPIRES








Where do you find such a man: A man involved in a game who has the authority of a sea captain, the discretion of a judge, the strength of an athlete, the eye of a hunter, the courage of a soldier, the patience of a saint and the stoicism to withstand the abuse of the grandstand, the tension of an extra-inning game, the invective of a player and the pain of a foul tip in the throat? He must be a tough character, with endurance and the ability to keep his temper and self-control, he must be unimpeachably honest, courteous, impartial, and firm, and he must compel respect from everyone!




—BRANCH RICKEY












Just about the first thing they teach you at umpire school is how to yank your mask off without upsetting your hat. Umpires place great stock in their appearance, and if you’re trying to make a call or follow a play with your hat askew or caught in your mask straps or—the worst—spilled in the dirt, you look foolish, inept, exactly the image you don’t want the ballplayers, the managers and coaches, or the fans to have of you.




Like everything else in umpiring, or at least in umpire instruction, the method for removing the mask is reasoned and precise. You keep your head straight, your eyes forward, and move your hand to your mask, not the other way around. The only reason you remove your mask in the first place is to watch a play on the field, and you never want to turn your eyes down, away from the play, even for a moment. There’s no worse feeling, umpires will tell you, than looking up from an instant’s distraction, seeing the ball on the ground, and not knowing how it got there.




Anyway, you grab the mask with your left hand, wrapping your thumb, forefinger, and middle finger around it at seven o’clock. You don’t use your whole hand. You can’t, really, because your ball-and-strike indicator is also in the left hand, held snug against the palm by the ring finger and the pinkie. So with the three available fingers, in one swift motion you pull the mask straight out from your face to clear the bill of your cap, then straight up and off. You don’t toss it aside; the catcher is the only one who ever throws a mask. If you have to come out from behind the plate and run to a spot to make a call, if you have to hold up your arms to signal foul, even if you have to use your left hand and pump hard with your elbow to sell the call that a ball was touched in fair territory, you hold your mask tight.




This is all, of course, rudimentary, something a professional umpire will do with muscle memory and a shrug, the way a concertmaster will toss off a warm-up arpeggio. But the reward is real. When you do it right, with the casual adroitness that approximates instinct, it looks both graceful and aggressive, leaving you, the plate umpire, properly possessed of the authority and dignity of your office.




Naturally, for a beginner it is a harder trick to perform than it sounds, and for me, a fifty-two-year-old student umpire, it was the first of many skills that looked simple and proved annoyingly resistant to mastery. During school drills, I’d get it right a couple of times, then let my concentration slip, undoubtedly because of something else to focus on. I’d come out from behind the plate to follow the path of an outfield fly ball or to straddle the third-base line to judge a line drive fair or foul, pull off the mask, and my hat would end up on the ground—usually smack-dab on the baseline so it was marked with a telltale streak of lime—or merely jostled and tipped crooked, the bill off-center like a rapper’s, or tipped forward and shading my eyes. How you can pull your mask upward and have your hat tip forward I don’t know, but that it is possible I am a witness. It wasn’t until school was done and I went out on the field to work an actual game and my frustration continued that I solved the problem for good (or thought I did)—by buying a hat with a narrower brim. Who knew different-size baseball-cap brims even existed?




It turns out that an ordinary baseball cap has a brim about 31/4 inches wide, with eight seams sewn into it. The brim of a base umpire’s cap is a little narrower, maybe 3 inches and six seams wide, and the brim of an ordinary plate umpire’s hat, which is what we were issued in school, is narrower still, 21/2 inches and four seams. The gradations downward continue until you get to a kind of skullcap with a 11/2-inch brim that looks like an appetizer portion of cantaloupe. Umpires call this version the beanie, and when you remove your mask, it makes you look like a refugee from the nineteenth century. But I liked the eccentricity of it and bought one.




Umpires, however, cannot afford eccentricity. Later I would discover a scene in the popular film A League of Their Own in which the actor Tom Hanks, playing a manager, accosts an umpire wearing the beanie. “Did anyone ever tell you you look like a penis with that little hat on?” he says. But I wasn’t aware of this at the time, and the first game I wore it, I noticed the teenaged players giggling at me behind their hands. Whenever I made a call one of them didn’t care for, he rolled his eyes and gave me a look—what a geek!




Immediately after the game, I went back to the store and bought a hat with a two-inch brim, and when I came back the next day to work a game in the same league, I held much more authority in the eyes of the players. Or so it seemed to me, which is really all that mattered.




At this point perhaps you are thinking, okay, taking the mask off, enough already. This is far too much detail about a mundane thing. And that’s correct, except that the process I just described is a perfect analog of learning to be an umpire. You master the fundamentals, you cast them off when they don’t serve, and in the end you accommodate yourself to the game and its participants. It turns out you’re not alone out there. It only feels that way.




 




The impetus for this book was a visit I made in January 2005 to the Jim Evans Academy of Professional Umpiring in Kissimmee, Florida, in order to write a story for the New York Times, where I work as a reporter. I thought it would be a lark, a chance to talk baseball rules and baseball trivia—I’m the kind of baseball fan who has never gotten over his boyhood obsession, who reads the sports page before the front page and pores over box scores as though they were hieroglyphic finds—not to mention a chance to wear short sleeves in midwinter.




But what I found there in three days of observing—the whole course of instruction runs five weeks—was weird and intriguing, an amalgam of strict vocational schooling in subject matter as concrete as auto mechanics and behavioral instruction as delicate and interpretative as you’ll find in any acting workshop. Moreover, virtually everything I saw was new to me.




The experience persuaded me to write two more stories for the paper that year about umpiring. For one, I went on the road with a crew of Double A umpires, three young men locked together for a season, traveling long distances in a van packed with their belongings through Texas, Missouri, Kansas, and Arkansas. For the other, I met in major league ballparks and four-star hotels with Bruce Froemming, then the senior umpire in the major leagues.




I came away from these three stories convinced that a land of umpires exists, that it has citizens, laws, and a culture, and that it is exotic enough—both in the context of baseball and the context of, well, the known world—to warrant further exploring. Indeed, the presumption of this book is that professional umpires are an unusually isolated and circumscribed group, sort of like the inhabitants of a remote country that few people have ever visited, and that I am the sociologist who was dispatched to send back word of what life is like there.




I spent just about all of 2006 and 2007 and part of 2008 in the land of umpires, beginning when I went back to the Evans academy and enrolled as a student in the five-week program. From then on I went where the tales of professional umpires took me, sort of like a ball bouncing erratically across a pebble-strewn infield. It wasn’t a comprehensive investigation, but for the most part it was a lot of fun.




Among other places, my travels took me to Cocoa, Florida, where a team of former professional umpires was evaluating umpire-school graduates for jobs in the minor leagues; to Cedar City, Utah, where a former air force engineer, Grant Secrist, was keeping alive his quest to create a simulator, akin to the one used by fighter pilots, to train major league umpires in calling balls and strikes; to the exurbs of Phoenix, Arizona, and the farm country of Ohio, homes of two former umpires—Don Denkinger and Larry Barnett, respectively—who made two of the most controversial calls in World Series history; to southern Connecticut to visit with the candid ex-commissioner of baseball, Fay Vincent; and to central California, where Doug Harvey, the legendary National League umpire who narrowly missed being the ninth umpire inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2007, waxed formidable and egocentric about what it takes to make it in the major leagues.




I spent several weeks with minor league umpires in places like Boise, Idaho; Huntsville, Alabama; Omaha, Nebraska; Bowie, Maryland; Des Moines, Iowa; Fresno, California; Trenton, New Jersey; Chattanooga, Tennessee; Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania; and Portland, Maine, getting to know some of the young men (and one young woman) who were willing, remarkably, to put up with endless indignities—rotten pay, long road trips, mediocre hotels, cramped locker rooms, not to mention the utter thanklessness of the umpiring task—for up to a decade or more in pursuit of the unlikely possibility of a major league job opportunity.




To talk to major league umpires, I went to spring training in Florida in 2006 and Arizona in 2006 and 2007. I went to the 2006 All-Star weekend in Pittsburgh and over two seasons spent regular-season series with different big league crews in New York, Milwaukee, Chicago, San Diego, Phoenix, and St. Louis.




I spent the 2006 World Series traveling between Detroit and St. Louis with Randy Marsh, Tim McClelland, John Hirschbeck, Mike Winters, Wally Bell, and Alfonso Marquez, the six men who’d earned the privilege of officiating the games between the Tigers and the finally triumphant Cardinals; during the 2007 World Series, I went to Denver, home of the Colorado Rockies, and sat down with five of the six crew members—Mike Everitt, Ted Barrett, Ed Montague, Laz Diaz, and Chuck Meriwether—before the Red Sox completed their four-game sweep and everybody went home.




In the end, I conducted about two hundred interviews with working and retired umpires, with players and coaches in the major and minor leagues, and with baseball executives both current and former.




Both in baseball generally and in umpire-dom particularly, these were eventful years. During this time, minor league umpires, testing the power of their fledgling union (it was incorporated in 1999), went out on strike for the first time over the issue of their pitiful salaries. Ria Cortesio, the only woman umpire in professional baseball and the sixth in history, was dismissed, after nine years in the game, by minor league officials. After a flurry of miscalls in which rightful home runs were ruled foul or in play—or fly balls that should have been foul or in play were ruled home runs—the use of instant replay to help umpires on batted balls near the home run boundaries was instituted toward the end of 2008.




The revelation, in the summer of 2007, that a National Basketball Association referee, Tim Donaghy, had been providing inside information to gamblers and betting on games he himself was officiating sent a shudder not only through basketball but other professional sports. Donaghy’s actions cast suspicion on all officials, who are hardly viewed with respect under the best of circumstances; the result in baseball was that the administration of the game tightened security around the hiring and monitoring of umpires, probing into their lives with investigative checks that umpires found humiliating and invasive.




And of course the issue of performance-enhancing drugs grew steadily in prominence, culminating, on December 13, 2007, with the release of former senator George Mitchell’s report on his twenty-month investigation into the use of steroids, human growth hormone, and other illegal substances by major league players, and the subsequent challenge to his findings by Roger Clemens. Clemens, possibly the preeminent right-handed pitcher in baseball history, was merely the biggest name in a 409-page document that identified eighty-six players by name and concluded that the use of these substances was widespread and that it had been at best overlooked and at worst condoned by both baseball’s administration and the players’ union.




