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The Country of Baseball

Baseball is a country all to itself. It is an old country, like Ruritania, northwest of Bohemia and its seacoast. Steam locomotives puff across trestles and through tunnels. It is a wrong-end-of-the-telescope country, like the landscape people build for model trains, miniature with distance and old age. The citizens wear baggy pinstripes, knickers, and caps. Seasons and teams shift, blur into each other, change radically or appear to change, and restore themselves to old ways again. Citizens retire to farms, in the country of baseball, smoke cigars and reminisce, and all at once they are young players again, lean and intense, running the base paths with filed spikes.

Or they stay in the city, in the capital of the country of baseball. At the mouth of the river, in the city of baseball, young black men wear purple leather maxicoats when they leave the ball park. Slick dressers of the twenties part their hair in the middle and drive roadsters. In old barrios everyone speaks Spanish. Kids playing stickball, and kids running away from cops, change into fierce adults rounding third base in front of fifty thousand people, and change again into old men in their undershirts on front stoops.

Though the grass transforms itself into a plastic rug, though the players speak Arkansas or Japanese, though the radio adds itself to the newspaper, and the television to the radio, though salaries grow from workingmen’s wages to lawyers’ compensations, the country remains the same; everything changes, and everything stays the same.

The players are white and black, Cuban and Welsh and Mississippi farmers. The country of baseball is polyglot. They wear great mustaches and swing bottle-shaped bats, and some of them dress eccentrically. John McGraw’s Giants play two World Series wearing black uniforms. Now the citizens’ hair shortens, their loose uniforms turn white, their faces turn white also, and the white world cheers—while on the other side of town, black crowds cheer black ballplayers. Now the hair returns—beards, handlebar mustaches, long locks hanging beside the catcher’s mask; now brightly colored knickers cling close to thick legs; now bats are scooped out at the thick end; now black and white play together again.

In the country of baseball, the magistrates are austere and plain-spoken. Many of its citizens are decent and law-abiding, obedient to their elders and to the rules of the community.

But there have always been others—the mavericks, the eccentrics, the citizens of independent mind. They thrive in the country of baseball. Some of them display with Lucifer the motto, “I will not serve.” Some of them are known as flakes, and unless they are especially talented bounce from club to club, to retire from the active life sooner than the others. Left-handed pitchers are reputed to be craziest of all, followed by pitchers in general, and left-handers in general. Maybe forty percent of the population in the country of baseball is flaky, at least in the opinion of the other sixty percent.

When Al Hrabosky meditates hate, in his public solitude behind the St. Louis mound, he perpetuates a great tradition.

The country of baseball begins to take shape at the age of six. Earlier, sometimes. Dock Ellis’s cousin gave him a baseball to hold when Dock was in his crib. But Little League starts at six and stickball and cowpastureball at about the same age. At seven and eight and nine, the players begin to reside wholly in the country of baseball. For the people who will live there forever, the long summers take on form—time and space shaped by the sharp lozenge of the base paths. Then high school, maybe college, maybe rookie league, Class A, Double A, Triple A—the major leagues. In the brief season of maturity, the citizens of this country live in hotels, watch movies, pick up women who lurk for them in lobbies, sign autographs for kids, and climb onto the team bus for the ride to the ball park at five in the afternoon.

In their brief season, they sit for a thousand afternoons in front of their lockers, pull on archaic stockings, set their knickers at the height they affect, and josh and tease their teammates. Tony the trainer measures a tender elbow, tapes an ankle. Then the citizens saunter without urgency onto the field, gloves under arms, and pick up a ball.

Richie Hebner sees Richie Zisk. “Hey,” he says, “want to play catch?”

Baseball, they tell us, is part of the entertainment industry.

Well, money changes hands; lawyers make big money; television people and their sponsors make big money. Even the citizens make big money for a while. But like actors and magicians and country singers and poets and ballet dancers, when the citizens claim to be in it for the money, they are only trying to be normal Americans. Nothing is further from the country of baseball than the business life. Although salaries grow and contract clauses multiply, the business of baseball like the business of art is dream.

In the cardboard box business, a boss’s expectations rise like a plateau gradually elevated, an infinite ramp leading to retirement on the ghost plains of Arizona. And in the country of cardboard boxes, the manners of Rotary proliferate: the false laughter, the bonhomie of contracts, the golf played with boss’s boss. Few flakes survive, in the country of cardboard boxes.

But in the country of baseball, men rise to glory in their twenties and their early thirties—a garland briefer than a girl’s, or at least briefer than a young woman’s—with an abrupt rise, like scaling a cliff, and then the long meadow slopes downward. Citizens of the country of baseball retire and yet they never retire. At first it may seem that they lose everything—the attention of crowds, the bustle of airplanes and hotels, the kids and the girls—but as they wake from their first shock, they discover that they live in the same place, but that they live in continual twilight, paler and fainter than the noon of games.

Dock visits an old friend, Alvin O’Neal McBean, retired to his home in the Virgin Islands. In the major leagues, McBean was bad. The language of Rotary does not flourish in locker rooms or dugouts; the citizens’ speech does not resemble the honey-tongued Reader’s Digest; eccentricity breeds with outrage. “McBean would as soon curse you as look at you,” Dock says—even if you were his manager or his general manager; and he could scream. He was therefore not long for the major leagues. Now Alvin O’Neal McBean supervises playgrounds, the old ballplayer teaching the kids old tricks, far from reporters, umpires, and Cadillacs. “He’s made the Adjustment,” says Dock. “He doesn’t like it, but he’s made the Adjustment.”

The years on the diamond are fantasy. The citizens know they live in fantasy, that the custom cars and the stewardesses and the two-inch-thick steaks belong to the world of glass slippers and golden coaches drawn by unicorns. Their fathers were farmers and one day they will be farmers also. Or their fathers loaded crates on boxcars for a hundred dollars a week and one day they too will load crates on boxcars for a hundred dollars a week. Just now, they are pulling down two thousand.

But for them, the fantasy does not end like waking from a dream or like a transformation on the stroke of midnight. They make the Adjustment, and gradually they understand that even at a hundred dollars a week, or even on top of a tractor, they live in a crepuscular duplicate of their old country.

