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HUNDREDS OF VISITORS A YEAR
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Grand Victorian mansions were slipping into disrepair. What to do? A coat of paint here—that could wait—but if the roof leaks? If the foundation cracks? Those things could not wait for better days, any more than a hungry child could wait until the Depression was over to ask for food. The ballroom floor contemplated a future as firewood; the grand oak stairway looked into salvage. Whatever shall we do?


The gray-green fingers of a dead economy held not merely the town, nor the region, nor the state, nor even the nation. This was not your fine 1990s Depression we speak of here, beggars pestering the matrons on their way to lunch; this was The Depression.


On the weekend of May 5-7, 1934, Alexander Cleland, an employee of Cooperstown’s wealthiest patron, had an idea—an idea, in retrospect, that seems implausibly humble. He didn’t know a damn thing about baseball, but he knew that people were nuts about it. He knew that the village of Cooperstown, New York, held some vague claim to being the birthplace of baseball. His idea was that Cooperstown, under the direction of the Clark Foundation, could assemble a collection of baseball artifacts which might draw hundreds of people a year to the village to see them.


He wrote that in his proposal: “hundreds of visitors a year.”


Cooperstown, by the mid-thirties, had been a resort area for a century or more. Wealthy New Yorkers from time out of memory had escaped the summer by vacationing around Otsego Lake, and had left the area dotted with magnificent houses too big to be quite practical.


One of the wealthy families that flocked to the lake and built a grand house there was the family of Ambrose Jordan, a successful New York attorney. Jordan’s daughter married Edward S. Clark, who was to become the business brains of the Singer Sewing Machine Company.


The story of the Singer Company, though it bears only tangentially upon the Hall of Fame, is too good to pass up. The Singer sewing machine was invented by a man named Isaac Singer, like the writer Isaac Bashevis Singer, two famous guys in the whole world named “Singer” and their mommies have to name them both Isaac, go figure. Isaac Merritt Singer was born penniless in 1811, the eighth child of an immigrant millwright. Like Mozart and John Riggins, like Danton and Babe Ruth, he was lazy, arrogant, vain, vulgar, brilliant and compulsive; if not actually lazy, at least so undisciplined as to be often accused of laziness; if not actually arrogant, so stubborn as to seem arrogant. Singer could read and write at a third-grade level, but one way or another he memorized large portions of Shakespeare and became an actor. Disdaining any real work, he traveled around the country with small troupes of thespians, concentrating most of his energy on seducing the local maidens.


Occasionally he would invent something, but in his early years he would just sell off the rights and squander the money on women and wine. In the late 1840s he built a better sewing machine. Elegant in its simplicity, Singer’s machine, like Bill Mazeroski on the double play, accomplished its purpose with so little wasted motion that all previous sewing machines seemed vaguely spastic.


By this time Singer was trying to support a wife, two mistresses and eight children. He needed money. He knew he was on to something this time, so he held on to the rights, which inevitably locked him in a lawsuit over the patent. He attempted to retain a New York attorney, Ambrose Jordan, to handle his case, but Jordan didn’t want to have anything more than necessary to do with the man, and referred him to his junior associate/son-in-law, Edward Clark.


This was a moral dilemma for Clark, for on the one hand he knew that Singer could hold the key to a fortune, and on the other hand it meant becoming partners with a man who had one foot in purgatory. Turning a deaf ear to his wife’s protestations, the straitlaced Clark decided that the opportunity was too good to pass up. He became the business head of the Singer Sewing Machine Company.


He performed the job brilliantly and within twenty years was worth about a gazillion dollars. Of course, Singer and Clark fell into a blood feud before more than a few years had passed, Singer describing Clark as “the most contemptible-looking object I ever saw with his wig off,” and so unfortunately we must leave Isaac Singer to his own adventures. Suffice it to say that he enjoyed his money, and at his death had 24 children divided among a large number of wives and mistresses, most of whom lived near him in his peculiar palace near Paris. The grandsons of lawyers are still living on the fortunes made fighting over Singer’s will.


Edward Clark, on the other hand, was the soul of respectability. Clark spent his seed as carefully as he did his money, and upon his death in 1882 his millions were divided among his four sons.


Cooperstown is a real place. Of course, every place is exactly as real as every other place, but small towns and small-town people often see themselves as nobodies who live without history in the middle of nowhere. Cooperstown, on the other hand, is a very real place, combining the virtues of a small town—isolation, security, peace and quiet—with a strong sense of its own uniqueness. It oozes history. The Clark sons appear to have genuinely loved the place, and each in his own way contributed something to make it better.