Umpires essentially shrugged; they had been aware for a decade or more that some players were juicing. They could tell by the players’ bodies and also by their temperaments. When I asked whether they ever thought of reporting what they saw, several umpires said yes, they thought about it, but decided not to because it wasn’t their responsibility.




“If I went to a manager and said, ‘Hey, do you know your third baseman is so high he’s foaming at the mouth?’ he’d just tell me to mind my own business,” one veteran umpire told me. “‘You do your fuckin’ job and I’ll take care of my team.’ That’s the mind-set.”




Indeed, the reaction of many umpires to the Mitchell report was with perhaps the one essential umpire emotion: indignation. As one umpire wrote to me in an e-mail, “Why don’t you ask baseball about the perception for the last ten years of the umpires being the aggressors on the field when we now know that most players were on either steroids or amphetamines?”




What was most striking about all these events was what little effect they had on the way umpires do their jobs and live their lives. As a group they are remarkably unshakable and certain of themselves. It wasn’t much remarked on, but anyone who was paying attention during those years could see that the criticism of umpires was steadily escalating. On talk radio and Weblogs, the excoriation was high; the disdain from the broadcast booth was regular and severe. In one extraordinary moment in September 2007, Chipper Jones, the star third baseman for the Atlanta Braves, spurred by his displeasure with home plate umpire Rick Reed, exploded in a postgame interview:




“It’s a joke,” Jones said to George Henry of the Associated Press, as part of a long tirade about umpiring in the big leagues. “Major League Baseball ought to be ashamed. It’s abysmal. It’s awful. Not all of them but some of them. It’s awful.”




The level of disdain began to approach that of the 1990s, when the print media, supported by substantial dissatisfaction among baseball’s club owners and administrators, led a public-opinion revolt against umpires with a wave of stories complaining about their weight, their arrogance, their lack of hustle, and their missed calls, often with animosity-provoking headlines such as “The Belligerent Men in Blue,” which appeared in the Sporting News.




But when I brought this up to umpires, suggesting they were going through another bad patch, most of them shrugged. Nah, they said. Business as usual. Indeed, what I found in the land of umpires was a society with rock-solid traditions of both thought and deed, and if current events tended to have any effect on those traditions, it was only to harden them, to make umpires more, well, umpirish.




To speak generally, umpire nation is a place buried deep in the conservative, middle-American heart, where the prevailing and not-necessarily-consistent values are similar to those you’d find on the floor of a large factory: The union is lionized, management is held in suspicion, yet the privilege and affluence that come with managerial power are nonetheless coveted.




In umpire nation, Applebee’s and Chili’s are high-end establishments, steak is a gourmet meal, and, for some reason, lite beer is preferable to regular beer. It’s a place where the playing of the national anthem before a ball game is serious business, where women are discomforting, Jews are a novelty, homosexuals are unwanted, and liberals tend to keep their opinions to themselves.






In umpire nation travel is so relentless that it is more deadening than broadening. It’s a place where outward confidence is a must, and the mistakes that erode the foundations of self-esteem are obsessed over. The denizens are proud of what they do and resentful they aren’t better paid and better recognized. They are defined and held together by the powerful bond of their singular profession, but, as in a large dysfunctional family, the differences among them are varied, deep-seated, and often bitter.




Umpire nation also has its own language, or at least a patois, and it is anything but delicate. The usual four-letter imprecations are well represented in the daily umpire lexicon, but it has one especially distinguishing feature: the word “horseshit.”




For some reason, “horseshit” is specifically a baseball term, having been the most popular and utilitarian curse word in the game for generations, as familiar a locution at the ballpark as “strike three.”




I suppose it’s a relative of “bullshit,” a word many people who aren’t in baseball casually use, though it doesn’t mean quite the same thing. “Bullshit” is basically a noun that means “baloney,” and it occasionally morphs into an adjective, e.g., a bullshit explanation. “Horseshit” is first and foremost an adjective, and though a horseshit explanation is, I suppose, the same thing as a bullshit explanation—and Webster’s defines the two words more or less the same way—in baseball “horseshit” means “worthless” or “irredeemable,” and it is applicable to, well, everything. A second baseman who has trouble with the double play turns a horseshit pivot; the home run hit off the lefty reliever came on a horseshit slider; the stretch of games through the middle of August that includes seventeen straight playing days and three doubleheaders is horseshit scheduling.




Far and away, however, the most frequent targets of the word are umpires. They have horseshit strike zones. They make horseshit calls. Their eyesight is horseshit. Their attitudes are horseshit. Their positioning is horseshit. At one game I attended, Alex Rodriguez, the Yankees celebrity third baseman, sauntered over to Bruce Froemming and gave him an unsolicited compliment, something about how much he appreciated all of Froemming’s years of professionalism. Froemming reported this to me, and when I asked Rodriguez about it the next day, he shrugged. He said Froemming, as the longest-serving umpire, deserved it.




“After all, all we do is tell them they’re horseshit,” Rodriguez said.






 




Since the late 1970s when their union coalesced behind the aggressive leadership of a Philadelphia lawyer named Richie Phillips, major league umpires have won substantial concessions from baseball. All of them earn six-figure incomes now, around $400,000 for the most senior guys. But none of that has mitigated their belief that they are tolerated by baseball’s administrators with distaste.




Major league officials, like current players and managers, don’t exactly admit to this. They are generally loath to discuss umpires; among other things, the privately and widely held assumption in baseball is that the umpires are vindictive and, when slighted, will extract vengeance either on the field or at the bargaining table. When officials do talk about umpires for public consumption, it’s usually to brag about what a good job they do or about how relations between baseball and the umpires have improved in the last few years.




Even so, the essential enmity does ooze into public view from time to time. During the 2007 season, for example, after the Donaghy scandal, Major League Baseball sought permission from the current union, the World Umpires Association, to conduct in-depth credit checks on its members. The union sought a concession from baseball, an added crew member for the World Series, in return. Negotiations immediately became contentious.




“The discussions broke down over one, and only one, issue, and that was the WUA’s demand that we make an economic concession in return for the members being forthcoming on what we view to be an integrity issue,” Rob Manfred, baseball’s vice president for labor relations, told the New York Times. “We strongly indicated that we were offended by the effort to trade economics against integrity.”




It was the tone of Manfred’s rhetoric, rather than its substance, that was telling. Baseball officials would be within the limits of reasonable argument in saying major league umpires now have relatively little to complain about in terms of their compensation and benefits package, and that the integrity of the game should be everyone’s concern, so baseball shouldn’t have to pay the umpires any further to safeguard it.




Umpires, on the other hand, might rightfully resent Manfred’s indignant seizing of the high road, since their record for integrity is the one baseball can legitimately brag about. It was the players, not the umpires, who conspired to throw the 1919 World Series. A manager, Pete Rose, not an umpire, was banned from the game forever for betting on games. The owners, not the umpires, were caught colluding to keep player salaries from rising between 1985 and 1988.




Umpires were not surprised by Manfred’s statements. They never are when anyone from Major League Baseball disparages them; the received disdain and suspicion are well ingrained in their collective psyche. They speak about it with a shrug and a sneer.




“We’re a necessary evil,” Larry Young, a major league veteran who would retire after 2007, said to me before a game at Shea Stadium, using the phrase that I heard often from umpires as a sardonic acknowledgment of their lower-caste status. “The trainers, they’re on the same level with us. The only ones who get treated worse than us are the scouts.”




Perhaps naively, I found myself surprised by this. Like most baseball fans, I think, I was under the impression that the authority that umpires are given on the field allies them naturally with baseball’s management. But in fact it seems umpires have few allies in the establishment of the game.




Mike Port, who became the major league vice president in charge of umpiring for the 2006 season after working in the front offices of the Red Sox and the Angels, told me that in thirty years of going to meetings with general managers and owners, he never heard a single kind word uttered about umpires. The closest thing to a compliment he could recall, he said, was a comment about the umpire Billy Williams, who made a habit of removing his dentures before taking the field.




“And one guy said, ‘With five being the best and one being the worst, I’d give him a one,’” Port said. “‘But I’d make it a five if he’d put his teeth in.’ And remember, that’s the nicest thing I ever heard.”




“I didn’t like the umpires,” Frank Cashen, the former general manager for world championship teams with the Orioles and the Mets admitted. “Nobody in my position did.”




“I can tell you this,” said Steve Phillips, the ESPN analyst who spent from 1998 through 2003 as the general manager of the Mets. “Management never cared for the umpires.”




“The owners basically see them like bases,” Fay Vincent, the baseball commissioner from 1989 to 1992, told me. “They say, ‘We need a base, we need an umpire, same thing. We’ve got to pay them, they’re human beings, but they’re basically bases.’”






 




Significantly, my foray into the land of umpires came after the tense and combative decade of the 1990s, and after the umpire cataclysm of 1999, a season that changed what it meant to be a major league umpire, humbling a group of men very unused to humility. That summer, some two decades’ worth of open hostility between the umpires’ union and baseball’s administration finally exploded in a battle the umpires resoundingly lost.




What happened, in sum, was this: In an attempt to bring baseball to the bargaining table, the union, pushed by Richie Phillips, pursued an aggressive strategy that turned out to be folly and brought ruin on itself. Phillips urged the umpires to resign en masse, and fifty-seven of the sixty-eight union members did. But instead of being cowed, baseball simply accepted the resignations and began hiring minor league umpires to replace the resignees. In a panic, many umpires rescinded their resignations, not all of them in time. In the end, twenty-two big league umpires lost their jobs, some of them permanently; the union was decertified, and a new union, with entirely different leadership, was formed. Further, the commissioner’s office established full control over umpire administration. In the aftermath, lawsuits and animosity were flying every which way. League turned against league and umpire turned against umpire.




“If you were to go to Gerry Crawford, who was president of the union back then,” John Hirschbeck said to me, “he’d say it was all because that asshole Hirschbeck didn’t stick with us.”




Hirschbeck became the leader of the new union, and Crawford did, in fact, say something very much like that to me. And though seven years had passed before I met either Crawford or Hirschbeck or any of the other umpires who were burned by these events, certain wounds clearly remained raw.




The residual ill feelings made a group of reticent men even more so. Indeed, this is probably a good time to point out that umpires, especially in the big leagues, tend to be wary of outsiders. Even though there are divisions among them, they do share a circle-the-wagons loyalty to one another. Several major league umpires declined, politely but firmly, to talk with me. A handful of others would speak only of the weather.




No doubt there is a contrary impulse in many of them—“Hey, we’re worthy of the spotlight, so why shouldn’t we bask in it?”—but on the whole they’re not the easiest guys for a reporter to deal with, exemplary neither at returning phone calls nor keeping appointments. In the end I managed to speak at some length with about a third of the umpires who worked in the major leagues between 2006 and 2008.




