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Praise for
For the Love of Baseball

“What this collection best represents is the full spectrum of the baseball experience, from romantic to nostalgic to eclectic.…”—Boston Globe

“…[A]n all-star lineup. Ends with a piece by Roger Angell. Read it and you’ll see why they waived the rules to give Angell the Spink Award even though he’s not a member of the Baseball Writers’ Association of America.… Frank Deford, Bart Giamatti, George Plimpton, Gay Talese, which makes it special, all that wit and wisdom between the same set of covers writing about a game they love.”—Stan Hochman, Philadelphia Daily News

“This is one of the finest baseball anthologies of all time.”—Jonathan Eig, author of Luckiest Man: The Life and Death of Lou Gehrig

“Exceptional—a lively, rewarding read.”—Robert W. Creamer, author of Babe: The Legend Comes to Life

“These charming essays on baseball themes range from topics like first gloves—mine was a Rawlings Marty Marion model—to the tragic story of the Billy Southworths, father and son, to being relegated to right field or having troubles playing first base. These are tasty morsels.”—Fay Vincent, former Commissioner of Major League Baseball

“Baseball is played only a couple of hundred nights a year. Here is a book that will help you fill up the rest of your time.”—Seth Mnookin

Baseball’s most lasting gift may be its power to stir our curiosity, memory and imagination into such a rich and loving tribute.”—Robert Lipsyte, former New York Times columnist and author of The Contender

“For the Love of Baseball will remind you why you fell in love with the game. This is one of the finest baseball anthologies of all time.”—Jonathan Eig

“An outstanding collection to be treasured by fans of baseball and personal essays.”—Booklist

“Twenty wonderful writers—that’s just enough for two full all-star teams—and two designated hitters.”—Christine Brennan, USA Today sports columnist and author of Best Seat in the House: A Father, a Daughter, a Journey Through Sports

“This collection of 20 essays, most of them never before published, is not a New York book, per se, but it brims with lyrical reminiscences about the love affair between the city and the sport.… What ties these charming essays together? ‘The collection,’ Mr. Gutkind writes, represents ‘the connective tissue’ of the game, from the mitts to the stadiums that collectively constitute ‘our common nostalgia for the way it was, and our fervent hope that the sport will endure the way we think it always should be.’”—Sam Roberts, the New York Times
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Foreword

Yogi Berra

Baseball to me is the greatest game. It’s loved and played and watched all over the world. Whenever people ask what I would’ve done without baseball, I don’t know. I played it because it wasn’t work, but I worked at it because I loved to play. What I’ve truly learned is the game is more than a game. Sure it’s a business, getting bigger all the time. But it still has an uncanny way of getting into people’s hearts and minds—what other business can say that?

It’s been over a half century since I last played a major league game, but I observe and follow and read about the game as much as ever. That doesn’t mean I’ll ever know all there is to know, and that’s the beauty. Like I’ve always said, in baseball you don’t know nothing. Or if you ask me a question I don’t know, I’m not going to answer. But this much I know. Baseball remains a great game because people still worship and argue about it and they’re going to games in record numbers. People still make movies about it. People dream up fantasy teams and go to fantasy camps. People keep analyzing and concocting statistics. And authors never stop writing about the game. Simply, baseball makes great baseball literature.

The title of an earlier edition of this collection was Anatomy of Baseball, but it was no medical book—if it was, I’m certain I wouldn’t have read it. It’s a baseball book, and a good one, and it’s nice to be in a lineup that includes some pretty good writers. A good book makes you think about things you might not already think about. Or enjoy stories from writers you maybe don’t know. Of course, I was never good with writers’ names. A long time ago, somebody introduced me to Ernest Hemingway, mentioning that he was a great writer. So I asked, “Which paper?” That was when most of my reading consisted of the sports pages and comic books. But Hemingway was a big baseball fan. No surprise he used the game in his writing, especially in The Old Man and the Sea, referring to my old teammate Joe DiMaggio and the main character missing the daily box scores. Baseball has its own literature. It even has its own language. The game goes back to before the Civil War, but it never gets old. Neither does a good baseball book.


Introduction—Baseball: How Do I Love Thee?

Lee Gutkind

I want to say right off here that when our publisher suggested the title for this book, I was against it. The book had previously been published with a different title, one that my coeditor, Andrew Blauner, and I had very much liked, so it was initially annoying to have to change the title at all. It wasn’t the subtitle that I was opposed to, by the way, A Celebration of the Game That Connects Us. It was the title itself. For the Love of Baseball. The whole idea of loving this game ticked me off—such a cliché. There are probably dozens of books that have love in the title or subtitle about baseball, so why join the common crowd? Our book is better than any other competing collection of nonfiction by a long shot—a great combination of original and previously published pieces, with George Plimpton, Roger Angell, Frank Deford, prestigious and accomplished veterans, and a bunch of rookies like Jake Young and Caitlin Horrocks, brand new fresh and vital voices reporting about baseball with a unique perspective.