And most of them, whatever they thought, never do just what their fathers did. When they make the Adjustment, they sell insurance or real estate to their former fans, or they open a bar in the Missouri town they came from. They buy a restaurant next to a bowling alley in their old Oakland neighborhood, and they turn paunchy, and tilt a chair back behind the cash register, remembering—while they compute insurance, while they pull draft beer—the afternoons of August and the cold September nights under the blue lights, the pennant race at the end of the dying season.

The country of baseball never wholly vanishes for anyone once a citizen of that country. On porches in the country of baseball old men are talking. Scouts, coaches, managers; car salesmen, manufacturers’ representatives, bartenders. No one would let them exile themselves from that country if they wanted to. For the kids with their skateboards, for the men at the Elks, they remain figures of youth and indolent energy, alert at the plate while the pitcher fidgets at the mound—a young body always glimpsed like a shadow within the heavy shape of the old body.

The old first baseman, making the final out of the inning, in the last year he will play, underhands the ball casually toward the mound, as he has done ten thousand times. The ball bounces over the lip of the grass, climbs the crushed red brick of the mound for a foot or two, and then rolls back until it catches in the green verge. The ball has done this ten thousand times.

Basketball is not a country. It’s a show, a circus, a miracle continually demonstrating the Newtonian heresy that muscle is lighter than air, bodies suspended like photographs of bodies, the ball turning at right angles. When the game is over, basketball does not continue; basketball waits poised and immobile in the locked equipment room, like the mechanical toy waiting for a hand to wind it.

Football is not a country. It’s a psychodrama, brothers beating up on brothers, murderous, bitter, tender, homosexual, ending with the incest of brotherly love, and in the wounds Americans carry all over their bodies. When the game is done, football dragasses itself to a bar and drinks blended whiskey, maybe seven and seven, brooding, its mouth sour, turned down, its belly flowing over its angry belt.

In the country of baseball days are always the same.

The pitchers hit. Bunting, slapping weakly at fat pitches, hitting line drives that collapse in front of the pitching machine, they tease each other. Ken Brett, with the fireplug body, lifts one over the center-field fence, as the big hitters emerge from the dugout for the honest BP “Did you see that?” he asks Wilver Stargell. “Did you see that?” he asks Al Oliver.

The pitcher who won the ball game last night lifts fungoes to a crowd in left field—outfielders, utility infielders, even pitchers who pause to shag flies in the midst of running. When they catch a ball, they throw it back to the infield by stages, lazy arcs linking outfielders to young relief pitchers to coaches. Everyone is light and goofy, hitting fungoes or shagging flies or relaying the ball. Everyone is relaxed and slightly self-conscious, repeating the motions that became rote before they were ten. Some citizens make catches behind their backs, or throw the ball from between their legs. Behind the mound, where a coach begins to throw BP to the regulars, Paul Popovich and Bob Moose pick up loose baseballs rolled toward the mound, and stack them in the basket where the BP pitcher retrieves three at a time. Now they bounce baseballs on the cement-hard turf, dribbling them like basketballs. Moose dribbles, fakes left, darts right, jumps, and over Popovich’s jumping body sinks a baseball in a wire basket for a quick two points.

Coaches slap grounders to infielders, two deep at every position. Third, short, second, first, a bunt for the catcher. The ball snarls around the horn. Third, short, second, first, catcher. At the same time, the rubber arm of the BP pitcher stretches toward the plate, where Bob Robertson takes his turn at bat. Two balls at once bounce toward Rennie Stennett at second. A rookie up from Charleston takes his cuts, and a shortstop jabs at a grounder from Bob Skinner, and Manny Sanguillen leaps to capture a bunt, and the ball hums across the field, and Willie Stargell lofts an immense fly to center field. Behind the cage, Bill Robinson yells at Stargell, “Buggy-whipping, man! Buggy-whipping!”

Stargell looks up while the pitcher loads himself with balls, and sees that Joe Garagiola is watching him. Tonight is Monday night. “Hey, man,” he says slowly. “What are the rules of this bubble gum contest?” He whips his bat forward, takes a cut, tops the ball, grimaces. Willie has two fractured ribs from a ball thrown by a forty-one-year-old Philadelphia relief pitcher. Philadelphia is trying to catch Pittsburgh and lead the Eastern Division.

“What rules?” says Garagiola. “I don’t have them with me.”

Willie whips his bat forward with accelerating force. “How many pieces?” He hits a line drive off the right-field wall.

Garagiola shrugs. “Four or five,” he says. “Something like that.” He laughs, his laugh a little forced, as if he felt suddenly foolish. “Got to have a little fun in this game.”

Nearer to game time, with the pitchers running in the outfield, the screens gone from the infield, five Pirates are playing pepper between the dugout and the first-base line. Dave Giusti holds the bat, and fielding are Ramon Hernandez, John Morlan, and Daryl Patterson. Giusti hits miniature line drives back at the other relief pitchers. Everyone laughs, taunts, teases. Giusti hits one harder than usual at Hernandez. Another. The ambidextrous Puerto Rican—who tried pitching with both arms in the same inning until they stopped him; who pitches from the left side now, and strikes out the left-handed pinch hitter in the ninth inning—Ramon drops his glove, picks up a baseball in each hand, winds up both arms as he faces Giusti head on, and fires two baseballs simultaneously. Giusti swings laughing and misses them both.

In the outfield, big number seventeen lopes with long strides, then idles talking to fans near the bullpen for ten minutes, then fields grounders at second base, says something to make Willie Stargell laugh, and walks toward the dugout. Seeing Manny Sanguillen talk with Dave Concepcion and Pedro Borbon, soft Spanish fraternization with the enemy, he throws a baseball medium fast to hit Manny in the flesh of his thigh. Manny jumps, looks around, sees who it is, laughs, and runs with gentle menace toward him. But Dock has turned his back, and leans on his folded arms at the top of the dugout, scanning the crowd for friends and for ladies, his high ass angled up like a dragster, his big handsome head solemnly swiveling over the box seats—bad Dock Ellis, black, famous for his big mouth, suspended in 1975 for a month without pay, the suspension rescinded and pay restored, Dock, famous for his Bad Attitude, maverick citizen in the country of baseball.