Comes the Depression, 1934. As if a God-Damned Depression wasn’t enough to worry about, the economy of the Cooperstown region was built on growing hops, used in the making of beer. The combination of thirteen years of prohibition and a blight on the hop fields had completely wiped that industry out of the region just in time for the trough of the Depression to deliver the final blow. Stephen Clark sought to offset that devastation by restoring Cooperstown as a resort area.


Now, of course, later in the century this would have encountered stiff competition, since every governor, mayor, alderman, chamber of commerce executive and funeral director between Bangor and Laguna Beach now has a scheme to create a tourist haven in his grandmother’s back yard. I live in Kansas, where our local politicians are convinced they could bring tourists flocking if they could just come up with a catchy enough slogan. Clark’s idea, however, made sense: Build something, and then they will come. So, using the considerable resources of the Clark Foundation, he set about to create things that would draw tourists. The Clark Foundation built the Fenimore House, which has Grandma Moses paintings and stuffed Mohicans, and the Farmer’s Museum (they’re inducting a Guernsey Heifer this fall).


No, I’ve never visited either the Fenimore House or the Farmer’s Museum and have no idea what is in either one, but the local people seem very proud of them, and perhaps a little miffed that the nation refuses to accord them quite the same status as that baseball place.


Alexander Cleland, a considerable man in his own right, was employed in the mid-1950s by the Clark Foundation, of which Stephen Clark was director. On May 6, 1934, the Clark Foundation held a meeting in Cooperstown, on an unrelated subject. Walking around the town after the meeting, Cleland saw work in progress on a WPA project to improve Doubleday Field, where baseball could have been invented if only all of those other people hadn’t invented it first.


Cleland came up with the idea of a baseball museum as a way to attract visitors to Cooperstown. (This story is told in fine detail in James A. Vlasich’s book, A Legend for the Legendary.) Back in New York City on the following Monday, Mr. Cleland drew up a proposal, and pitched the idea to Stephen Clark. Clark thought that the proposal had merit. After consolidating support from Cooperstown’s civic leaders, the two men decided that, in order to succeed, they would need the support of official baseball, and so contacted the league offices in New York. A meeting was arranged with National League President Ford Frick and other baseball authorities.


At this point, Cleland’s idea for a museum in Cooperstown collided with the idea of a Hall of Fame, Boom. According to Ford Frick’s autobiography, Games, Asterisks and People:


By happy chance I had visited the National Hall of Fame at New York University a few days before Cleland’s visit. I was much impressed, and had a notion that a Baseball Hall of Fame would be great for the game. Cleland’s visit afforded opportunity to try the idea out.


The term, “the Hall of Fame,” was an old one, having been used in baseball since about 1905, shortly after baseball developed a sense of its own history. A pitcher who threw a no-hitter would often be described as “having entered the Hall of Fame.” A sportswriter who chose his all-time team would often describe it as his “personal Hall of Fame”—for example, page 96 of the 1923 Reach Guide shows the “American League players in the Reach Base Ball Hall of Fame”—in reality nothing more than a list of the league leaders for 1922.


In the early 1920s, organized baseball had approved a proposal to build a $100,000 baseball monument on the Potomac in Washington, D.C. The monument would have listed the names of baseball’s greatest players, and this was often described as a “Hall of Fame.” Congress didn’t come up with the money, or even most of the money, and the proposal was tabled at the Winter Meetings in 1924, but the idea was still around of having “a Hall of Fame” for baseball.


In addition, there had been pressure within the baseball world to do something about Cooperstown. Sam Crane, a nineteenth-century ballplayer who became a sportswriter after his career, was offended that Phinney’s field, where Abner Doubleday had laid out the basepaths, had reverted to a cow pasture, and campaigned for baseball to commemorate the site in an appropriate way. Crane had died in 1925, but the idea survived.


So Cleland’s proposal met with unexpected enthusiasm from professional baseball. All of the elements came together—financial support from the Clark Foundation, enthusiasm and financial assistance from the Cooperstown community and organized baseball. It took five years to get the building open, but from then on it was all details. The idea for a baseball museum in Cooperstown, New York, had everything it needed, including a reason for being.


Two seeds blow in the wind, one no better than the other, but one seed finds fertile ground and is buried by a quick rain, and grows to be a great oak, in which a small boy plays who is destined to be president, while the other finds a rock, and brings forth not the scraggliest sapling for a moment in the sun. Cleland’s idea was not an especially good one, but it found soil and rain. The idea of a Hall of Fame was a great one. For all that we hear of the charm of Cooperstown, the village has obvious drawbacks as a place to put a major tourist attraction. It’s enormously difficult to get to Cooperstown seven months a year, and Marco Polo couldn’t get there during the other five. It draws 400,000 visitors a year with accommodations suitable for 15 or 20 people at a time. But it was there that the seed met the water, and the Hall of Fame grew.
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76 TROMBONES
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No doubt you will be pleased to learn that the two most prestigious baseball organizations in San Francisco have voted unanimously to propose to the Veterans Committee that Francis “Lefty” O’Doul merits induction into the Cooperstown Hall of Fame.