So why use such an overused and unexciting phrase, with this gooey sentimental word—love? I mean, okay, I love my girlfriend, I love my mother, I love my son. But isn’t loving a game where guys you’ve never met perform for nine or more innings with a bat and a ball, constrained by an encyclopedia of arcane rules and traditions kind of… over the top?

But then I started to think about my feelings toward baseball—and I began reevaluating. When I think back to my years growing up in Pittsburgh, I’ve got a lot of bad memories—my father was a tyrant. And we lived in a crummy blue-collar neighborhood where a fat Jewish kid like me was constantly demeaned and periodically pummeled by the Irish Catholics who believed that my people killed Christ. So I don’t have many good times or comforting memories to look back on—except, I came to realize, for baseball. Even though they were cellar dwellers in the 1950s, I followed the Pittsburgh Pirates religiously, every inning of every game. Ralph Kiner, the slugging left fielder who one year clubbed 54 home runs, was my hero. Imagine! He was an All-Star player for six years in a row on a last place team. And he had a bevy of women he courted, including the very good-looking tennis star Nancy Chaffee, his first of four hot wives. He eventually left Pittsburgh for New York, became an announcer for the Mets, and he kind of faded from my regular awareness. But to me, he represented glamour, hope, and the ability to achieve despite your surroundings—and the relative flaws of your colleagues. My novel, God’s Helicopter, featured Kiner as a make-believe character, and upon publication, I wrote him a fan letter telling him how much I respected and honored him, sent him two copies of the book, one to keep in his own library—I was assuming he had one—and one to autograph and return to me. I keep that autographed book in a prominent place in my living room today.

Kiner, like I said, was an All-Star, and I always picked him for my team when I played my favorite all-time board game, All-Star Baseball, invented by a player for the St. Louis Cardinals in the 1930s, Ethan Allen. Here’s how baseball historian Jack Major describes the game which, in many respects is kind of a primitive model to the data-driven way in which we study and discuss the game today: “Allen… broke down hitting statistics into several categories and created pie chart representations of the performances of several major league players. He put those pie charts on paper discs about 3.5 inches in diameter. The discs were cut out in the middle to fit over a spinner, creating what you might call Baseball Roulette. Flick that spinner over a disc and the result would tell you what the player did in one at-bat. There were fourteen possibilities, from striking out to hitting a home run… If you played a season’s worth of games, each player’s statistics would approximate those he had generated on the field.” Allen, a graduate of the University of Cincinnati, created the game for kids between the ages of nine and twelve, but was startled and obviously pleased how many kids younger than twelve—all the way up to adults in their thirties and forties—played the game which became one of the top fifty board games ever created.

For me, All-Star Baseball was incredible comfort growing up. Summer mornings, I would wake up early and begin to plan my team for upcoming game of the day. The original All-Star game, when purchased, provided forty discs of players, but I actually made a number of my own by studying box scores and annual batting averages—mostly from the Pirates I loved. Those mornings, mostly in the summer, somewhere around 10 AM or 10:30 AM, I would take my discs and head down Beechwood Blvd. where we lived in a duplex above my grandparents, to Ronnie Rabinowitz’s house—my best friend through grade school. Ronnie liked sleeping in, so I would wait on his porch until his mother awakened him and fed him breakfast, and then Ronnie would come out with his All-Star board and we would play—and play. Sometimes we played all day until Ronnie would have to go inside for dinner, and then I would go home and listen to the Pirate game at night—and play with my own board some more. Which is not to say that Ronnie and I didn’t actually play the real game with ball and bat; we did so frequently in his backyard. And when Ronnie wasn’t available, I walked further down Beechwood Blvd. to where my cousin Sonny Cofsky lived to play baseball-speedball with a Wiffle ball, until Sonny, also, had to go inside for dinner. Later, Sonny and I were on the same Pony League team together.

I didn’t lose my connection to baseball as an adult. I went directly into the military after high school, and then when I returned to Pittsburgh I began taking classes at the University of Pittsburgh night school. Forbes Field, where the Pirates were then playing, was directly across the street from the Cathedral of Learning, Pitt’s august forty-story classroom building, then, and maybe even now, the highest classroom building in the world. The Pirates traditionally opened the gates to anyone who wanted to watch the final 2.5 innings—at the seventh inning stretch—free. You could just walk right in and find an empty seat—anywhere! Classes ended at 9:15 PM, so when there was a night game, after classes, my friend Phil Willet and I would walk over to Forbes Field, literally across the street, buy an Iron City beer (or two) and watch the final innings of the game. The great Roberto (Clemente) was on that team, along with Willie Stargell and Maz (Bill Mazeroski) the super second baseman. Great memories—and during those years we were winning much more often than in those 1950 cellar dweller years.