Actually, it wasn’t easy getting people to talk about umpires, either. Current players generally veer away from the subject as if it had germs—“Oh, man, do we have to go there?” the catcher Paul Lo Duca, then with the Mets, said to me at the 2006 All-Star game—except to mouth platitudes, believing that umpires will hold grudges and redress them on the field. Kenny Lofton, the much traveled outfielder whom I encountered in the locker room at Dodger Stadium when he was playing for the Dodgers, looked for a moment as if he had a load to get off his mind, but then he just laughed. “I’ll have a lot to say about them after I retire,” he said. For their part, the umpires tended to laugh, too, whenever I told them the players are afraid to talk about them for fear of retribution. “Good, that’s what we want them to think” was the usual response.




I tried to talk with several managers who are or were known as umpire baiters, but they wouldn’t say much, either. Earl Weaver, the legendary former manager of the Baltimore Orioles who was famous for his tantrums, answered the phone at his home at noon one day and said he didn’t have time to talk about umpires. Weaver was genuinely disliked by a lot of umpires, though in his Hall of Fame induction speech, he spoke of them with admiration. I said I’d come to see him at his convenience, but he brushed me off.




“They’re my friends, but I don’t have time to talk about them,” he said. “I really don’t.”




I approached Lou Piniella, the volatile manager who took over the Chicago Cubs in 2007, at the Cubs spring training camp in Mesa, Arizona, but he said he was busy, even though he wasn’t; he was just hanging around on the field about an hour and a half before a preseason game. As he walked away, he turned back to me and said, “You know, I don’t think I ever want to talk to you about umpires.”




Bobby Cox, the venerable manager of the Atlanta Braves, who in 2007 set the record for the most times in a career being ejected by umpires, spoke with me amiably for about ten minutes one early evening in the visitors’ dugout at Shea Stadium in New York. I asked him if in the old days, when he was a player—in the 1960s, he played third base for a woeful Yankee team—the umpires would use the strike zone as a weapon to exact revenge on a player or enforce discipline.




“Years and years ago they could, sure,” he said. “If they didn’t like you, you know, they could get you. It is more uniform now. It’s good. The umpiring’s fine.”




He said the general attitude of the umpires was not the way it used to be, but when I asked him how it used to be and how things had changed, he told me he thought we could write a bestseller together if he answered that question and that it was a shame for me he wasn’t going to.




All of this helps explain why umpires don’t get written about much. In most accounts of the development of the game, umpiring generally gets a few scant pages, usually concentrating on the early days, when professional baseball was a scoundrel’s playground and the umpire plied his trade at some physical risk. The only extant volume devoted solely to the history of umpiring, The Umpire Story, by James M. Kahn, was published more than half a century ago, in 1953; and the last (and best) book-length reportorial look at umpires, The Best Seat in Baseball, But You Have to Stand!, by Lee Gutkind, who spent the 1974 season traveling with a major league crew, is now more than thirty years old.




With or without reason, the umpires felt betrayed by Gutkind—among other things, he reported on some unenlightened racial attitudes and revealed some less-than-savory nocturnal activities—and three decades later, the sting lingers. At least a dozen times the Gutkind book was offered to me as an explanation for why umpires, even those who weren’t around in the 1970s, distrust reporters.




Not surprisingly, they’ve preferred to tell their own stories. Beginning in 1935 with Standing the Gaff, an amusing if unsophisticated volume of recollections by Harry “Steamboat” Johnson, a legendary minor league umpire in the first half of the twentieth century, many umpires have published autobiographies. Most of these books are ghostwritten and somewhat suspect. Anecdotes tend to recur in them from one to the next, and according to other umpires, they were written with the twin ideas that anything that happens to one umpire might as well have happened to any of them and that apocrypha is fair game. Ron Luciano, who was known for his on-field flamboyance—he liked to signal a runner out on a close play by mimicking a sharpshooter with a pistol—and who went on to a career as a broadcaster, wrote four separate anecdote-heavy memoirs, and his fellow umpires remembered his sending them letters, asking for material. (Luciano, alas, came to a sad end, taking his own life in 1995.)




Umpires in general feel free to borrow from a pool of stories. More than once, in interviews, I heard about the catcher who asked the plate umpire to get confirmation from the first-base umpire that the batter had checked his swing. Depending on who was telling the story, the plate umpire was either Art Williams or Emmett Ashford, both of whom were African-American; whoever it was did as requested, received the safe sign from his colleague at first (who in this story is never identified except as a Caucasian), then said to the catcher, “There, now you’ve got it in black and white.”




Two different umpires told me that, once, when they were behind the plate, Carl Yastrzemski turned around angrily after a called strike and said to them, “Where was that pitch at?” Each umpire said he answered, “Carl, don’t you know better than to end a sentence with a preposition?”




This is, of course, the beginning of an old joke—I’ve heard a variation attributed to Winston Churchill—the baseball version of which ends after the next pitch and another called strike, with Yastrzemski turning around again and saying, “Where was that pitch at, asshole?” A third umpire told me the exact same story, except that in his version the hitter was Lou Piniella.




 




The collective reticence of umpires is matched by a collective defiance. They consider their fraternity a bulwark against the forces of baseball corruption and chaos, even though, as a breed, they can hardly claim to be moral paragons. After all, they live on the road, which has tested a great number of umpire marriages. They have a fondness for dirty jokes, many of which disparage women or homosexuals (though it is widely known among them, and the secret is kept, that at least one major league umpire is gay).




Wired after work, they stay out late at night, and many of them drink rapaciously. “If you can’t umpire hungover, you can’t umpire,” goes a tried-and-true umpire saying, and as Don Denkinger, who worked in the American League from 1969 to 1998, recalled, “I didn’t have to drink every night when I was umpiring, but I did.”






There isn’t a whole lot of tell-all in the following pages, so I’ll stipulate right now that I witnessed some behavior on the part of some professional umpires that they probably wouldn’t want their wives or children to know about. I’ll stipulate as well that within the fraternity, some of the feuds are as monumentally petty as any office spat can be: This guy is hungover so often that he forgets to make the plane reservations for his crewmates; that guy is afraid to eject anyone; this guy won’t suck it up and work with an injury; this other guy is a kiss-ass to supervisors; and that crew chief is a condescending jerk, mad at the young guys because they don’t fawn over him the way he fawned over older guys when he was coming up.




But I never saw any umpire do anything that made me question his on-the-field integrity. It bears acknowledging that in 130 years, only one major league umpire has ever been accused of professional dishonesty, and that was in 1882.




“The integrity of the game is the umpires,” Doug Harvey said to me. “Nobody else. The entire integrity of the game is the umpires.”




Harvey is an especially fervid umpiring evangelist, but he’s got an argument. For one thing, the vast majority of people who think they know baseball (and that includes players, even at the major league level) aren’t terribly familiar with the rulebook, an arcane and convoluted document that has more nooks and crannies than an English muffin. (If you think you’re so smart, describe a situation in which the umpire is required—required!—to give a manager a choice of two different outcomes of a play resulting from a batted ball.*)






And, of course, even the most familiar rules aren’t necessarily held sacred. From John McGraw, whose habit as a third baseman was to hold the belt of a base runner attempting to tag up on a fly ball, to Billy Martin, who once declared that “cheating in baseball is just like hot dogs, french fries, and cold Cokes,” to Kenny Rogers, the Tigers’ ace whose apparent use of pine tar to help him grip the ball tainted the 2006 World Series, to the spitballers, corked-bat users, and steroid injectors who make perpetual baseball news, it has long been clear that in the major leagues winning trumps fair play as a motivating element. As umpires are wont to remark wryly, “If they played by the honor system, they wouldn’t need us.”




This shared sense of righteousness, along with the shared sense that they have no other friends, makes for a kind of tribal society. Since 1876, fewer than sixteen hundred men have appeared as umpires on major league diamonds, fewer than five hundred as full-time employees of baseball. The number of big league jobs is minuscule—since the last major league expansion in 1998, there have been sixty-eight—and the men who are in them tend to hold on to them with the tenacity and durability of Supreme Court justices.*




Given the 220 or so minor league jobs, then, there are fewer than three hundred professional umpires at any time—a society, almost exclusively male, of itinerant workers who conduct their business daily in front of thousands if not millions of people, yet as conventional wisdom has it, they’ve done their job only if you don’t notice them. An umpire is only in the spotlight if he has screwed up or someone else has screwed up and blamed it on the umpire. The result is a public argument, usually with a hometown hero who is often childishly demonstrative, that puts the umpire on display as an object of scorn and ridicule.




Indeed, even if umpires were paid well and lived well—the vast majority of them are not and do not—you could still say that their plight genuinely stinks, a symbol of existential unfairness, living proof that no good deed goes unpunished. Umpires exist, after all, only to ensure that the greatest American game is played fairly, and for this selfless endeavor they are universally reviled.




I ended up thinking of them as kind of a cult operating in plain sight, a characterization that umpires themselves have no problem with. In fact, I found it occasionally startling to recognize how fierce and ingrained this attitude is.




“That’s pretty close,” Doug Harvey told me when I tried out on him my professional-umpires-as-remote-island-inhabitants theory. But it’s not exactly true that few outsiders had ever visited the island, he said; no outsiders had ever visited. “You can’t know what it’s like to be a major league umpire unless you were a major league umpire.”




I interviewed Harvey at his home in central California; the car in the driveway featured vanity plates saying NL UMP. At seventy-six he still had the full head of white hair that distinguished him on the playing field, where he worked five World Series and six All-Star games, and where his nickname, bestowed by the Chicago sportswriter Jerome Holtzman, was God.




A big man, over six feet tall, Harvey seemed robust, if not the commanding physical specimen he used to be. He’d had throat cancer and looked like a healthy survivor, someone who’d lost weight and put it back on, though maybe not where it had been.




He was known, even among self-admiring umpires, as an egotist, which is perhaps why he said to me more than once that he does not have a big ego, but he shares part of his pride with his colleagues.




“I got cancer in 1997,” he said, speaking in a gravelly, authoritative whisper. “And when I went to see the doctor, I asked him, ‘What’s my chance of survival?’ and he said thirty percent. Seven out of ten people die in the first ten months after they discover it. It’s called vellecular cancer, cancer of the vellecula, where the tongue attaches to the throat, and it’s caused specifically by the chewing of tobacco.