At Old Timer’s Day in Cincinnati, Edd Roush is an honorary captain, who hit .325 in the Federal League in 1914, .352 in the National League in 1921, and played eighteen years. Lou Boudreau plays shortstop. His gut is huge, but he breaks quickly to his left and scoops a grounder from the bat of Pee Wee Reese, and throws to Mickey Vernon at first. I saw Lou Boudreau, player-manager for Cleveland, hit two home runs leading his team at Fenway Park in the one-game American League pennant play off in 1948. I discovered Pee Wee Reese eight years earlier, when I was twelve, and the soft voice of Red Barber on WOR chatted about the new shortstop up from the Louisville Colonels. Joe Nuxhall pitches, who pitched in the major leagues when he was fifteen years old, and still pitches batting practice for the Cincinnati Reds. And Carl Erskine pitches, and Harvey Haddix. Harvey Kuenn comes to the plate, and then Dixie Walker—who played right field for the Brooklyn Dodgers, and confessed to Mr. Rickey in the spring of 1947 that he could not play with a black man. Dixie Walker flies out to a citizen who retired last year, still limber as a squirrel, playing center field again—Willie Mays.

In the country of baseball, time is the air we breathe, and the wind swirls us backward and forward, until we seem so reckoned in time and seasons that all time and all seasons become the same. Ted Williams goes fishing, never to return to the ball park, and falls asleep at night in the Maine summers listening to the Red Sox on radio from Fenway Park; and a ghostly Ted Williams continues to play the left-field wall, and his flat swing meets the ball in 1939, in 1948, in 1960. In the country of baseball the bat swings in its level swoop, the ball arcs upward into the twilight, the center fielder gathers himself beneath it, and Dixie Walker flies out to Willie Mays.

Pitching and Poetry

I met Dock Ellis and the Pittsburgh Pirates for the first time in 1973. With my literary agent Gerard McCauley and four other unathletic and sedentary men, I had contracted to put on a uniform and participate in spring training—as Paul Gallico and John Kieran and George Plimpton had done before us. While an equipment man was searching for a uniform big enough, I meandered into a team meeting in center field. Everyone wore a uniform except me. The big man wearing number seventeen turned to me and patted me on the stomach. “Say, you better do some laps!”

I had met Dock Ellis, and this book began.

In a sense, I had met him twenty minutes earlier. Walking through the parking lot on the way to the clubhouse, we had passed a remarkable automobile. It was a long Cadillac with red vinyl trim on the outside, and a spectacular grille. (“It ain’t nothing,” Dock used to say, “but a seven oh seven.”) The license plate read DOCK.

I found out later how Dock happened to own it: One day Wilver Stargell, Dock’s old roomie and closest Pirate friend, drove Dock to the suburban car agency where Dock’s ordinary Cadillac was undergoing treatment. They saw this custom job in the lot. “Man,” said Stargell, “this is your car.” From the dealer they discovered that the car had been ordered by a nattily dressed young man, a pimp by trade, whose altered circumstances had rendered him incapable of accepting delivery. Dock accepted Stargell’s advice, made a trade on the spot, and drove home the Dockmobile.

While we admired the car that morning, I assembled fragments of memory about Dock Ellis. There was the All-Star Game he started in 1971 against Vida Blue, when he had prophesied that they would never start a brother against a brother. There was the time he complained that the Pirates were too cheap to rent him a long enough bed. There was the time he was fined for not signing autographs. The newspapers called him crybaby and troublemaker. I remembered stories that went with his name, but I didn’t know his face. When he recommended my exercise program, I didn’t know I’d met him. For sixteen years I had lived an hour from Detroit, and my baseball was parochially American League.

Then manager Bill Virdon told the players to do their laps, and I ran with them. When I puffed to the end, dead last, and number seventeen saw me, he seemed surprised—one of the few times I have ever seen him surprised. “You really did it!” he said.

“You told me to,” I said proudly, and we chatted a few minutes. He asked me if I was a sportswriter and I told him no, I was a poet. He thought I was pulling his leg at first. Then he decided I wasn’t. “Do your thing,” he said.

Dock took me on as a pupil, and counseled me on hitting, on running, on back pains, and on other tribulations of the professional athlete. Whenever I was engaged in some futile exercise, I would turn exhausted to find Dock’s eyes—amused and oddly respectful—watching me. Every now and then he asked me something about writing. Finally he conceived the idea that he would like to pitch to me. We were never able to achieve this confrontation, although it was something we both wanted. “I’d like to pitch to you,” he kept saying.

I was awash with foolhardy courage. “I’d hit you,” I told him.

“You wouldn’t hit me,” he said. “It’d be just like BP only you wouldn’t hit nothing.”

“Of course I’d hit you.”

Dock made a little shrug of pretended resignation. “You hit me,” he said, “I hit you.”

In the season that followed, Dock was twelve and fourteen, with a 3.05 ERA. He was out with a sore elbow late in the season, or the Pirates might have won their division. The Mets edged past them at the end.

That summer I went to night games at Tiger Stadium, and by day I wrote a number of things, including an account of my week of spring training. That autumn, Dock tape-recorded an introduction to Playing Around, the book that collected our humiliations in the sun. He wrote about “one guy that had a gut and a beard,” and recorded, among other observations, my triumph over a pitching machine:
 So then the poet—the frustrated ballplayer, I can’t recall his name—you could tell this guy wanted to play ball all his life and he just knew he could hit the ball so he got in there and he swung about ten times, and I said, “Oh, the bat is getting heavy, huh?” Because, normally, if you keep swinging the bat it will get heavy. So I said, “Turn the machine down,” so then he fouled one off and he was so happy he jumped out of the cage and everyone cracked up.


Actually, it wasn’t like that at all.

In March of 1974, during spring vacation from the University of Michigan where I teach, I was invited to read my poems at Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida.

For a poet, the poetry reading is the main source of income connected with writing. Magazines pay little; you may sell a poem for $17.50, or give it away, since many poetry magazines pay nothing. And when you do a book, even if it sells moderately well, you will find yourself with only a few hundred dollars in royalties. But then, as if in obedience to Emerson’s notion of compensation, some college will ask you to read your poems for an hour, and maybe spend another hour talking poetry with students—and pay you a thousand dollars. The same college has a library unable to afford $4.95 for one of your books.