I have to admit that I took a long sabbatical from baseball, beginning in the middle 1970s when I wrote my book about umpires. For one thing, I attended probably more than 200 games the year I researched the book and followed a crew of umpires from team to team and town to town, so I kind of OD-ed on baseball. And for another thing, the umpires were kind of flawed. What I mean is, I was traveling with some pretty nice fellows—Harry Wendelstedt, Nick Colosi and Doug Harvey, who became one of the few umpires inducted into the Hall of Fame. But that was the year the National League was trying to introduce the first black umpire into the game—Art Williams—and although Wendestedt, Colosi, and Harvey were, in many ways, well meaning, they weren’t very considerate of his feelings. Nor were they sensitive to the pressures with which a black man was confronted in a totally white umpire world. The American League had introduced one black umpire the previous year. Williams had only two years experience umpiring in the minors—and it was a struggle to keep up with men who had gone through the ranks in a long and more traditional multi-year apprenticeship. Not to even mention the racial connotations and prejudices that frequently surfaced. Jackie Robinson was the change maker, but real change was decades away. I wrote about the difficulties and inequities with which Williams was confronted in The Best Seat in Baseball, but You Have to Stand in a way that infuriated the umpires and the National League. There were lawsuits and awful allegations. I was persona non grata in major league baseball for many years.

Time passes; people die or retire, feelings mellow. Few people in baseball remember or care about me, my allegations, and alas about the pioneering umpire Art Williams. And during that time, the game has matured. Racism hasn’t been obliterated in America’s national pastime, if we can still call it that, and certainly not in America itself. But we’ve charted progress, which is hopeful. And for me, gradually over the past few years, there’s renewed hope and interest in baseball because, primarily, of the Pirates, no longer cellar dwellers. This is a very surprising never-say-die team with young and charismatic leaders like Andrew McCutchen, who was named National League Most Valuable Player, combined with recycled and reinvigorated veterans like the former Yankee All-Star catcher Russell Martin. Unfortunately, the Bucs did not make it to the World Series, but they extended the season for a few games and absolutely electrified the city of Pittsburgh—not to mention Andrew, although a New Yorker, a long-time Pirate fan—and me. I don’t know if this feeling will carry over to next season, but I find myself once again engaged, if not obsessed.

Which brings me back to the title of this book and its meaning and symbolism for me. Do I “love” baseball? Is “love” the right word for my feelings for this game? I guess I can say that I love being once again so engaged, looking forward to the next game on TV next season, to seeing the guys I sometimes hang out with these days in the bar up the street, The Elbow Room, cheering the Bucs on, or texting my frustration or excitement to my friend P. J., who I know is watching the game and anticipating victory and fearing defeat and disappointment as am I.

And I can also say that the memories of being inspired by Ralph Kiner and his success with the hapless 1950s cellar-dweller Pirates, Wiffle ball with Sonny Cofsky, cold, invigorating Iron City drafts and the final innings at evening’s end at Forbes Field with Phil Willet, and playing All-Star Baseball with Ronnie Rabinowitz on his front porch—make me feel good and connected in many ways to the world and the positives of my past, even though Ronnie and Sonny and Kiner and Phil, everyone else I shared baseball with in the past, are no longer in my life. So I guess, in the end, I am on board with my publisher regarding both parts of the title—For the Love of Baseball—and the subtitle, A Celebration of the Game that Connects Us All. It works for me.


The Green Fields of the Mind

A. Bartlett Giamatti

In 2013, the Boston Red Sox won their third World Series in a decade and established themselves as the dominant team of the new century. Prior to 2004, the team and its fans endured one of the longest droughts in professional sports—86 years without a championship. Their late-season collapses were as predictable as autumn in New England. But a byproduct of the team’s haplessness was great writing about what it means to be a broken-hearted fan. This piece by A. Bartlett Giamatti is an extraordinarily fine example. [L.G.]

It breaks your heart. It is designed to break your heart. The game begins in the spring, when everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone. You count on it, rely on it to buffer the passage of time, to keep the memory of sunshine and high skies alive, and then just when the days are all twilight, when you need it most, it stops. Today, October 2, a Sunday of rain and broken branches and leaf-clogged drains and slick streets, it stopped, and summer was gone.