“I said, ‘Thirty percent? Fuck that. Don’t worry about it, I’ll beat it.’ Six weeks later, I was sixty pounds lighter. I went from 205 to 148 in six weeks, during radiation. It ulcerated my esophagus, and they had to drill a hole in my stomach below the breastbone.




“When I went back to the doctor, I said to him, ‘I told you I’d beat it.’ And he said, ‘What made you so sure?’ And I said, ‘Well, because you said the odds were thirty percent, and that didn’t sound bad to me.’ I said, ‘Every day for thirty years I went out on the field with three other gentlemen to umpire a ball game, and there were sixty thousand raving idiots in the stands who all thought they could umpire better than we could, and two ball clubs that didn’t care if we lived or died. So I knew I could beat the cancer.’”




As I was leaving, Harvey took out a pad on which he said he was keeping notes for a book, and he read to me a quotation that he had copied from David McCullough’s popular Revolutionary War history, 1776.




“‘When asked what he was fighting for, General Washington, in writing to General Thomas, said the object was “neither glory nor extent of territory, but a defense of all that is dear and valuable in life.”’




“He must have been an umpire,” Harvey said. “That’s what umpiring is about.”




 




This country has maybe one hundred thousand amateur baseball umpires. I’ve had umpires tell me it’s a lot more than that, but a hundred thousand is the estimate of the Amateur Baseball Umpires’ Association, a group of (you would think) the most avid of them, which claims between sixteen hundred and nineteen hundred members, depending on the year.




In the phrase “amateur baseball umpires,” “amateur” modifies “baseball.” Most people who umpire get paid for it, with the fees variable from place to place, league to league, and level to level, regulated by local associations. Some even make a modest living at it, usually young people such as Jim Grillo, a cheerful, round-faced Brooklynite who was a twenty-one-year-old classmate of mine in umpire school, a guy who’d been dreaming of being an umpire at least since he was eleven, when he went trick-or-treating dressed as one for Halloween.




Jim wanted to work in professional baseball but acknowledged that he needed to improve his mobility and to lose about twenty-five pounds. In the meantime, he said, he’d continue doing what he’d done the previous couple of years, working high school and junior college games around the outer boroughs of New York and Nassau County on Long Island, earning maybe $60 or $80 a game, sometimes ten or twelve games a week, from April through October. It was enough to get by on, though of course he was living in his parents’ basement.




For the most part, though, these “amateurs” are the mailmen and schoolteachers, the store clerks and factory managers, the midlevel executives and gardeners, the salesmen and lifeguards, ordinary citizens whose recreational life is built around officiating amateur baseball, the men of all adult ages (and women, too, though generally younger women) who call balls and strikes for the local Little League, Pony League, Babe Ruth League, Dizzy Dean League, Stan Musial League, and adult community league; for high school games at the freshman, junior varsity, and varsity level; for independently sponsored travel squads; for junior college and NCAA games; for women’s and men’s fast-pitch—and even slow-pitch—softball tournaments.




They’re a remarkable subculture, people who often spend two or three evenings on the ball field during the workweek, not to mention a tripleheader or two on the weekends. They subscribe to Referee magazine, their cars double as parking-lot locker rooms, and they count their number of annual games in the two hundreds or even three hundreds. Just to mention one of them, before the first game I ever umpired myself, in Tallahassee, I met Ken Hayes, a fifty-nine-year-old accountant for the Florida Department of Corrections, who had been umpiring locally for more than thirty years.




“I had a boy on the field the other day, and I realized I’d had his great-grandfather, too,” Hayes told me. A couple of years ago, he said, he had a heart attack in the middle of a game. He turned red and overheated, he said, then blanched with exhaustion and went cold.




“I had an angioplasty on a Thursday, and I was back on the field on the following Monday,” Hayes said proudly.




I don’t have that sort of ardor, but it’s arguably a pretty good quality if you want to spend your recreational life as an amateur umpire. Oddly enough, though, the process of becoming a professional umpire is in many ways about stripping that fervor away and looking at the game and your role in it with the opposite emotion, dispassion. The everydayness of professional umpiring, the centrality of a daily ball game in your life, the relentless travel, the persistent haggling on the field with players and managers, the constant harassment of fans, and the harsh and largely unsympathetic scrutiny from the baseball establishment, not to mention the tension attendant to the keen vigilance required for high-stakes pro ball—these are the tribulations that separate the umpire who umpires for the romance and recreation of it and the umpire who umpires for a living.






“People say, ‘Gee, you get to travel to all those cities,’ or they say, ‘Gee, you get to meet all the players,’” Tim Tschida, a major league crew chief, said to me outside a Manhattan hotel before heading to Shea Stadium. We’d been talking about how “glamorous” the job is. He rolled his eyes. “Yeah,” he said. “Get to.”




“People say to me all the time, ‘Do you love your job?’” Mike Everitt, a major leaguer since 1999, said to me at the 2007 World Series. “I tell them no. I like it. I don’t love it.”




John Hirschbeck put it bluntly.




“Umpiring isn’t our life,” he said. “It’s our job.”




 




Imagine the following want ad:




“If you like having every close decision you make criticized, if you like doing your job surrounded by thousands of people ready to blame you for mistakes other people make, every one of them believing they can do your job better than you can, and if you don’t mind the only response you get for a job done absolutely perfectly being silence, then maybe you would like being an umpire.”




This is the job description written by Ken Kaiser, who worked for more than two decades in the big leagues, in his autobiography, Planet of the Umps.




Who would volunteer for this duty? And why?




By now I’ve asked two dozen umpires this, and there is no consensus. Many umpires use the word “calling” to describe their profession—“It’s just like being called to the ministry, as far as I’m concerned,” said Jim Evans, though that is perhaps to give the job a gravity that is hard to justify outside the church of baseball.




For most umpires, the answer has something to do with loving the game, though not the way most fans understand that love; the first thing that umpiring does, every umpire says without hesitation, is drum the fan out of you. And it’s true, they don’t root. (I believe this.) Rather, there’s something almost soldierly in the way umpires speak of their task—“centurions of the game” is the phrase Tim Timmons, one major leaguer, used with me—a task they define as the defense of an ideal.




“They don’t hire us for our good looks,” Jeff Nelson, another big leaguer, said. “It’s because we have experience. We know how the game should be played. We know the right way to play the game.”






They also spoke of being challenged, having to perform under pressure. A third veteran big leaguer, Fieldin Culbreth, described to me a specific reward, a moment of exhilaration of the sort that anyone would look for in professional life, one in which he stood out, staked a claim against shouting doubters, and was vindicated. His favorite times on the field, Culbreth said, came when he made a close call against the home team and the entire stadium was on his case.




“I’ve had calls, I knew I was right, but everybody in the park was quite certain I was wrong,” Culbreth said. “I’m walking back to my position, thinking to myself, ‘All you people just kicked the shit out of that call, and you’re booing me!’ How ironic. I’m the one who’s right, and nobody’s capable of knowing it but me. It’s a weird part of me, I know, but I get a kick out of it.”




Not until I got on the field myself, however, did I think I got closest to the thing that makes umpires do what they do. When I graduated from umpire school, I asked the instructors, minor league umpires all, what quality of baseball my skills were suited to, and they suggested I begin at the Babe Ruth League level, ages thirteen to fifteen. I did that, and I went on to work—in Tallahassee, Florida, and around New York City—at the Little League, high school, and adult levels as well.




I worked a couple of dozen games altogether, and they were all stressful. I didn’t sleep the night before my first time calling balls and strikes—or my second. The games were also physically demanding; anyone who thinks umpiring is not a strenuous enterprise—at least for a man in his fifties with bad knees—is simply wrong. You want to know the truth? I didn’t like it. You wouldn’t believe the aggravation.




Even so, I worked enough to understand that something connects the lowliest amateur umpire with the big leaguer behind the plate for a playoff game. One play in particular stands out as a revelation about the nature of umpiring, its tightrope walk between the exercise of authority and the exercise of power, and the thing that makes it both alluring and difficult for the people who do it.




I was in Tallahassee, behind the plate in a community-league game for fourteen-and fifteen-year-olds. The game was tight in the middle innings; two were out and two men were on base. The batter hit a hard line drive over the third baseman’s head that was clearly curving toward foul territory. I reacted precisely as I had been taught, pulling off my mask as I came out from behind the plate, circling the catcher on the third-base side, and running a few steps up the line. I got as far as I could until I needed to stop so as to be stationary to make the call—like a camera, your eyes get a clearer picture of a play if they’re still—and straddled the line.




What happened next I experienced as one of those brief action sequences in life when time seems to slow down and your impressions are so vivid that you can order them. In my mind’s eye I can still see the base runner from second heading for third and rounding it; I can still see the third-base coach, an adult, waving his arm in a windmill fashion to tell the runner to keep going; I can still hear the cacophony of the two hundred or so parents and friends in the stands, screaming in excitement.




It’s amazing, actually, how much you can take in even as you are focusing on one thing, in this case the flight of the line drive as it settled to the ground, about halfway between third base and the outfield fence. I had a close call to make, but not a difficult one. I saw the landing clearly.




For an instant after the ball hit the ground, it seemed that a silence visited the field, as though everyone had taken a breath at once. And though the base runners and fielders kept moving and the parents in the stands kept exercising their parental interests, there was an interim beat in the action, a hiccup of waiting, as everyone turned instinctively to look at me. The third-base coach was staring into my eyes, I swear.




I extended my arms, threw my hands above my head and slightly in front of me, and bellowed the call: “Foul!” Abruptly, time began again, with half the crowd groaning, the other half sighing in relief. The base runners returned to their bases, the batter to the batter’s box. I replaced my mask and resumed my stance behind the catcher, thrilled with my own competence and control, and it was easy, right then, to project myself and that moment into a grander scene—Yankee Stadium, say, during the World Series. It was a feeling of hubris and joy, a moment of great satisfaction for me.




Later, much later, it would dawn on me how dangerous that satisfaction can be, that the feeling is the one that umpires both crave and can’t afford.




“This is my game,” I was thinking. “My game.”






























CHAPTER ONE




MEN BEHIND A MASK








My favorite umpire is a dead one.




—JOHNNY EVERS










“Strike three!” and I jump.




I’m in a big slump.




I’m down in the dump,




Can’t get over this hump.




You cross-eyed old ump,




You’re as blind as a stump.




Made me look like a chump,




You horse’s rump!