Nobody would write poems to make a living anyway. But the poetry reading has brought a touch of comfort to the life of the poet. Especially when the reading occurs at the beginning of March, in Winter Park, at the lotus-eating campus of Rollins College—and baseball camps are busy in every nook and cranny of the peninsula.

I spent ten days in Florida, two of them at Rollins College, and eight at Pirate City.

Ostensibly I went to Pirate City to publicize Playing Around. Really, I felt nostalgic about the country of baseball, which I had visited so briefly the year before. I wanted to hang around baseball further, and writing about it seemed the only way. I tried to think of things to write.

Meantime, I enjoyed myself. Each morning I hung around the training diamonds, and Dock came over to gossip between doing laps and other tasks. He suggested that he pitch to me this year. I told him I couldn’t even swing a bat. In fact, I had barely crawled from the bed in our motel on the Gulf; my back was out, lower back muscle spasms, and I feared that my playing days were over. Dock put on a shrewd look. “I know just where to pitch you,” he said. “Low and outside.”

He told me how he had dictated his introduction, how he had tape recorders rigged up all over his apartment; with them he practiced being a disc jockey, one of the professions he considered taking up when he finishes playing. He spoke all sorts of things into those tape recorders; maybe sometime he’d be doing a book.

For a moment I wondered if I was listening to a hint. Then Dock left to join the other pitchers at practice in catching pop-ups, so we didn’t carry the question further. The pitchers gathered on one of the four infields at Pirate City, where the compressed-air howitzer pitching machine—which doubles as a fly-ball or pop-fly machine—occupied home plate. One after another, pitchers lay facedown on the grass next to the pitcher’s mound. Don Leppert would pull the lanyard—or whatever you call it—and boom the baseball high into the dazzling blue air of the Gulf. When the ball went up, Leppert yelled to the pitcher to stand up and catch it. Since he had been lying facedown, he had no idea where in the sky to look. His fellow pitchers yelled confusing instructions at him: “Left! Left!” “Behind you!” “Watch out!” “Right!” “No! No!”

Most of the pitchers never found the ball at all. Two were beaned. The crowd of colleagues—each of them doomed to suffer the same indignity—hooted and howled as pitcher after pitcher zigzagged crazily across the infield, jerking this way and that like a lizard cornered by a cat, and searched out the white speck against the bright sky, only to have it crash to the grass beside him. After each round of laughter, bad advice, and catcalls, the new victim would emerge from the chorus, the old one return to its ranks.

“Dock Ellis,” yelled Don Leppert. “Dock!” He came forth, hooted at already, sauntering, elegant, and took his prone position. When the howitzer fired, he leaped to his feet and circled the mound. He obviously heard nothing of the misdirections of the others—this was his tenth spring training—and wholly concentrated on distinguishing the little ball. At the last moment, as it fell to the side of him, he flicked out his left hand and caught the ball. He was the only pitcher that morning to catch the pop fly.

Later in the day, going back to the locker room to shower and go home, he was tired and moved slowly. “You were the only one to catch the pop-up,” I told him. “Congratulations.”

He shrugged. “It just fell in my glove,” he said. “I was just protecting my face.”

Then he looked more serious, perhaps grieved. “I don’t like the ordeal of catching the ball like that. It’s nothing but killing time. In a game, the pitcher will never catch a ball like that. In a game? No way! Third baseman, catcher, any infielder. No way they’re going to let us catch that ball. It’s not practice, even for rookies.

“It’s a psychology thing. ‘If one of your infielders misses a ball like that’—this is manager Danny Murtaugh talking—‘we’re letting you know how difficult it is.’ Oh, difficult.”

Dock’s speech is emphatic. Trying to render his speech, I use so much italic that his conversation looks like Queen Victoria’s letters. It is difficult to render anyone’s speech in print; Dock’s is impossible. He is emphatic, he mimics, he uses grand gesture and subtle intonation and eloquent facial expression. He also varies swiftly from black vocabulary and syntax to academic or legal white, with stops at all stations on the way. His language is so varied that, if he were a fictional character, he would be inconsistent and unrealistic. Sometimes, maybe, Dock is unrealistic. But Dock is real.

I thought about wanting to hang around baseball. I thought about the enigma of Dock himself—here was this supposedly bad man, this hostile screaming crybaby of the sports pages; and yet he seemed to me funny, sophisticated, and friendly. I decided to do a little hinting of my own.

“You know that book you might do?” I said the next morning. “If you ever want anybody to read it for you, you know, to help you revise it or anything, I’d be happy to do it.”

Dock turned it back, with one of his apparent changes of mind. “Oh, I won’t write a book,” he said. He might do a book; he wouldn’t write one. “You’re a writer, aren’t you?”

We had smoked each other out.

We stood together in the Florida sun, watching an intra-squad game together, and talked without joking for two hours; we talked about basketball—like so many pitchers, Dock was a great high-school basketball player—and about his daughter, and his wife from whom he was separated, and his boyhood in California, and even about writing poetry. Dock made a tentative analogy between the writer using words to influence the reader, and the pitcher’s devices to outsmart the batter. I said I’d think that one over.

Then Dock said good-bye and strolled down the foul line toward the bullpen, where he warmed up to pitch his two innings. It was his first live pitching of the year. As he left, he told me pitchers today were not supposed to throw curves or slides, only fastballs and change-ups; straight pitches. “No way!” he said. “I’m going to stand out there”—his voice rose in pitch—“and throw straight pitches, and get my head knocked off? No way!”

When Dock came to the mound, Manny Sanguillen grounded out to third base on the first pitch. I heard Manny laugh as he came back to the bench. “Dock, he curves me!” he announced to everybody. “He no suppose to do that!”

Fans and the Militant

Dock Phillip Ellis, Jr., exercises his life in the pursuit of freedom. By freedom Dock means speaking his mind and doing what he needs to do without regard for consequence. This independence has not endeared him to fans. In the spring of 1975—to pick an example at random—a Pittsburgh newspaper printed a photograph of Dock running laps in Florida; his midriff was bare in the heat, and a dog was running after him. The photograph seems inoffensive, but someone in Pittsburgh took the trouble to cut it out of the paper, letter “No Good Black Rat” along the top, and mail it to Dock in Bradenton.