Somehow, the summer seemed to slip by faster this time. Maybe it wasn’t this summer, but all the summers that, in this my 40th summer, slipped by so fast. There comes a time when every summer will have something of autumn about it. Whatever the reason, it seemed to me that I was investing more and more in baseball, making the game do more of the work that keeps time fat and slow and lazy. I was counting on the game’s deep patterns, three strikes, three outs, three times three innings, and its deepest impulse, to go out and back, to leave and to return home, to set the order of the day and to organize the daylight. I wrote a few things this last summer, this summer that did not last, nothing grand but some things, and yet that work was just camouflage. The real activity was done with the radio—not the all-seeing, all-falsifying television—and was the playing of the game in the only place it will last, the enclosed green field of the mind. There, in that warm, bright place, what the old poet called Mutability does not so quickly come.

But out here, on Sunday, October 2, where it rains all day, Dame Mutability never loses. She was in the crowd at Fenway yesterday, a grey day full of bluster and contradiction, when the Red Sox came up in the last of the ninth trailing Baltimore 8–5, while the Yankees, rain-delayed against Detroit, only needing to win one or have Boston lose one to win it all, sat in New York washing down cold cuts with beer and watching the Boston game. Boston had won two, the Yankees had lost two, and suddenly it seemed as if the whole season might go to the last day, or beyond, except here was Boston losing 8–5, while New York sat in its family room and put its feet up. Lynn, both ankles hurting now as they had in July, hits a single down the right-field line. The crowd stirs. It is on its feet. Hobson, third baseman, former Bear Bryant quarterback, strong, quiet, over 100 RBIs, goes for three breaking balls and is out. The goddess smiles and encourages her agent, a canny journeyman named Nelson Briles.

Now comes a pinch hitter, Bernie Carbo, onetime Rookie of the Year, erratic, quick, a shade too handsome, so laid-back he is always, in his soul, stretched out in the tall grass, one arm under his head, watching the clouds and laughing; now he looks over some low stuff unworthy of him and then, uncoiling, sends one out, straight on a rising line, over the center field wall, no cheap Fenway shot, but all of it, the physics as elegant as the arc the ball describes.

New England is on its feet, roaring. The summer will not pass. Roaring, they recall the evening, late and cold, in 1975, the sixth game of the World Series, perhaps the greatest baseball game played in the last fifty years, when Carbo, loose and easy, had uncoiled to tie the game that Fisk would win. It is 8–7, one out, and school will never start, rain will never come, sun will warm the back of your neck forever. Now Bailey, picked up from the National League recently, big arms, heavy gut, experienced, new to the league and the club; he fouls off two and then, checking, tentative, a big man off balance, he pops a soft liner to the first baseman. It is suddenly darker and later, and the announcer doing the game coast to coast, a New Yorker who works for a New York television station, sounds relieved. His little world, well-lit, hot-combed, split-second-timed, has no capacity to absorb this much gritty, grainy, contrary reality.

Cox swings a bat, stretches his long arms, bends his back, the rookie from Pawtucket who broke in two weeks earlier with a record six straight hits, the kid drafted ahead of Fred Lynn, rangy, smooth, cool. The count runs two and two, Briles is cagey, nothing too good, and Cox swings, the ball beginning toward the mound and then, in a jaunty, wayward dance, skipping past Briles, feinting to the right, skimming the last of the grass, finding the dirt, moving now like some small, purposeful marine creature negotiating the green deep, easily avoiding the jagged rock of second base, traveling steady and straight now out into the dark, silent recesses of center field.

The aisles are jammed, the place is on its feet, the wrappers, the programs, the Coke cups and peanut shells, the doctrines of an afternoon; the anxieties, the things that have to be done tomorrow, the regrets about yesterday, the accumulation of a summer: all forgotten, while hope, the anchor, bites and takes hold where a moment before it seemed we would be swept out with the tide. Rice is up. Rice whom Aaron had said was the only one he’d seen with the ability to break his records. Rice, the best clutch hitter on the club, with the best slugging percentage in the league. Rice, so quick and strong he once checked his swing halfway through and snapped the bat in two. Rice, the Hammer of God sent to scourge the Yankees; the sound was overwhelming, fathers pounded their sons on the back, cars pulled off the road, households froze, New England exulted in its blessedness and roared its thanks for all good things, for Rice and for a summer stretching halfway through October. Briles threw, Rice swung, and it was over. One pitch, a fly to center, and it stopped. Summer died in New England and like rain sliding off a roof, the crowd slipped out of Fenway, quickly, with only a steady murmur of concern for the drive ahead remaining of the roar. Mutability had turned the seasons and translated hope to memory once again. And, once again, she had used baseball, our best invention to stay change, to bring change on. That is why it breaks my heart, that game—not because in New York they could win because Boston lost; in that, there is a rough justice, and a reminder to the Yankees of how slight and fragile are the circumstances that exalt one group of human beings over another. It breaks my heart because it was meant to, because it was meant to foster in me again the illusion that there was something abiding, some pattern and some impulse that could come together to make a reality that would resist the corrosion; and because, after it had fostered again that most hungered-for illusion, the game was meant to stop, and betray precisely what it promised.