—CHARLES GHIGNA, AKA FATHER GOOSE













Okay, one more thing about taking off a mask: It’s remarkable to realize that you can be a lifelong baseball fan and not know the first thing about umpiring—literally the first thing. Baseball, after all, is a sport where everything—everything else, anyway—seems to be under scrutiny all the time, with millions of people gleaning it for new info and insight. Every major league game is televised, as well as many in the minor leagues, and highlights are replayed nationally and nightly. Statistics continue to be invented and historical tidbits unearthed, and both are so voluminous and variously interpretable that a whole academic clan—the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR)—is devoted to them. Reporters, broadcasters, and bloggers exhaust daily stores of news, opinion, analysis, and trivia, and of course literary and fauxliterary types have been waxing eloquent, semi-eloquent, and sub-eloquent on the grand subject of baseball for several generations.




All of this has led to a deep pool of common lore and an extraordinary literacy about the game among a wide audience of fans, but for some reason the details of the umpiring craft and the personalities of the men who pursue it remain obscure. Indeed, umpires may conduct their business in public and in plain sight, but most fans can’t tell you anything about them except that, to express it benignly, they occasionally err, or that, a little less benignly, they are performing an easy job incompetently. Actually, ask a fan at the ballpark what he knows about umpires—I’ve done this a lot—and the most frequent response is something like “They fucking suck.”




Many of these same people could tell you in an instant what the second baseman is supposed to do, say, with two outs and a man on first when the batter laces one down the line between the third baseman and the third-base bag.




He covers second, of course. In case the left fielder throws there.




But what does the second-base umpire do?




The answer is that as soon as the batter touches first—actually, in umpire parlance, he’s known as the batter-runner, a designation he takes on as soon as he hits the ball and leaves the batter’s box—the second-base umpire positions himself on the infield grass between first and second, where he waits for the play to develop. He is, of course, responsible for a play on the batter-runner at second.




The first-base umpire, meanwhile, has gone to cover home plate for a possible play there, because the home plate umpire has rushed up to cover third for a possible play there, because the third-base umpire has chased after the ball into the left-field corner to make sure no spectator leaning over the rail has interfered with play or the ball hasn’t gotten caught under the fence or something else unexpected hasn’t happened. So the second-base umpire is also responsible for a play at first, in the event that the batter-runner makes the turn, retreats, and the throw comes across the diamond; he must also be alert for the possibility of a rundown.




Didn’t know any of that? That isn’t so surprising. Many people who make their living in baseball don’t either. On opening day at Shea Stadium in 2006, for example, on a play identical to the one described above, an umpire’s incorrect call helped the Mets beat the Washington Nationals.




With the Mets ahead by a run in the eighth inning, the Nationals’ Alfonso Soriano tried to score from first on a double to left and was seemingly tagged out by Paul Lo Duca, the Mets catcher. There was no argument or even a discussion. Lo Duca, however, had dropped the ball, a fact that was confirmed on a videotape replay but had eluded just about everyone in the park, including the umpires.




Umpires make mistakes, of course; that’s not the point. (In this case, it was actually understandable. Lo Duca’s body had shielded the drop from just about every pair of human eyes in the stadium, and the video replay from only one of four different cameras revealed it.) But when the game was over and members of the press who had seen the decisive replay went to talk to the home plate umpire, Rick Reed, about his mistake, they had to be told that Reed hadn’t made the call. The umpires had rotated on the play, properly, and the call at the plate had been made by Tim Tschida, the first-base umpire.




About a month later in Milwaukee I spoke with Robin Yount, the Hall of Fame shortstop and outfielder who was then the bench coach for the Brewers. Yount recalled that in the two seasons he spent as a first-base coach for the Arizona Diamondbacks, he often disagreed with umpires on close plays at first, but on viewing the replay, it almost always turned out he was wrong. It was funny, Yount acknowledged, how your point of view can affect your vision and your decision-making.




“I’d never looked at the game from that angle before,” Yount told me, meaning from the vicinity of the first-base bag, and he confessed the perspective threw him off. “I’d see the play differently from the umpire, but then I’d go in the clubhouse and watch the tape and I’d be surprised that almost all the time they were right.”




I asked Yount if he’d ever spoken to umpires about why that is, about what they do to see the play properly.




“No,” he said. “I never did.”




 




It’s often said that the best umpire is the one you never notice, and though that’s an arguable point, it is certainly true that umpires are baseball’s invisible men. Players are often celebrities, and so are managers, broadcasters, and even some coaches, pointed at on the street, hounded for autographs and pictures. Even lesser lights who play the game can be locally famous in the cities where they play. But umpires are popularly known neither by their names nor their faces, not even by their reputations. I’ve walked the streets of several American cities with major league umpires, eaten with them in dozens of restaurants, and never once has a stranger recognized any of them. Even at the ballpark, I rarely witnessed anyone ask an umpire to sign a ball or a scorecard, and elsewhere I never saw it happen. Eight umpires have earned places in the Hall of Fame in Cooperstown. But who can name them? Can you name one? Not even Bill Klem?




Klem umpired in the National League for thirty-six full seasons, from 1905 to 1941 (a record for longevity that was finally eclipsed in 2007 by Bruce Froemming), and he’s generally recognized as the most influential and accomplished umpire of all time, the Babe Ruth of umpiring, if you will.




Klem instituted arm signals for balls and strikes, so spectators in the bleachers, and not just those in the expensive seats near home plate, would know what the calls were. He was the first umpire to disdain the inflated balloonlike chest protector and to wear instead a modified catcher’s protector under his shirt. He is credited with several of umpiring’s most famous declarations, including “Baseball is more than a game to me, it’s a religion” and “It ain’t nothing until I call it.”




That Klem is a relative unknown is the point. He’s alleged to be the first person to aver that a game has been well umpired if you don’t know who the umpires were, a sentiment that has become a truism in the game (even if it isn’t true). But Klem, who was a substantial egotist even by the standards of an occupation that values egotism, would never have agreed that such anonymity should apply to a career.




Whether umpires should remain anonymous or not, they do. It’s weird that they are so little considered in the culture of the game. Nicknames of players, so much a part of baseball’s allure—the Sultan of Swat, the Yankee Clipper, Mr. Cub, the Say Hey Kid, the Splendid Splinter, Big Train, the Georgia Peach, Ol’ Reliable, the Ol’ Perfesser, Peewee, Dizzy, Whitey, Campy, Stan the Man, Yogi, and Yaz, just to name a prominent few—are far more familiar than the real names of Billy Evans, Tom Connolly, Cal Hubbard, Nestor Chylak, Jocko Conlan, Bill McGowan, and Al Barlick, the other seven Hall of Fame umpires. (Klem, by the way, was called Catfish—for his big lips, the slant of his brow, and his penchant for spitting as he made a point to a player—but only behind his back. He hated the name, thought it demeaning and disdainful, and referring to him that way on the field meant an automatic ejection.)




In dubious circumstances, too, umpires have been relegated to the status of footnotes. Fred Merkle, Ralph Branca, and Bill Buckner are famous as the prominent goats of baseball history. But except perhaps in St. Louis, where anguished fans still blame his erroneous sixth-game, ninth-inning call at first base for robbing the Cardinals of the 1985 World Series title, the name Don Denkinger doesn’t raise hackles or even much recognition.




Meanwhile, everyone knows the reputations of Barry Bonds, Roger Clemens, Sammy Sosa, and Rafael Palmeiro are clouded by the suspicion they used steroids, and that Pete Rose and Shoeless Joe Jackson were banned from the game for gambling. But Richard Higham? Who’s he?




In 1882, Higham became the only umpire ever accused of dishonesty on the field. He was allegedly in league with gamblers, and on flimsy and dubious evidence (his accuser was a team owner angry about a call) he was thrown out of the sport.




This isn’t to say that umpires are morally or ethically pure. Most of them would admit they aren’t, and even if they wouldn’t, their history is dotted with brutish, scheming, or narrow-minded behavior. George Magerkurth, a habitual barroom brawler who worked in the National League from 1929 to 1947, was suspended for ten days in 1939 when he got in a fistfight during a game at the Polo Grounds in New York with the Giants shortstop Billy Jurges.




Bruce Froemming, who retired after the 2007 season, his thirty-seventh, as the longest-serving umpire in major league history, was suspended for ten days in 2003 when a religious slur directed at an umpiring administrator, Cathy Davis—he referred to her as “a stupid Jew bitch” after an argument over travel arrangements—was caught on her answering machine. And in 2001, Al Clark lost his major league umpiring job after twenty-five years when he was fired for habitually cashing in the first-class airline tickets baseball provides the umpires for coach seats and pocketing the difference. Subsequently, he went to jail for fraud as part of a scheme to profit on phony memorabilia. Clark, who umpired in the 1978 American League playoff game between the Yankees and Red Sox (the game won by Bucky Dent’s home run), Nolan Ryan’s three hundredth career victory, and Dwight Gooden’s no-hitter at Yankee Stadium in 1996, would sign baseballs and authentication documents certifying that the balls were used in those and other games, even though they weren’t, then share in the profits of their sales.




Even so, rarely if ever have the acts of major league umpires threatened the honor of the game, though a couple of incidents have come to light showing them tiptoeing up to the line. In 1989, two umpires, Rich Garcia and Frank Pulli, were put on probation after the commissioner, Fay Vincent, learned through baseball’s security office that they (along with Don Zimmer, then the manager of the Chicago Cubs) had placed bets with an illegal bookmaker (who was also a drug dealer) on sporting events other than baseball games.




Froemming was among a handful of umpires who were chastised in the 1990s for asking ballplayers to sign baseballs they could then turn around and sell; baseball prohibits this as a conflict of interest, especially since the practice generally includes an implied threat.




“I’m getting ready to pitch—I was about to go out and warm up—and my catcher is trying to prepare for the game,” the former knuckleballer Tom Candiotti recalled in 2003 about a game in 1996 when he was with the Dodgers, whose catcher was Mike Piazza. “And Froemming is telling Piazza this story about how one time Johnny Bench wouldn’t sign baseballs for him, and Bench went oh for four that day with three called strikeouts, or something like that. So Piazza stopped stretching and signed the baseballs.”*




Anyway, the point is not that umpires are well—or badly—behaved. It’s that even egregious behavior doesn’t do much to raise their profiles. Even sex and death don’t seem to put umpires in the public eye. Everyone knows that Joe DiMaggio was married to Marilyn Monroe, and fans of a certain vintage still remember Leo Durocher’s wife was Laraine Day. Attentive younger fans are aware that Alyssa Milano dates pitchers—she’s been romantically linked with Brad Penny, Barry Zito, and Carl Pavano—and that Kris Benson, a pitcher for the Pirates, Mets, and Orioles, is married to a woman who has posed for Playboy and Maxim and made outrageous and attention-getting statements about the sex life she enjoys with her husband. But it’s mostly a secret that the onetime National League umpire Dick Stello was married to the 1970s porn star Chesty Morgan, a woman often referred to as having “the world’s largest naturally occurring bosom,” whose measurements were said to be 73–32–36.