Of course when he makes the papers by screaming about the All-Star Game, or when he gets suspended, or when Commissioner Bowie Kuhn orders him to stop wearing hair curlers in uniform, then the hate mail piles up like slag. Some fans prefer their athletes docile, humble, grateful, clean-cut, and white.

So Dock—being proud, being black, and being his own man; possibly being eccentric—has more than his share of detractors. He can also count on some of the most devoted fans in the world, including most young black people in Pittsburgh, where he played his major league baseball until 1976.

All over the country, Dock is a roguish and spirited celebrity among black people, even among those indifferent to sports. Jet has so often printed photographs and news stories about Dock that it seems to have a Dock Ellis Division. Ebony has featured him. He is popular because he upsets white racists. He is popular like Muhammad Ali because he does what he pleases and gets away with it. He is popular because he is brave and stylish at the same time. He is also popular because he is loyal to black brothers and sisters everywhere, and spends his leisure in projects for black people—working at the rehabilitation of convicts, fighting sickle-cell anemia, and working with black youth. In these pursuits, he has avoided publicity. Readers of white sports pages know little of this side of him. He combines, in a way known only to himself, pizzaz with dignity.

Much of the public does not wish to accord dignity to men who pitch, field, and hit baseballs for a living.

I remember June 8, 1974. Dock was scheduled to pitch against the San Francisco Giants at Candlestick Park. It was a Saturday afternoon game, and the sun was bright, but high winds from the Bay made it cold. Candlestick is the worst park in the major leagues. Made for football, it suffers a baseball diamond—awkwardly tucked on acres of green plastic—the way a circus horse tolerates a monkey. And no one comes to the games, not since Oakland arrived, across the Bay.

This Saturday was Camera Day. For nearly an hour before the game, fans crowded along the rails of the lower deck with Nikons and Polaroids, Leicas, Instamatics, Hasselblads, and antique box Brownies. The Giants strolled on the dirt at the edges of the field, offering themselves for photographs. One of them led a llama on a rein, another a pony, another a dog, another a camel. A young man not in uniform led a huge tiger. Ballplayers strayed close, but not too close, to the tiger.

Which were the animals, and which the athletes? At the zoo, every day is Camera Day. At Candlestick, only once a year do the visitors come close enough to the animal-athletes to fill camera frames with head and shoulders. The creatures behind the rail, camel or outfielder, gradually melted into each other.

Dock would never have taken part in such a show. In 1971—the year after his no-hitter, the year he started the All-Star Game for the National League, and won nineteen games—Dock was bannered in a Pittsburgh paper, ELLIS PROBABLY MOST UNPOPULAR BUC OF ALL TIME. Sportswriters all over the country had already censured his Bad Attitude. In Pittsburgh, he made people angriest when he refused to sign autographs. That’s not exactly what he did, but that’s what he was accused of.

Before every Sunday home game at Three Rivers Stadium, selected Pirate players hand out autographed photographs of themselves. In 1971, the players were sitting inside little cages to hand them out. The cage was there, presumably, to protect the players from the fans.

But the metaphor of the cage did not suit Dock. “I went up there and looked at it, so I said, ‘I’m not going to be in a cage. I’m no monkey in a cage.’ So they said, ‘Well, if you don’t do it, we’re going to fine you.’ I said, ‘I don’t care.’”

He cared enough to pay two sequential one-hundred-dollar fines.

Newspapers and television stations throbbed with indignation. One TV commentator, calling Dock “an egotistical pop-off,” rehearsed earlier incidents and mounted to this climax: “Now the Pittsburgh prima donna is refusing to take part in … signing autographs in special booths before game time…. This past weekend my eleven-year-old son got the autographs of Bill Mazeroski and Bob Veale at just such a booth. He was thrilled…. By his action, Ellis has labeled himself as too big or too important to be bothered with the kids who hold him as something to look up to, with the fans who pay his salary. I intend to teach my son that that is not the behavior of a champion …”

This one quote can stand in for a hundred others.

A year later, the Pirates changed the system.

Other players felt as Dock did, but did not speak out until he had provoked the usual abuse. Now the players sit at long tables while fans file by, and hand out photographs and sign yearbooks. A security guard stands by the table to protect them. Dock takes his turn.

Tomorrow he will sit at gate C. “I wish they would have me at gate B,” he tells me. “I can sell more yearbooks there. Can I sell them! I must have sold at least fifty or seventy-five year-books. We don’t sign anything, but … let me see, what do we sign? … We sign yearbooks, that’s all we sign is yearbooks. They’ll throw a piece of paper at you, or a ball, and I’ll say, ‘We can’t sign that. You’ve got to get a yearbook. Go get your yearbook!’” Dock is helping to support his employers.

“But you are handing out autographed pictures?” I ask him.

“Oh, yeah, I’ll hand them out.”

“Already signed?”

“We don’t sign them. Somebody else signs them.”

After I have digested this information, I ask Dock to elaborate.

“They tried to get us to sign the autographs beforehand. Like if I’m signing autographs tomorrow, I should have signed all those pictures two and a half weeks ago. But a lot of guys wouldn’t do it, so they just said, ‘Forget about it,’ and they hired a girl to write the names. She does it close!”

With his own right hand, Dock Ellis signed more autographs than anyone else on the Pirates.

Before almost every game, in every park, Dock loiters along the box seats, walking from the outfield where he has been running, or from the bullpen where he has been throwing. People yell at him. He sees old friends. He chatters and makes new ones. Kids lean out, holding their pads and pencils. He will sign ten or twenty, move on, sign ten or twenty more. Frequently, he will make conversation with rapid questions: “Is that your sister? What are you doing up so late? You go to school? Where? What’s your daddy’s name? Don’t you like the Pirates?”

It takes forty minutes, some days, to walk from right field to the dugout.

Dock complains about the new parks. “You’re just not as close to the fans as you used to be. If you don’t have the fans, what’re you doing out there playing ball?”

I ask him if he’s aware—if ballplayers are aware—of old fans who have been coming to the park for fifty years, who watch the players change while the team remains the same.