Of course, there are those who learn after the first few times. They grow out of sports. And there are others who were born with the wisdom to know that nothing lasts. These are the truly tough among us, the ones who can live without illusion, or without even the hope of illusion. I am not that grown-up or up-to-date. I am a simpler creature, tied to more primitive patterns and cycles. I need to think something lasts forever, and it might as well be that state of being that is a game; it might as well be that, in a green field, in the sun.


At the Park

Kevin Baker


Baseball to me is an addiction, and as such, a distraction from writing—but some distractions are badly needed. What I love about baseball is that it doesn’t have any greater meaning; it’s just a beautiful thing in its own right. I love its rituals, its carefully cultivated history. I love the fact that it’s a link to the American past, especially in its peculiarities. Hence my love of old ballparks: they were eccentric without trying to be so, which is appealing in our very purposeful, homogenized time. Even the attempts to consciously re-create them, worthy though they are, don’t quite work. The past is quite dead, and well beyond us, which gives it its luster.



Some boy too far from town to learn baseball, Whose only play was what he found himself…

—Robert Frost, “Birches”

It always was a city game, baseball. That’s not how the old pastoralists would have it, of course. They have so loaded the game down with country imagery that it’s hard to separate the mythology from the reality now—little boys chasing fly balls into Iowa cornfields, The Natural peeling a bat off a lightning-damned tree. When it came time to build a Hall of Fame the lords of the game stuck it up in bucolic Cooperstown, seizing upon some old-timer’s letter about how the game was invented in Abner Doubleday’s meadow.

Doubleday was the Forrest Gump of the nineteenth century, a Union officer who was there at Fort Sumter, there at Gettysburg. But he wasn’t even around for the invention of baseball. The game required too many boys, as Frost’s words imply. Only those who have forgotten the punishing isolation of American rural life would believe baseball came of age in the country. The old names give it away. It was called “town ball” because it was played on those days when everybody came into town for church or market. It was called “the New York game” because that’s where baseball—real baseball—actually started, in vacant lots around what is now the West Side Manhattan neighborhood of Chelsea. It was played not by country boys but by clubs of middle-class merchants with a little leisure time on their hands; then increasingly by sharp-eyed immigrant professionals, Pat and Mick and Heinie.

The first major league parks, back in the nineteenth century, were little more than sandlots with rows of precarious wooden bleachers—one step up from those vacant, rock-strewn lots in Chelsea. Eventually they were ringed, frontier-style, with a stockade fence so the owners could monopolize what was going on inside—charge for admission and food sales; shake down or expel gamblers who dogged the game; expand the fan base to the growing middle class, to children, and even women. These changes were akin to Vegas going family—or to the incandescent cities of fire that rose along the sands of Coney Island during the same period, replacing the site of louche entertainments with the very first official amusement parks.

The crowds often broke the walls on the afternoons of big games. But like the cities in which they were contained, the parks were steadily improved by fire. Just as the city’s wood shanties were replaced by ornate, block-long apartment buildings, by skyscrapers and bridges, and grand railroad stations and gorgeous, humming, electrical generators, the ballparks were replaced by concrete-and-steel structures that sprouted second tiers and outfield bleachers—everything getting bigger and better, all the time.

Just as the country seemed to stretch away forever before the first immigrants, so the ball field is theoretically infinite, the foul lines moving ever farther away from each other until they encompass all of existence. How to traverse this infinite landscape? Just as American industrialists, confronted with seemingly boundless plenty, invented time management, trying to convert all they saw before them into a rational system of production, so, too, have baseball’s acolytes always tried to break the game down into more and more precise statistics, some narrative that will allow us to measure every movement on the field.

• • •

Air, space, and recreation were the crying needs of the American city by the mid-nineteenth century. They were considered vital to the continued health of both the individual and the polis. No city had a public park of any size. Those wishing relief from the city’s racket and bustle resorted to the new rural cemeteries. These had begun to spring up with the consecration of Cambridge’s Mount Auburn Cemetery in 1831, followed by Philadelphia’s Laurel Hill (1836), and Brooklyn’s vast Green-Wood Cemetery (1838). These were full-scale necropolises, laid out in the British landscaping style of improved nature, with deliberately winding roads and strategically placed trees, bushes, ponds, hillocks, and even boulders, designed to maximize dramatic views and uplifting vistas. The need for such spaces was quickly evidenced by their immense popularity. City dwellers poured out to the new cemeteries for Sunday afternoon picnics, whether a loved one was buried there or not. Green-Wood, by far the most splendid and the largest of the scenic graveyards at 478 acres, was drawing sixty thousand visitors a year soon after it opened for business.