Finally, who is John McSherry? Except among umpires, who revered him, he’s forgotten, unless it is as the spur that moved baseball to insist that umpires improve their physical condition. On April 1, 1996, opening day in Cincinnati, McSherry, who weighed well over three hundred pounds, was behind the plate when his heart failed. With the count 1-1 on the third batter of the game, Rondell White, McSherry called time and moved toward the home dugout. He signaled to someone, perhaps the team doctor, then collapsed and died, the only umpire ever to perish on the field.




It was a horrific event, a gruesome tragedy in a public place on an ordinarily celebratory occasion, well within the memory of anyone who can recall the early career of Derek Jeter. Yet far fewer fans remember John McSherry than can tell you about the only player ever killed during a game. That was Ray Chapman, an infielder for the Cleveland Indians who was hit in the head by a pitch from a submarining right-hander, Carl Mays, of the Yankees. The year was 1920.




 




I find all of this more than a little odd because umpires are anomalous in baseball in so many ways that you’d think this condition alone would draw attention to them. For instance, they’re the only ones on the field who don’t have any stake in the outcome of the game, but they’re also the only ones who are actually on the field for the whole thing. In an environment defined as competitive, they’re the only ones who can’t win. And there is no glory available to umpires; they’re often booed but never cheered, except sardonically, often when one of them is hurt. As Doug Harvey told me, “The player can go from being a bum to a hero. An umpire can’t.”




Put another way, umpires are the only ones in the park for whom the narrative powers of a ball game are supposed to be irrelevant. For fans, for players, for broadcasters and everyone else, the appeal of a ball game is that it is a story, with characters, a measure of uncertainty and suspense, a beginning, a middle, an end, and in the best of circumstances a climax and a denouement. But for the umpires, the story can be nothing but a distraction. For them the game needs to be a procession of episodes, each only as weighty as the previous one, and it’s imperative for them to combat the very human impulse to be drawn into the drama. Complete success in this endeavor is impossible for them, of course. You don’t have to be partisan, after all, to feel like a part of things, to be conscious of when the stakes are especially high or the pressure especially intense.




“Sure, you’re aware of circumstances,” one umpire, Tom Hallion, would tell me. “You know, when the bases are loaded and it’s a full count, and you’re saying to yourself, ‘Holy shit, this is tight!’ But you have to push that aside, push it out of your mind and focus on the next pitch. The next pitch. The next pitch. It’s always about the next pitch. That’s umpiring.”




My theory for the general lack of curiosity about umpires is that fans tend to find all the anomalies distancing rather than appealing. They make umpiring too peculiar, too enigmatic, too difficult to analyze. It’s not that umpires are hidden exactly, or even inconsequential. Rather, it’s as if, both on the field and off, they inhabit a parallel world to that of the rest of baseball. If you watch a game the way you normally do, focusing on the ball and the players who are throwing it, hitting it, or chasing it, the umpires will seem to be absent—it’s a little weird, actually; you just don’t see them, even though they’re often right in the middle of the action. The next time a catcher goes back to the screen for a foul pop, for example, take a moment to look for the plate umpire. You’ll find him surprisingly nearby, just a few feet from the catcher, peering intently at the ball as it descends, to make sure it doesn’t graze the screen before it hits the catcher’s glove.




Conversely, if you look at the photographic negative of your ordinary view of a ball game and focus only on the umpires, you might need an instant replay to figure out what happened on the play. Partly this is because it’s often the case that on a given play all the infielders and base runners will be in motion—a sacrifice bunt with men on first and second, for example—but the umpires will stay put.






Just as often, though—if the batter fouls off the bunt attempt, say, and on the next pitch skies one to deep left center—the infielders and the base runners will stick where they are, but the umpires will be flying around. It’s as though two different games are going on, or maybe more accurately, as though the umpires are playing a game of their own, within a larger, more familiar game. One story that every umpire tells is about being asked, after a game, whether that catch by the center fielder was the greatest he ever saw.




“I didn’t see it,” the umpire answers. “I was making sure the batter-runner touched first base.”




It doesn’t help that umpires are also the only ones on the field for whom fans have none of the tools of comparison and judgment that are customarily used in any serious baseball discussion. I’m speaking of statistics.




Baseball is, of course, a statistics-mad sport, and fans love to pore over and parse the numbers to evaluate players’ performances. It’s pretty clear that a second baseman who hits .300 is going to contribute to a team more than a second baseman who hits .220.




But there are no equivalent measures to evaluate the quality of an umpire, whose skills are difficult even to define. Yes, there are numbers out there. Las Vegas gambling consultants keep tabs on certain results associated with major league umpires—such as how often the home team has won when a particular guy is behind the plate, or the average total runs scored in games presided over by a particular umpire. But these after-the-fact tendencies don’t tell you anything about the accuracy of the umpires’ calls. And though it’s possible that a sufficient sample of results might be mathematically significant and indicate that the predilection of one umpire, say, is to give the offense more of a chance to score than does another umpire, that isn’t a judgment of quality or accuracy, either. (Neither, by the way, does it have anything to do with an umpire’s fairness.)




Another array of statistics—similar but more elaborate, available on Internet Web sites such as www.baseballprospectus.com—exists to describe an umpire’s performance: how many walks or strikeouts per game occur during an umpire’s plate game, how many home runs, the total number and percentage of balls and called strikes, etc. The site is a favorite resource for baseball-trivia hunters, obsessive record-ferrets and eccentric theoreticians, as well as more serious researchers (to the degree that baseball research is serious), and the statistics are fodder, just sitting there begging to be interpreted and analyzed freely. But they don’t evaluate anything.




Since 2001, Major League Baseball has employed the QuesTec Umpire Information System, an electronic network of video cameras and computers that was installed in a number of ballparks to monitor umpires’ calls of balls and strikes. To some degree QuesTec does provide evaluative statistics for umpires. It tracks pitches to see if the ball has passed through the strike zone and, game by game, grades the home plate umpire on the basis of the percentage of pitches he called correctly.




By the time the system was put in place, it had become a common perception that umpires in general were calling a strike zone that was both stretched wider and squashed lower than the rulebook defined it. QuesTec was installed expressly as a corrective measure, to coerce umpires in almost a Pavlovian fashion into returning to the rulebook strike, which is a pitch that passes over home plate essentially between the middle of the batter’s torso and the lower border of his knee. (We’ll get to the actual definition later on.)




In that regard, QuesTec has been reasonably successful, with most people—players, coaches, baseball administrators, and even umpires themselves—acknowledging that fewer wide strikes and more strikes above the belt are now being called. And Major League Baseball says that the QuesTec scores of every one of its umpires are regularly above 90 percent, the median score above 94 percent.




It is also acknowledged, however, that the QuesTec technology is imperfect and that the system is susceptible to the human error of its operators. And so as not to seem too much like Big Brother looking over the shoulder of its officials, Major League Baseball gives the umpires some leeway. For one thing, when the QuesTec technology locates a pitch within two inches of the strike zone, Major League Baseball says it’s close enough to reasonably be called a strike. So QuesTec’s usefulness as an evaluative tool is, if not dubious, at least debatable, even in terms of what it purports to measure.




Besides, whether the ability to call a QuesTec strike—or a rulebook strike—is the best measure, or even an appropriate measure, of umpiring skills is another question entirely. Frank Pulli, the baseball official who has most closely been involved with examining QuesTec results, was known, when he was an umpire himself, for calling a strike zone well beyond the rulebook limits.




QuesTec scores are not routinely published; nor are the records that Major League Baseball keeps on each umpire’s close calls on the bases. (A summary is made available to journalists each year, but even baseball acknowledges that the results are incomplete. In 2007, for example, baseball estimated that a miscall occurred once every fourteen games, a laughable bit of public relations, when any fan who watches one game a day for a week will count more than that.) So the casual fan has no basis, really, for comparing the accuracy of umpires’ calls, which I suppose is the equivalent of a player’s batting average or a pitcher’s earned run average. Like those measures, though, an umpire’s accuracy tells only part of the story.




In the major leagues it is more or less presumed that an umpire is going to get the safes and outs and the fairs and fouls right nearly all the time. Ask major leaguers what they look for in an umpire—I must have asked a few dozen, past and present—and no one ever mentions accuracy. The two words you hear most describe unquantifiable qualities: “consistency” and “control.” That is, they want an umpire’s boundaries to be clear. What will he tolerate in terms of pugnacious behavior and what won’t he? They want the strike zone to be established early and remain unchanged for the duration of the game. And they want to know that the game will be administered with professionalism, briskness, confidence, and authority. Like children with parents, players and managers will try to hoodwink, intimidate, or wheedle the umpires into seeing things their way, but ultimately they know that if an umpire is malleable, he’s not operating in their best interest.




When I asked Alex Rodriguez, for instance, why Bruce Froemming kept the players’ respect for so long, even though most of them recognized that he couldn’t cover the field the way he once had, Rodriguez said, “He’s not the most agile guy out there anymore, but when he walks out on the field, you know you’re going to have a well-run game. He’s like a four-star general out there.”




Finally, though, what distinguishes umpires most from the game’s other human elements—and what most cultivates the public’s indifference, if not disdain, toward them—is that once they come to work, they represent no one but themselves. They follow no one and thus have no following. They support no one and thus have no support. This is no small matter. You can’t spend any time around umpires at all without being impressed by their essential isolation from the rest of the game, each crew walking on and off the field together, often to jeers, traveling together, often eating and drinking together in cities far from home. Unlike players, who get to spend half the season in one place, umpires are on the road all season long. It’s literally in their job definition that they remain without fans, without people to identify with or root for them.




“I feel bad for them,” Jim Leyland, manager of the Detroit Tigers, said to me. “They’re the only ones in the park who never play a home game.”




 




The umpire has been around from the birth of baseball. The word comes from the Middle English umpere, which was derived from the Old French word nomper, meaning one who is not equal, an irony many of today’s put-upon umpires would appreciate. The term was applied to the game-by-game overseers of one of baseball’s chief progenitors, cricket, which usually employs two of them on the field (and these days, one or more off), whose duties were laid out in the laws of the game established in 1788 at the Marylebone Cricket Club in London. Cricket emigrated from England to the United States in the first part of the nineteenth century, and the idea of an umpire came with it.