“The DIEHARD fans,” says Dock, with new heights of emphasis. “They sit out there in the rain, snow, everything. They won’t leave, unless they’ve got bad health. They’ll be right there. Today, I saw—” we were talking after a game with Cincinnati at Pittsburgh “—it was two guys, their wives. They said, ‘Do you remember West Mound Street, Columbus?’” Dock spent two years at Columbus in the minor leagues. “I say, ‘Yeah!’ That’s where the ball park was. I remembered the guy’s voice, and I remember his wife from her glasses.

“Oh, you should have seen me out there today, after the game. I must have signed a hundred autographs. Of course I was trying to get close to that girl. I made sure I signed all their autographs, so they would get away! Of course they were Cincinnati fans, hundreds of them—They went crazy. She just happened to be blonde.”

All over the league there are fans that a ballplayer knows only at the ball park. When you go into San Diego, you know you will see the fat woman on the third-base line whose husband arrives in the fifth inning. In Philadelphia there is a black family named Eustace always in left-field boxes. “Take Chicago. I have a lot of friends in Chicago, I don’t know their names but I know their faces; I could see them anywhere and I’d know them. They got this Japanese family there. She takes pictures, and she took a picture, an original picture of me in curlers.”

It must be unpleasant, though, to be yelled at by obnoxious fans.

Dock’s face gets serious. This notion touches a principle he lives by. “The fan’s privilege is to say what he wants to say. That’s the same privilege I want, to say what I want to say and to do what I want to do.”

Of course there is abuse from the fans. “Ellis, you stink!” “Hey, Ellis, crybaby!” “Ellis, where your curlers?” “You suck!”

Once in Chicago he had a quarrel going with the bleacher bums, as they called themselves. “I even had a grown man crying. I was just wolfing. I was getting on them bad. A man just shut up, and started crying. Then they apologize. They say, ‘We didn’t mean it.’ I say, ‘Well, okay, then, don’t say nothing.’

“That particular time, that’s when they challenged me to come to the bleacher bums’ bar. They was the only ones they let in, there. Behind the scoreboard in Chicago. I stayed about an hour and a half. They all wanted to buy me drinks. They were just amazed that I came in there.”

Not all the abuse is so open. Besides anonymous hate mail, there is the telephone.

“You get a lot of crank calls. You see in the papers, guys saying that people want to kill them? They’ve been trying to kill me ever since they started writing about me in the papers. If I told them, every time somebody called to say he was going to kill me, they’d have to put a man with me every day. They call me and say, ‘If you peek your head above that dugout again, we’re gonna blow it off!’”

Loitering along the rails signing autographs, Dock mostly talks to the kids. “Well, what’s happening, my man?” When he gets abuse from white adults, sometimes he counterattacks through their children, setting young against old to make his point.

“Ellis, you stink! Ellis, if you’re going to wear curlers, why don’t you get out of baseball?”

Dock searches for the source of the taunts, and finds a pair of white adults with their children, sitting near the field. “I charge them. I run over to them, and say, ‘What’s your phone number? What’s your address? Because I’m coming to dinner.’”

While the parents gawk, Dock levels his finger at a child and says, “Is that all right? Am I coming?”

“The child is excited anyway, by the fact of me being over there talking to them, because I’m a major league ballplayer. The kid is all happy about it and says, ‘Yeah! Dock’s coming to dinner.’ The parents look like fools. What can the parents say? ‘No?’”

And Dock telephones, and comes to dinner, and “They tell me they were booing only because they were going on what they’d read about me.”

“How many dinners have you invited yourself to?”

“Three. It’s a warm welcome. From there, we sort of become friends. They all still come to the ball park. It just tickles the hell out of me! …”

Years ago, newspapers started to call Dock a “militant,” short for “black militant.” The word annoys him, because it does not mean what it says.

In some ways, Dock is indeed a black militant, and wishes to be. When he was younger, during junior college, he read Elijah Speaks; in the minor leagues he went into “a heavy black thing” and isolated himself from whites. More relaxed now, he gets along as easily with whites as with blacks, travels in mixed company, and does not allow himself to be limited by any of the categories to which he belongs, “black,” or “athlete,” or “Californian.” But he is alert to prejudice, he takes pride in his blackness, and he has been a particular friend to the young brothers on the team.

It irritates him that the press calls him “militant” when the term is inappropriate. When he complains about short beds or crowded airplanes, when he wears curlers or refuses to pitch relief, he is characterized as militant. If he complains about anything, he shows a Bad Attitude. If Dock Ellis returned a steak to the chef at Bonanza, complaining that it was too rare, a wire service would report: BLACK MILITANT DOCK ELLIS REFUSES STEAK. When Richie Zisk started screaming to the press about the way the Pirates were treating him, Dock—who regarded Zisk proudly as his pupil in public relations—called him a “white militant.”

When someone calls Dock Ellis “militant” because he complains that his hotel bed is too short, he is calling him “an uppity nigger.”

Hitting Batters

In the country of baseball, pitchers are always throwing baseballs at batters. Some pitchers are better known for it than others.

If the pitcher has acquired a certain reputation, the batter may have other matters on his mind besides his batting average, his ribbies, his slugging average, and his team’s place in the standings. As Sandy Koufax has remarked, “Pitching is the art of instilling fear.”

Dock Ellis is moderately famous for throwing at batters. On May 1, 1974, he tied a major league record by hitting three batters in a row. They were the first three batters up, in the first inning. They were Cincinnati Reds batters. Dock’s control was just fine.

Four days earlier, I had seen him at a party in Pittsburgh. I wandered around, talking to various people. Dock’s attorney and friend Tom Reich was there, shaking his head in disapproval of a plan of Dock’s. I met Dock in the kitchen fixing a drink. I asked him with some awe, “Are you really going to hit every Cincinnati ballplayer Wednesday night?”

He returned the awe. “How you know that?” he said.

We must now consider the history, philosophy, and psychology of hitting batters.

In the challenge between mount and plate, which is the center of the game, a reputation can be as effective as an extra pitch. Dock: “The hitter will try to take advantage of you. Like if you are a pitcher who throws a lot of breaking balls, a lot of sliding fast balls, or if you pitch away, the hitter will have a tendency to lean across the plate. Quite naturally, if they know that this is your routine, they’ll be trying to go at the ball, to get a better swing at it. They’ll be moving up closer on the plate. Therefore, when you throw in on them, you don’t throw to hit them, you throw to brush them back. That means: ‘Give me some of the plate. Let me have my part, and you take yours! Get away! Give me some room to pitch with!’