“Rural cemeteries provided fresh air and greenery—and the illusion of a beautiful countryside,” points out Frederick Law Olmsted biographer Witold Rybczynski.

Yet cemeteries were inherently limited by their utility, and there were still fears about the unhealthful “miasmas” that reputedly leaked up from the graves. Soon, Olmsted and his longtime partner Calvert Vaux had begun to lay out one magnificent public park after another in cities across the United States. These were deliberately intended as places of moral improvement as well as physical and cultural relief. Clean air and a place to stretch the legs were just the start. A dairy was actually built in New York’s Central Park, intended to provide free, wholesome milk for the city’s poor at a time when it was in short supply. Museums, concert halls, and other cultural institutions were to dot the park’s perimeters. Beyond this, the poor were to benefit simply by exposure to their betters.

“There need to be places and times for re-unions [where] the rich and poor, the cultivated and the self-made, shall be attracted together and encouraged to assimilate,” Olmsted wrote.

Baseball, on the other hand, wasn’t thought to improve anybody. The game itself was all but banned from Central Park for decades. Yet it was in the new ballparks—the only other large open spaces in most American cities, coming into their own just as the first wave of public park building was coming to an end—that a true assimilation of American men of all classes would actually take place, and usually on a much closer and more intimate basis than ever occurred in other public parks.

The new ballparks were gloriously eccentric. For all of their corporate purpose, there was a specificity to them, an endearing individuality that would all but vanish from American business life. No other sport would ever boast such idiosyncratic playing fields. And in no other sport would the field become so critical to how the game itself was played, or such an enduring part of its lore.

Unlike the cemeteries and the English-style woods, or even the raucous amusement parks, the ballparks remained quintessentially urban structures. They were wedged into street lots, built around railroads and streetcar lines, factories and breweries and livery stables, rivers and highways, and the topography surrounding the parks gave rise to the quirks in their design. Brooklyn’s Dodgers got their name because players and spectators alike had to dodge the trolleys to get to their old Washington Park field. Washington’s Griffith Stadium featured a right angle in dead center field, a bulge where five homeowners had refused to sell. Cincinnati’s Crosley Field shot some 377 feet out to right field, but was only 328 feet to left field, in which there was also a small hillock that sent Babe Ruth sprawling in the last year of his career. The Dodgers’ later home at Ebbets Field featured a 20-foot-high chain-link fence in right field above a concave wall and a scoreboard with its immortal lower panel advertising borough president Abe Stark’s clothing store at 1514 Pitkin Avenue: “Hit Sign, Win Suit.”

Every stadium had its own peculiarities. The ones we know best are the thick ivy that clings to the lovely brick walls of Chicago’s Wrigley Field and the great green wall looming over left in Boston’s Fenway Park, but this is just because these are the only two major league parks to have survived from the era before World War I. So many of the others, now vanished, had their own gratuitous grace notes. As early as 1902, Cincinnati had built the short-lived Palace of the Fans, complete with grand Beaux Arts columns and pillars modeled after the White City at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago—the source of the City Beautiful movement in America. The new Polo Grounds was festooned with coats-of-arms along the top of the grandstand, representing all the National League clubs. The top of the original Yankee Stadium’s upper deck dripped with white filigree bunting, and monuments to beloved former players and managers were actually installed on the playing field. Philadelphia’s Shibe Park had a conical, domed tower, an escaped turret from some upper-middle class apartment house, over its main entrance. There was the Jury Box in Boston’s Braves Field bleachers; the Coop, and the Crow’s Nest, and the open-air promenade at Pittsburgh’s Forbes Field. Ebbets Field had an eighty-foot Italian-marble floor in the image of a baseball in its rotunda, and a twenty-seven-foot-high domed ceiling, from which hung a chandelier with twelve baseball bat arms that held globes of lights shaped like baseballs.

The ticket windows at the old-time parks tended to look like boathouses Or beach pavilions, with fringed awnings and gentle arches. At Ebbets, they were gilded. The grandstands were always steep and close, dark and mysterious in their back rows after night baseball was instituted. Just beyond the walls of each park were comforting, orienting urban features of one sort or another: the Bronx County Courthouse, the flashing Citgo sign over Kenmore, the gloomy Cathedral of Learning towering over the left field wall in Pittsburgh, clouds of locomotive smoke billowing up from the Boston and Albany tracks behind left and center in Braves Field. There were usually, as well, huge, hand-operated scoreboards somewhere out in center field, visible to all. They showed the line scores of the same sixteen teams in the same eleven cities for fifty years, time moving on in the same stately progression, inning by inning.