As an on-the-field presence in baseball, the umpire was identified in what are generally considered the game’s establishing fundamentals, a list of twenty guidelines written by Alexander Cartwright and other members of the Knickerbocker Baseball Club of New York City in 1845. Rule 17: “All disputes and differences relative to the game, to be decided by the Umpire, from which there is no appeal.” (An even earlier reference, a similar rule written into the bylaws of the Olympic Ball Club of Philadelphia in 1838, was uncovered by the historian David Block in his 2005 book, Baseball Before We Knew It.)




In 1846, a written account of the first game ever played between organized teams, the Knickerbocker and New York clubs, in Hoboken, New Jersey, referred to an umpire fining a New York player named Davis six cents for swearing. (The account didn’t specify whether the offending oath was aimed at the umpire.)




As this anecdote suggests, the umpire was initially imagined as a gentlemanly figure—baseball drawings from the first half of the nineteenth century frequently show the umpire in his position off to the side of the batter’s box, wearing a top hat and carrying a walking stick—but the job requirements quickly became more rough-and-tumble. The earliest practice was that the home team would choose the umpire—and pay his salary of $5—for which the team, and its fans, generally expected more than a fair shake, which the umpire, for self-preservation if not a simple rooting interest, was often as not inclined to provide.




Major League Baseball gives credit to a Philadelphia man named William McLean as the first big league umpire; he worked the opening game in the nascent National League on April 22, 1876. Three years later, in an effort to combat favoritism, the president of the league, William A. Hulbert, approved the first umpiring staff, twenty men, scattered among the league cities. Only one umpire worked each game back then. Two became the norm during the first decade of the twentieth century (though as many as four were working World Series games by 1909), three by the mid-1930s, and the current practice of four not until 1952. For nearly a century and a half now an umpire has presided over every professional game ever played.




That provenance and ubiquity is another reason that the essential obscurity of umpires is worth remarking upon. It’s simply true that when the world looks at umpires, it sees plain-uniformed men who are indistinguishable from one another. They can hide in plain sight; their faces are met with indifference. The home plate umpire’s mask is seemingly the umpire’s face, that is, the representative face of all umpires.




A 1951 cartoon from the New Yorker represents this costume-as-character idea perfectly. The captionless image, by Chon Day, shows an umpire in the privacy of the locker room who has either just taken off his mask or is just about to put it on; inside the mask is a whole other face, one fixed in a far sterner expression than the benign-looking one on the man.




Detailed knowledge about umpires may not be prevalent in American society, but an iconography of umpires is. The New Yorker alone has published nearly a hundred cartoons about umpires, most using the telltale imagery of mask and chest protector and commenting in some way on the nature of decision-making power, both within the game and beyond it. Moreover, beginning in the nineteenth century, a storehouse of cultural references—in the arts, in advertising, and in public life—makes it clear that umpires may not be well-known figures individually, but they have a collective and useful identity as a representation of faceless authority.




Umpires can be—and are—seen as both icons and iconoclasts; whether they stand for fairness and discipline or hubris and self-importance depends on whom you ask. They’ve been called tyrants and pawns; a necessary evil and the distinguishing mark of the greatest game there is; kidnappers holding the American pastime hostage and the ballast that keeps the game from sinking under the manipulators and cheaters, the spoiled athletes and craven, greedy owners. Umpires define the level playing field, a huge responsibility, and they do it out in the open, where everyone can see them, but they nonetheless operate according to the privately held wisdom of the baseball rulebook. They supply the cool voice of reason, but their most valuable tools are not intellect and erudition but spontaneity and will.




They are the law, but they make mistakes. They’ve been compared to cops and judges, but their decisions are instantaneous and forever, their mistakes unappealable and irreversible, which makes their law actually sort of lawless. There is something roguish and independent about umpires, so the judicial comparison I prefer is to the itinerant lawmen of the American West, those roving mercenaries who came into a tiny town, cleaned out the cattle rustlers and Liberty Valance–type bullies, and moved on.




Anyway, because they exist only in baseball, the quintessential American game, it’s hard not to see them as symbols of something or other. The gorgeous human imperfection of democracy, perhaps? Or the impossibility of true fair play, on the one hand, and the nobility of pursuing it on the other?




Writers, painters, cartoonists, and songwriters, not to mention politicians, clergymen, journalists, and random speechifiers, have found this ambiguous identity helpful over the years in using the umpire to evoke an authority figure that can either be admired or scorned.




On the one hand, umpires have served to represent wisdom, whether in the form of ingenuity, moral gravitas, legal probity, or simple common sense. The convention among genre writers of baseball fiction, the most well-known of which was John R. Tunis, the author of The Kid from Tompkinsville and other young-adult novels, is that umpires are authority figures to be saluted, like the flag, and treated with deference, like the school principal. Among the well-regarded baseball stories of Frank O’Rourke—an author of spy novels, children’s books, Westerns, and mysteries as well as sports fiction—was “Decision,” originally published in 1950, which held up a pair of minor league umpires as skilled men of integrity who refuse to quit in spite of being set upon by an angry mob.




More philosophically, in A Great and Glorious Game, his explication of baseball as a blueprint for the idea of America, A. Bartlett Giamatti, the former baseball commissioner and president of Yale University, invoked an image of the umpire as the patriarch of the clan—including pitcher, catcher, batter—that gathered daily at home plate, a ritual recalling the family dinner table.




During his confirmation hearings before the Senate, now chief justice John Roberts compared umpiring to serving on the High Court. Well, actually, it was the other way around; he held up umpiring as a model for the kind of justice he wished to be, reactive rather than proactive, espousing the trademark conservative approach to jurisprudence this way: “I will remember that it’s my job to call balls and strikes and not to pitch or bat.”




With characteristic American hyperbole, the umpire has also been used to invoke divinity, as Pete Rose did in his recent autobiography, My Prison Without Bars, regarding forgiveness for his transgressions. In the book, published in 2004, nearly fifteen years after he was caught betting on baseball games as manager of the Cincinnati Reds, he finally admitted that, yes, he was guilty.




“I’ve consistently heard the statement ‘If Pete Rose came clean, all would be forgiven,’” Rose wrote. “Well, I’ve done what you’ve asked. The rest is up to the commissioner and the big umpire in the sky.”




Clergymen who are also baseball fans have periodically expanded on this symbolism, often with a seriousness, however tongue-in-cheek, that testifies to how easily baseball has come to serve as a metaphor in American life. In one published sermon from 1973 that can be found in the files of the National Baseball Hall of Fame research library, the Reverend Dr. John C. McCollister, head of the religion department at Olivet College in Michigan, began a call to worship this way:








Almighty God, you who are called the great Umpire, in this game of life we are unsure of what uniform we should wear. While we may be Angels in spirit, in reality we are Giants in pride, Dodgers of responsibility and Tigers in ambition. When it comes to faith we find ourselves in the minor leagues. When it comes to good works we strike out. When it comes to knowledge of Your word, we are not even aware of the ground rules.







Of course, the contrary image of umpires—as harsh, self-interested, power-mongering, corrupt, and even evil—exists as well.




In fact, the prevailing depiction of umpires in our culture is negative, though usually they aren’t portrayed as villainous so much as foolish. In storytelling, especially on-screen, the umpire is usually shown as a marginal figure in a comic setting; generally a bumbler, his ineptitude is his central characteristic. This can be seen in myriad episodes of television series and in cartoons and advertisements that posit umpires as pompously harrumphing authoritarians, fat men who haven’t seen their feet lately, hopelessly indecisive milquetoasts or easily distracted incompetents. Probably the best-known example is from the movies, the 1988 cop-story spoof Naked Gun, in which the protagonist, a detective played by Leslie Nielsen, at one point in his pursuit of a killer disguises himself as an umpire, sneaks onto a major league field, and inadvertently brings about a brawl.




It may actually be in song that the image of the umpire as a figure of mockery has its most extended history, dating back more than a century. In 1905, a two-act musical called The Umpire appeared in Chicago—the review in the Chicago Tribune was favorable—telling the story of an umpire who made an unpopular decision in a big game and was forced to leave the country for Morocco, a country, the show’s libretto explicitly noted, that had no extradition treaty with the United States. A featured number in the show—music by Joseph E. Howard, words by Will M. Hough and Frank R. Adams—was “The Umpire Is a Most Unhappy Man,” which describes the profession most unflatteringly:








An umpire is a cross between a bullfrog and a goat




He has a mouth that’s flannel-lined and breast tubes in his throat




He needs a cool and level head that isn’t hard to hit




So when the fans beat up his frame they’ll have a nice place to sit




How’d you like to be an umpire?









A few years later, in 1909, the celebrated songwriter Jack Norworth checked in with “Let’s Get the Umpire’s Goat,” a jaunty bit of encouragement to fans to make sure the ump knows he is despised. Norworth wouldn’t actually attend his first baseball game until more than three decades later, but he’d already proven he had a knack for the lyrics of the game. His previous effort, written a year earlier, was “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.”




The popular song wasn’t through with umpires in the middle part of the century. Richard Adler and Jerry Ross’s lyrics for their 1955 Broadway musical, Damn Yankees, included the incantation in the opening number “Yer blind, Ump, yer blind, Ump, you must be out of yer mind, Ump.” That was three years after the bandleader Mitch Miller recorded “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” and for the flip side of the 45 composed a novelty number, “The Umpire,” which included the voices of actual major leaguers—Tommy Henrich, Ralph Branca, Phil Rizzuto, and Roy Campanella—making disdainful comments about the title character. Among other things, they refer to the umpire as a “horrible monster” and a “nightmarish creature,” who is not only blind, but stupid, too. “The umpire, the umpire, the guy who calls every play,” goes the refrain. “We ain’t got no use for the umpire unless he calls ’em our way.”




Obscurity, I suppose, has helped keep umpires mired in the role of popular villain. After all, it is easy to disdain a man in a mask, and probably natural to believe that a literally faceless authority is hardly deserving of praise or fealty but rather skepticism, scorn, or worse.




Indeed, the expectation that the umpire is incapable or corrupt is ingrained in American lore. As president, Harry S. Truman recalled that as a boy he’d umpired games in his hometown of Independence, Missouri, a fact generally used to bolster Truman’s reputation for honesty and his reverence for fair play, but actually, Truman said, the only reason he was given the job was that his eyesight wasn’t good enough for him to actually play the game.