“As far as hitting a batter, there are situations when it is called for, like sometimes a pitcher might intentionally or unintentionally hit a batter, or throw two balls near a hitter. The other team, to retaliate, will either knock someone down or hit a batter.”

Not all pitchers will throw at batters. If you are a batter, you want your pitchers to throw at their hitters, to protect you.

Bob Veale was the Pirates’ best pitcher for years. Between 1962 and 1972, he won a hundred and sixteen games. But he had a flaw. Gene Clines, a Pirate outfielder at the time, talked to me after Veale was traded to Boston: “He can throw the ball through a brick wall, but everybody knew that he was a gentle giant. If Veale would knock you down, it had to be a mistake. He didn’t want to hurt anybody.” Clines shook his head in bewildered melancholy. “Who’s going to challenge him? Nobody on the baseball field is going to say, ‘I’m going to go out and get Bob Veale.’ … Take a left-handed hitter. Take Willie. They going to be going up to the plate, and digging in, knowing that Veale is not going to knock them down. …” He shakes his head again, at the waste of it all.

“Blass was the same way.” Steve Blass announced in 1973 that he would not throw at batters, even if management fined him for disobeying orders. “Now he was one guy that personally I really didn’t like to play behind,” Clines told me. “If they knock me down two or three times … well, if he throws at a batter, he’s gonna say, ‘Watch out!’ … and I don’t want that, because they never told me to watch out! They trying to knock my head off! Why go out there and play behind a guy that’s not going to protect you?”

Manny Sanguillen: “I tell you about Veale. The only player Veale used to knock down was Willie McCovey. The only one. I was catching. Because McCovey hurt him so much.” McCovey hurt Veale by hitting long balls off him. “You remember when McCovey had the operation here?” Manny, whose hands are as quick as the expressions on his face, jabs at his right knee. “Veale used to throw down at the knee!”

When Bruce Kison came up to the Pirates, Dock took to him immediately. Although Kison was six feet six inches and weighed only 155 pounds when he first reported (in the locker room, Dock says, when Kison breathed and filled his frail chest with air, he looked like a greyhound who could walk on his hind legs), he had acquired a reputation for hitting batters. If you hit batters, it is sensible to weigh 230 and look mean at all times.

“I was wild,” says Bruce Kison, sprawled and smiling. “I’ve always had a reputation … I have a fastball that runs in, on a right-handed hitter. In the minor leagues in one game I hit seven batters.” Kison laughs, as if he were telling about a time in high school when he attempted a foolish escapade, like chaining a cow in the women’s gym, and the cow kicked him, but nobody got hurt. “I was just completely wild. I hit three guys in a row. There were two outs. The manager came out of the dugout and said, ‘Bruce, I know you’re not trying to hit these guys, but we’ll have the whole stands out on the field pretty soon!’

“The next guy up was a big catcher. No, he was an outfielder, but he came up to the plate with catcher’s gear on …”

I want to make sure I understand. “But you do, on occasion, throw at batters?”

“Certainly.” Kison is no longer smiling. He sounds almost pedantic. “That is part of pitching.”

A pitcher establishes his reputation early. Dock came up to Pittsburgh in 1968, and in 1969 was a regular starter. He quickly established himself as mean and strong. “Cepeda is the biggest,” says Dock. So it was necessary for Dock to hit Cepeda. “He was trying to take advantage of me because I was a rookie. He was trying to scare me. I let him know, then, that I was not the type dude to fuck around with. It was a big thing, because who would be hitting Cepeda? If you went for the biggest guy, it meant you would go for anybody. You weren’t scared of anybody. I hit McCovey, and I really got up on McCovey that year. But he’s not so big. Cepeda is the biggest. The rest of the season, from that point on, I had no trouble with the hitters. They were all running.”

Sometimes one courts trouble, hitting batters.

In 1969, in Montreal, “I hit Mack Jones in the head, but I wasn’t trying to hit him in the head. I was trying to hit him in the side.

“They had hit Clemente in the chest. So I said, ‘The first batter up, I’m going to try to kill him. Mack Jones was the first batter. I threw at him. I missed him. I threw at him again. He ducked, and it hit him in the head. He came out to the mound, like he was coming at me.” Players rushed out on the field. Enormous Dick Radatz, relief pitcher recently traded from Detroit to Montreal, ran in from the bullpen toward the mound. Dock addressed Radatz, “Hey, man, I’ll turn you into a piece … of … meat!” Radatz stopped in his tracks.

The umpire behind home plate looked as if he planned to interfere, possibly even to throw Dock out of the game. “But Clemente,” Dock remembers, “he intervened, and he told the umpire, ‘You leave Dock alone. The motherfuckers hit me twice! Don’t mess with Dock!’”

On Wednesday night, May 1, 1974, the Reds were in Pittsburgh. Dock was starting against Cincinnati for the first time that year. As it developed, he was also starting against Cincinnati for the last time that year.

Beginning in spring training, among the palm trees and breezes and gas shortages of Bradenton on the Gulf Coast of Florida, Dock had planned to hit as many Cincinnati batters as possible, when he first pitched against them. He had told some of his teammates, but they were not sure he meant it. Dock loves to sell wolf tickets (“Wolf tickets? Some people are always selling them, some people are always buying them …”) and the Pirate ball club had learned not always to take him literally.

Manny knew he meant it. At the regular team meeting before the game—the Pirates meet at the start of each series, to discuss the ball club they are about to engage—Dock said there was no need to go over Cincinnati batters, their strengths and weaknesses. “I’m just going to mow the lineup down,” he said. To Manny (who later claimed to the press that he had never seen anybody so wild), Dock said, “Don’t even give me no signal. Just try to catch the ball. If you can’t catch it, forget it.”

Taking his usual warm-up pitches, Dock noticed Pete Rose standing at one side of the batter’s box, leaning on his bat, studying his delivery. On his next-to-last warm-up, Dock let fly at Rose and almost hit him.

A distant early warning.