The one feature all the old ballparks shared was outfields that were prodigious by today’s standards. The old parks were routinely 420 feet to the farthest reaches of center field, and often 360–375 feet down the lines. It was 462 feet to center at Forbes Field, and 461 to left center in Yankee Stadium. The Yankees’ previous home, Hilltop Park, stretched an endless 542 feet across the rough sod of Washington Heights. There were practical reasons for this. In the dead ball era, much of the scoring came from balls that found a seam and just kept on rolling. For an important game, the overflow crowd might be put out behind a rope in the outfield, and perhaps their cars or buggies too.

• • •

The most fantastic ballpark of all was the Polo Grounds, the home of the New York Giants, in upper Harlem. It was a strange place, and strange things happened there. The only man ever killed on a major league playing field, Ray Chapman, died at home plate, hit in the head by a pitch. A fan once died in the stands there too, between games of a doubleheader, struck by a stray bullet fired from a neighborhood rooftop. He went so quietly that no one realized he was dead at first; they thought he was only nodding off in the grandstand on a sunny summer afternoon.

No one ever played polo there; the name was carried over from the Giants’ previous digs, James Bennett’s old polo field down at 110th Street and Fifth Avenue. The new park the team built for itself in 1889 at 156th–157th Streets and Eighth Avenue was shaped like a gigantic horseshoe facing the Harlem River—the last major league ballpark that ever did or probably ever will disrupt the crowded streets of Manhattan Island. (In fact, as late as 1874, the whole site was under the Harlem River.)

Down the lines were the easiest home run shots in the big leagues, 279 feet to left and 257 to right. In some clairvoyant presentiment of Frank Gehry’s undulating architecture, the outfield walls stretched all the way out to a center field 483 feet from home plate. There, filling the gap in the horseshoe, were a multistory set of clubhouses and team offices, with a monument at the field level to Eddie Grant, a former Giants player killed in World War I; a large, square Longines clock crowning the top of the building; and a huge cigarette ad—“Always Buy Chesterfields”—in between. Two sets of stairs led to the field from the clubhouses, so that the players from both teams had to enter and exit the field matador-like, accepting the ovations and the jeers and barbs of the fans all around them.

It was the most glamorous park of the dead ball era, when the close, fast game was played mostly inside the infield, and always in the afternoon. John “Muggsy” McGraw, the irascible manager and part-owner of the Giants, would invite his show business celebrities up in the afternoon. They could park their beautiful new automobiles—as varied and idiosyncratic as the ballparks themselves—on the edge of the outfield and take in a whole nine innings before motoring back down to Broadway in time for the evening curtain. McGraw, “the Little Napoleon,” did what he wanted: consorted with gamblers, owned part of a pool hall, punched umpires, and feuded with league presidents. It was a pitcher’s game, and McGraw had the greatest one alive, his close friend and housemate, Christy Mathewson, the all-American boy grown up. A college man, Matty was as handsome and tall and well-spoken as McGraw was short and profane and dumpy; he had an easy grace about him and an out pitch known by the lovely old-fashioned name of “fadeaway.”

Then everything changed, practically right before McGraw’s eyes. The gamblers who hung out at McGraw’s own favorite off-field stomping grounds, Manhattan’s Ansonia Hotel—a confection no less unlikely in history or appearance than the Polo Grounds, the building where Bette Midler would get her start in a gay bathhouse and Plato’s Retreat would have its brief, notorious reign (but that’s another story)—were busy plotting the fix that would throw the 1919 World Series. A hero was needed, and he would appear in the most unlikely dugout.

The Yankees were the Giants’ tenants, their poor relations in the Polo Grounds, when they acquired Babe Ruth from the Red Sox. No deal ever irked Muggsy more. He hated Ruth, right from the beginning, with his seemingly heedless style of play and his ability to hog the spotlight. Most unforgivably, Ruth would transform the game, take it away forever from the control of the manager with his canny, small ball strategies.

Matty went off to fight World War I and returned a dying man, his lungs burned out in a training accident. Meanwhile, the Babe lofted one pop fly after another down the short foul lines of the Polo Grounds and launched moonshots all the way out to the distant bleachers. He had, somehow, transcended the old geometry of the game. It was all about power now. The infinite spaces of the old ball field had suddenly been spanned. The distant fans intimately connected with their hero as they scrambled for the balls he dropped in their midst, and roared their tribute during his leisurely, majestic strolls around the bases. The infinite spaces of the Polo Grounds—of baseball—had suddenly been negated.

McGraw hated it. So did all the old baseball purists. In every sport there are those—usually sportswriters—who remain irrevocably opposed to spectacular, flashy play. These individuals, who can be found on your sports page to this day, have yet to accept the home run in baseball, the forward pass in football, the long jump shot in basketball—even seventy, eighty, ninety years after these innovations came to pass. To purists, such plays make the game look too easy, almost cheap. They seem to negate the hard work and on-field canniness that defined the old Baltimore Oriole teams McGraw had cut his teeth on back in the nineteenth century.