Opposing the umpire is a national custom that is held in some reverence. When General Douglas MacArthur was recalled from Japan in 1951, he made his first public appearance as a civilian at the Polo Grounds in New York for a game between the Giants and the Phillies, where he proclaimed his joy to be home by declaring that he and his wife were “going to settle down now to watch the long hits, mark the errors, and razz the umpire, even if we know he is right.”




Antagonism toward the umpire has even been sanctioned by the courts. In 1987, a New York State appeals court resolved a five-year-old lawsuit for defamation brought by American League umpire Dallas Parks against the owner of the Yankees, George Steinbrenner, who had said that Parks was “not a capable umpire” and that “he didn’t measure up,” criticisms that Parks deemed beyond the pale, worse than the imprecations he was used to hearing at the ballpark.




In a unanimous decision, however, the court ruled against Parks, with an opinion, written by Justice Betty Weinberg Ellerin, that declared accusing the umpire of incompetence to be protected speech, at least in part because of the established tradition of treating the umpire as a public enemy.




“Most fans feel that without one or more rhubarbs they have not received their money’s worth,” Ellerin wrote.




The language of the general and the judge is, if anything, notably tame. The popular mode for addressing umpires is much more hostile. According to the baseball lexicographers Paul Dickson and Skip McAfee, the earliest citation of fans encouraging bloody murder on the umpire is from 1876, when a writer for the Cincinnati Star remarked that the fans who had yelled “Kill him” at the umpire were guilty of bad taste.




The phrase itself, “Kill the umpire,” is a uniquely malevolent expression in the American idiom. (“Kill the messenger” is, after all, usually preceded by the suggestion not to.) It dates at least to 1888, with the publication, in the San Francisco Examiner, of “Casey at the Bat,” Ernest Lawrence Thayer’s famously singsong poem about the failure of a local hero to get a timely hit, which, after Casey takes a called strike, proceeds with the following couplets:








From the benches, black with people, there went up a muffled roar,




Like the beating of the storm-waves on a stern and distant shore.
 



“Kill him! Kill the umpire!” shouted someone on the stand;
 



And it’s likely they’d a-killed him had not Casey raised his hand.







Two years earlier, however, an anonymous poem appeared in the Chicago Tribune, invoking if not murder, then certainly mayhem on the person of the umpire:










Mother, may I slug the umpire,




May I slug him right away,




So he cannot be here, Mother,




When the clubs begin to play?




Let me clasp his throat, dear Mother,




In a dear, delightful grip,




With one hand, and with the other




Bat him several in the lip.




Let me climb his frame, dear Mother,




While the happy people shout:




I’ll not kill him, dearest Mother,




I will only knock him out.




Let me mop the ground up, Mother




With his person, dearest, do;




If the ground can stand it, Mother




I don’t see why you can’t, too.







And by 1889, the umpire’s place as a cultural pariah deserving of corporal punishment was so firmly entrenched that no less a social observer than Mark Twain could exploit it for satire. In his time-traveling novel, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, Twain has his nineteenth-century narrator introducing baseball to the knights of the Round Table.




“At first I appointed men of no rank to act as umpires,” Twain writes in the voice of the Yankee, “but I had to discontinue that. These people were no easier to please than other nines. The umpire’s first decision was usually his last; they broke him in two with a bat, and his friend toted him home on a shutter. When it was noticed that no umpire ever survived a game, umpiring got to be unpopular. So I was obliged to appoint somebody whose rank and lofty position under the government would protect him.”




Like all good satire, the sentiment had its roots in actuality, and the threat to umpires hasn’t always been hyperbole. Perhaps the most famous example of violence against an umpire took place in 1907, when Billy Evans, who would go on to have a Hall of Fame career, was struck by a thrown bottle still full of beer, fracturing his skull. But this was hardly an isolated incident. Indeed, it had dozens of antecedents.




Many accounts of the early days of professional baseball have noted that before the turn of the century, umpiring was an especially perilous occupation. In June 1884, for example, two different umpires, one in Baltimore and one in Washington, barely escaped with their lives when mobs unhappy with their decisions stormed the field. Here is the account of one incident, as reported in the New York Times:








AN UNPOPULAR UMPIRE ASSAULTED




Baltimore, Md., June 12. There was a very exciting scene today at Oriole Park during the first game of base-ball between the Louisville and Baltimore American Association Base-ball Clubs, and Umpire John Brennan, of Indianapolis, had a very narrow escape from injury. The game was a close one, and at the end of the ninth inning the score was a tie—4 to 4. In the tenth inning Brennan decided Sommers, of the Baltimores, out on third base. The ugly part of the crowd took exception to the decision and about 500 jumped onto the field and made a rush for Brennan. One man drew a pistol and was, with difficulty, prevented from shooting at the umpire. The players of both teams surrounded Brennan and, with bats in their hands, prepared to defend him. Finally the crowd was driven back and the game was resumed. Thirteen innings were played and the score still remained a tie at 4 to 4, darkness preventing further play. As the umpire was leaving the grounds, an unknown man struck him a terrible blow on the cheek. Brennan was carried into the club-house and kept there until the crowd had left the park. He has asked to be released from umpiring any more games in this city. The feeling against him here is very strong on account of a decision he gave against the Baltimore Club in Philadelphia, which gave a game to the Athletics. This is the first disorder that has occurred at Oriole Park this season.







Implicit in the tone and content of this account are a number of prevalent attitudes of the time, with fans viewing umpires as persecutors of their teams and journalists not above justifying or even enjoying this kind of behavior. In his three-volume history, American Baseball, David Q. Voigt points out that the men who ran baseball were also not averse to scapegoating the umpires; it was good for business. Albert G. Spalding, the pitcher and sporting-goods magnate who was also president of the Chicago White Stockings, remarked that fans who despise the umpires are merely registering their “democratic right to protest against tyranny.” Indeed, in spite of the players in Baltimore rallying to Umpire Brennan’s rescue, there were regular incidents of players attacking umpires as well. As Voigt concluded, “By the end of the 1880’s, the baseball umpire, that rational symbol of orderly conduct, had become a universal symbol of hate.”




The sentiment against umpires, and the kind of general threat to them, persisted well into the twentieth century.




“‘Kill the umpire!’ is the battle cry of baseball,” the great drama critic George Jean Nathan wrote in a 1910 essay in Harper’s magazine that was largely but not entirely satiric, saying that baiting the umpire (or worse) was the element of baseball that most distinguished it as American and most distinguished it as a game:








Compared to the umpire, the proverbial fat man is a universally loved individual. If there are twenty thousand men at a ball game, each one of the twenty thousand, as well as all the small boys on the nearby telegraph poles, hate the umpire. They itch to take his life…. Other countries have tried baseball, but they have not tried killing-the-umpire. That is probably the reason they have not waxed enthusiastic over baseball. For baseball without umpire-killing is like football without girls in the grandstand.






In 1928, an Italian newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, used the venomous cries of American baseball fans to argue that Christian values in the New World had devolved into paganism, a literal interpretation of “kill the umpire” that might have been laughable if the New York Times, in an editorial, hadn’t found it necessary to explain the national custom. The tongue-in-cheek tone of the piece is peculiar, to say the least, and does little to make the line between literal and figurative expressions of rage any clearer.




The Times, under the headline “We Don’t Really Mean It,” said:








It is perfectly true that all over this broad land any Roman editor who might tarry by a village commons or sit in a box at the Yankee Stadium would probably hear from a thousand throats the ejaculation: “Kill the umpire!” But this does not mean that any of the ejaculators really want the umpire to be assassinated. Some of them would perhaps like to see him slightly injured as reprisal for his manifest injustice against the home team. Others would be willing to have any other spectator launch his fist against the umpire’s treacherous eyes. Still others are for various forms of punishment, but not one really desires that the umpire shall pass from the company of mortals.






Today, that line is still a little blurry. “Enemy of the people” is still a label that umpires wear. And as hackneyed as it is, “kill the umpire” is still heard in ballparks from the mouths of adults and children. Fans, of course, never give this a second thought, but the extraordinary hostility of it is not lost on the umpires themselves. In 1998, a time when they were especially embattled, under scrutiny by the media and fending off baseball’s mounting efforts to enforce greater discipline on them, Sports Illustrated published a cover story excoriating umpires for their ineptitude and arrogance.




The cover line? “Kill the Ump.” The photograph on the cover was of Tim Welke, who had been in the big leagues since 1984 and would go on to work the American League Championship Series the year the cover was published.




“Imagine waking up to that,” Welke’s younger brother Bill, also a major league umpire, said to me. “Imagine having to explain to your five-year-old daughter that no one really wants you killed.”




These days umpires say that they rarely worry about their safety on the field, but most major league umpires have stories from their minor league days about having their tires slashed by irate fans or being the targets of other threatening gestures. Jim Evans recalled that once, working a Texas League game in El Paso in the early 1970s, he and his partner had to be escorted from the stadium to safety by the sheriff. When Evans thanked the man, he replied, “Son, if I weren’t wearing this uniform, I’d kick your ass myself.”




Throughout baseball history there have been a handful of episodes that are reminders of what can happen when hostility is encouraged and misdirected. In 1920, in a famous incident, Ty Cobb challenged umpire Billy Evans to a fight after a game in Washington. The two met under the stands after the game, and Cobb beat him badly.




At Ebbets Field in Brooklyn in 1940, George Magerkurth was attacked on the field by an ex-convict immediately after a Dodger loss in which Magerkurth had ejected the Dodger manager, Leo Durocher. (It turned out the convict was merely creating a diversion for his partner, a pickpocket who was working the exiting crowd.)




As recently as April 2003, Laz Diaz, working first base at Chicago’s U.S. Cellular Field, was attacked by a fan who had leaped out of the stands with an indefinite but malicious intent. When I met Diaz, I asked him about it. The White Sox were playing host to the Kansas City Royals, he recalled, and some drunken nutcase tried to tackle him in the middle of a play.




“I guess the guy was up in the nosebleed section,” Diaz told me, “and I found out later that he told his fiancée, ‘I’m going to go jump on the field, but before I get knocked down, I’m going to knock down the first person I see.’




“Anyway, it was the bottom of the eighth, two outs, and there was a pop-up to right field. I was at first base, and I turned to go out. And as soon as the ball’s hit, everybody’s chasing down the line, me and Mike Sweeney, the first baseman for Kansas City, and Sweeney stopped, but I thought he was still behind me, and this guy grabbed me by the waist, and I thought it was Sweeney, and I said, ‘Hey, Mike, get out of here.’ But then I looked down and I didn’t see a uniform.”
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