In fact, he had considered not hitting Pete Rose at all. He and Rose are friends, but of course friendship, as the commissioner of baseball would insist, must never prevent evenhanded treatment. No, Dock had considered not hitting Pete Rose because Rose would take it so well. He predicted that Rose, once hit, would make no acknowledgment of pain—no grimace, no rubbing the afflicted shoulder—but would run at top speed for first base, indicating clearly to his teammates that there was nothing to fear. “He’s going to charge first base, and make it look like nothing.” Having weighed the whole matter, Dock decided to hit him anyway.

It was a pleasant evening in Pittsburgh, the weather beginning to get warmer, perhaps 55 degrees, when Dock threw the first pitch. “The first pitch to Pete Rose was directed toward his head,” as Dock expresses it, “not actually to hit him,” but as “the message, to let him know that he was going to get hit. More or less to press his lips. I knew if I could get close to the head that I could get them in the body. Because they’re looking to protect their head, they’ll give me the body.” The next pitch was behind him. “The next one, I hit him in the side.”

Pete Rose’s response was even more devastating than Dock had anticipated. He smiled. Then he picked the ball up, where it had fallen beside him, and gently, underhand, tossed it back to Dock. Then he lit for first as if trying out for the Olympics.

As Dock says, with huge approval, “You have to be good, to be a hot dog.”

As Rose bent down to pick up the ball, he had exchanged a word with Joe Morgan who was batting next. Morgan and Rose are close friends, called “pepper and salt” by some of the ballplayers. Morgan taunted Rose, “He doesn’t like you anyway. You’re a white guy.”

Dock hit Morgan in the kidneys with his first pitch.

By this time, both benches were agog. It was Mayday on May Day. The Pirates realized that Dock was doing what he said he would do. The Reds were watching him do it. “I looked over on the bench, they were all with their eyes wide and their mouths wide open, like, ‘I don’t believe it!’

“The next batter was Driessen. I threw a ball to him. High inside. The next one, I hit him in the back.”

Bases loaded, no outs. Tony Perez, Cincinnati first baseman, came to bat. He did not dig in. “There was no way I could hit him. He was running. The first one I threw behind him, over his head, up against the screen, but it came back off the glass, and they didn’t advance. I threw behind him because he was backing up, but then he stepped in front of the ball. The next three pitches, he was running…. I walked him.” A run came in. “The next hitter was Johnny Bench. I tried to deck him twice. I threw at his jaw, and he moved. I threw at the back of his head, and he moved.”

With two balls and no strikes on Johnny Bench—eleven pitches gone: three hit batsmen, one walk, one run, and now two balls—Murtaugh approached the mound. “He came out as if to say, ‘What’s wrong? Can’t find the plate?’” Dock was suspicious that his manager really knew what he was doing. “No,” said Dock, “I must have Blass-itis.” (It was genuine wildness—not throwing at batters—that had destroyed Steve Blass the year before.)

“He looked at me hard,” Dock remembers. “He said, ‘I’m going to bring another guy in.’ So I just walked off the mound.”

Rome Kicks Carthage Ass

In his May Day experiment, his point was not to hit batters; his point was to kick Cincinnati ass. Pittsburgh was down, in last place, lethargic and limp and lifeless. Cincinnati was fighting it out with Los Angeles, confident it would prevail at the end. And for Pittsburgh, Cincinnati was The Enemy.

In 1970, Cincinnati beat Pittsburgh in the Championship Series for the National League pennant. In 1971, with Cincinnati out of it, Pittsburgh took the pennant in a play-off with the Giants, then beat Baltimore in a seven-game Series. In 1972, three months before Roberto Clemente’s death, Cincinnati beat Pittsburgh in the Championship Series, three games to two.

“Then,” says Dock, “they go on TV and say the Pirates ain’t nothing….” Bruce Kison adds, “We got beat fairly in the score, but the way the Cincinnati ball club—the players sitting on the bench—were hollering and yelling at us like Little Leaguers. It left a bad taste in my mouth. I remember that. When I do go against Cincinnati, there’s a little advantage.”

In the winter of 1973-74, and at spring training, Dock began to feel that the Pirates had lost aggressiveness.

“Spring training had just begun, and I say, ‘You are scared of Cincinnati.’ That’s what I told my teammates. ‘You are always scared of Cincinnati.’ I’ve watched us lose games against Cincinnati and it’s ridiculous. I’ve pitched some good games at Cincinnati, but the majority I’ve lost, because I feel like we weren’t aggressive. Every time we play Cincinnati, the hitters are on their ass.”

“Is that what the players are afraid of?” I asked.

“Physically afraid,” said Dock. In 1970, ’71, and ’72, he says, the rest of the league was afraid of the Pirates. “They say, ‘Here come the big bad Pirates. They’re going to kick our ass!’ Like they give up. That’s what our team was starting to do. When Cincinnati showed up in spring training, I saw all the ballplayers doing the same thing. They were running over, talking, laughing and hee-haw this and that.

“Cincinnati will bullshit with us and kick our ass and laugh at us. They’re the only team that talk about us like a dog. Whenever we play that team, everybody socializes with them.” In the past the roles had been reversed. “When they ran over to us, we knew they were afraid of us. When I saw our team doing it, right then I say, ‘We gonna get down. We gonna do the do. I’m going to hit these motherfuckers.’”

When Dock had announced his intentions, he did not receive total support.

“Several of my teammates told me that they would not be there. When the shit went down, they would not be on the mound. Bob Robertson told me that. It really hurt me. I believe he was serious.”

“Why?”

“Because this was benefiting him. He wasn’t hitting but one oh two. Pitches coming up around his neck.”

From time to time a batter who has been hit, or thrown at, will advance on the pitcher, the dugouts will empty, and there will be a baseball fight. Mostly, baseball fights are innocuous. But Dick McAuliffe once dislocated Tommy John’s shoulder, and Campy Campaneris threw his bat at Lerrin LaGrow. But Dock thinks and plans. “I talked to other pitchers who have dealt with them on this level, one being Bob Gibson. He hits them at random! In fact, Pete Rose and Tommy Helms tried to whip Gibson, and Gibson got in both of them’s stuff, in the dugout. He just went in and got them.
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