• • •

Ruth was altogether too much, the consummate player of the 1920s. He himself had made the crossing from the old game to the new, the best southpaw in the now-dead dead ball game, before effortlessly converting himself into a slugger—the first true slugger anyone had ever seen. Before him, home runs were as likely to be inside-the-park jobs as they were to land in the stands. The leading power hitters rarely hit more than 12 or 15 in a season; the entire Yankees team hit all of 8 in 1913, their first year in John McGraw’s park. But here was Ruth now, setting new records for home runs nearly every season—29, 54, 59… eventually 60 in 1927, or more than any other whole team in the American League hit that year. The suddenly rich, star-laden Yankees shook the dust of the Polo Grounds from their feet at McGraw’s insistence, but the manager couldn’t turn back time by banishing the team to the outer boroughs. The Yankees moved into their own stadium, “The House That Ruth Built,” in the toney new Bronx and won pennant after pennant, setting new attendance records.

We know Ruth today mostly from a handful of salvaged photographs and film clips. He seems like a caricature now, a joke, with that big, puffy, tragicomic clown’s face. A grainy figure with an enormous pot belly, flicking at the ball with his bat and then skittering around the bases on his spindly legs, smiling and nodding, smiling and tipping his cap. We have heard all the stories about his gargantuan appetites, about all the endless hot dogs, the oceans of booze, Ty Cobb seeing him in a whorehouse the night before a game with three—or was it four?—women, a tray of beer, and another one of pig knuckles… then watching him hit two home runs the next day, waddling around the bases complaining about how his stomach hurt.

That Babe surely existed, as did the Babe who seems to have actually put himself on the disabled list through overeating and the Babe who signed baseballs for sick boys in hospital beds and told them he was going to hit home runs for them. But there was another Babe too, an earlier Babe we don’t like to dwell on so much because he reveals another side of the game. This was the young Babe, before he had grown the great gut, an athlete of phenomenal, almost frightening quickness and skill. To watch him in action, barreling around the bases, running through anything that gets in his way, is like watching a force of nature. In photographs his eyes flash under his dark brow, not yet safely encased in flesh. It is the look that suggests other appetites besides the culinary. It is the face of another street kid, with an eye out for his opportunities in the big city.

Contrary to Muggsy’s assumptions, this Ruth was not inattentive to his game but had an innate, fundamental feel for the sport. This was the Babe who stole home seventeen times, who was an excellent bunter, hit to the opposite field, had a mean hook slide. The Babe who was an outstanding outfielder, who before games would sometimes give the fans a thrill by laying a towel down on home plate and seeing how many times he could hit it on the fly from deep right field. When he was in a slump at the plate, he might break out of it by pitching batting practice, or even catching a few pitches, trying to get his timing back.

Mobbed wherever he went, Ruth rarely lost his geniality, and then usually only when sorely provoked. He moved amiably through life, always smiling and winking, calling all the strangers who pursued him “kid.” He took the vicious bench-jockeying of the era in stride and delighted in returning it.

The only taunt that ever got to him was when someone called him nigger. It infuriated him, which only made rumors persist. Could he have been? It is a repugnant question, of course, even if one might wish it were so—even if it would be the best possible joke on organized white baseball, which thought it had banned all African Americans from its midst. It is not worth the query, though; it is unknowable. Suffice it to say that Ruth was another mongrel American city boy like most of us—like all the rest of us, whether we want to admit it or not. The son of a Baltimore barkeep and his wife, he was handed over to a Catholic orphanage at a young age. The Jesuit fathers set him free in 1914—the same year Louis Armstrong was turned loose from the New Orleans boys’ home he had been confined to for a youthful indiscretion. Two teenaged boys, released from two Southern homes, each about to transform his own piece of popular culture forever—such was the energy of America at the time.

The ban on black ballplayers—known black players—in the major leagues finally ended in 1947, with Jackie Robinson. Within four years, a final legend would be playing in the Polo Grounds. Willie Mays was in many ways the antithesis of Ruth. Shorter and more slender at five-eleven, 180 pounds, Mays was all elegance and fluidity, a player whose grace caused grown men to mourn his passing from New York for decades. If the Babe had been singular in conquering the two great poles of the game, pitching and hitting, it is doubtful there ever was as complete an all-around player as Willie Mays—a five-skill player, as the terminology has it. He could hit, hit for power, field, throw, run—how he could run. He ran out from under his hat, he was so fast. He was the first man in over 30 years to hit over 30 home runs and steal over 30 bases in the same season. He hit over 50 home runs on two separate occasions, once into the wind off San Francisco Bay.
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