—Bucky Walters Letter to Daniel Woodhead


Shortstops are under-represented in the Hall of Fame . . . . The fundamental importance of the shortstop position is defensive, and the practice of baseball managers for nearly a century proves it.


It would seem, then, that defensive skill should weigh more in considering shortstops than, let’s say, first basemen or outfielders.


—Leonard Koppett


The Sporting News, February 17, 1979


In the minds of those baseball writers who vote in the Hall of Fame elections, at least five old shortstops have disappeared–Luis Aparicio, Harold (Pee Wee) Reese, Phil Rizzuto, Marty Marion and Maury Wills  . . . each of the forgotten five certainly deserves to be enshrined. 


—Dave Anderson


New York Times, March 15, 1982


The best shortstop I ever saw is still not in the Hall of Fame . . . . I am speaking of Glenn Wright. He had a lifetime batting average of .294, tremendous range and a great arm.


It is very depressing to read writers touting Hall of Fame status for Phil Rizzuto [and others] . . . they couldn’t carry Wright’s bat or his glove.


—Fran Schulte


Letter to The Sporting News, April 10, 1982


Old Buckshot (Glenn Wright) was the best shortstop I ever saw. Before he hurt it, he had a tremendous throwing arm. And how many shortstops are powerful enough to hit fourth?


—Al Lopez Quoted in Baseball Digest, June 1953


The evidence we have accumulated in the “Keltner for Cooperstown Campaign” has fortified our original contention that KEN KELTNER belongs in baseball’s National Hall of Fame.


In the final analysis, the players know who is deserving of induction.


—Paul Schramka President, Old Time Ball Player’s Association of Wisconsin,


Pete Rose should be in the Hall. Ty Cobb was no saint. Babe Ruth was no saint. Steve Howe got seven chances to break the rules and stay in baseball.


—Brian Herron USA Today Baseball Weekly, August 4, 1992


In an era of low batting averages, [Dick Allen] finished with a fine .292. More important, his 351 home runs, 1,119 RBIs, and 1,099 runs scored have him up with the big kids who played longer.


In Palmer’s Linear Weights System, Allen ranks 40th in overall player wins, just ahead of Bob Johnson, about whom more later. The next eight below these two are already in the Hall of Fame.


—Bob Carroll, “For the Hall of Fame: Twelve Good Men” The National Pastime, Winter 1985


The Veterans Committee of the Baseball Hall of Fame has a backlog of worthy candidates: Phil Rizzuto, Marty Marion, Allie Reynolds, Joe Gordon, Hal Newhouser, Bucky Walters, and Mel Harder.


Was there a better baseball executive than Walter O’Malley? A better manager than Leo Durocher? A better umpire than Al Barlick? Unfortunately, none of these has been elected.


—Robert Eckel, Washington, New Jersey The Sporting News, June 2, 1986


I think the Veterans Committee should place all the players who played in the old Negro League from Day One to 1949 in Cooperstown.


—Joe Scott, Memphis, Tennessee Baseball Digest, January 1986


Roger “Doc” Cramer played for 20 seasons-from 1929 to 1948-with the Philadelphia A’s, Boston Red Sox, Washington Senators and Detroit Tigers. He batted .300 eight times and had a lifetime batting average of .296 and had 2,705 lifetime hits.


If he doesn’t belong in the Hall of Fame, I don’t know who does!


—Scott Lehman, Delta, Ohio Baseball Digest, March 1981


Miller Huggins had 1,413 wins, Al Lopez 1,422, Bill McKechnie 1,898, and Casey Stengel 1,926. 


Leo Durocher, with 2,010 wins, is not included (in the Hall of Fame).


Has someone forgotten how to count?


—Herb Cohen, Canoga Park, Illinois The Sporting News, September 12, 1988


Shame on the Veterans Committee of the Hall of Fame. To deny Leo Durocher’s well deserved entrance into the Hall prior to his death is unforgivable. The man distinguished himself as a player, manager and coach for decades.


Surely he will make it next year, but who cares now? The baseball world lost a rare, irreplaceable gem and the lack of timely action on Leo’s admittance shall tarnish the Hall of Fame forever.


—Sal Di Pasquale, Sylmar, California The Sporting News, October 28, 1991


[Jimmy Dykes’] solid .300 lifetime average suffered when he was a player manager during the 1930s. He settled for a lifetime .280 mark. Was a major league manager for almost 30 years, was known as the “poor man’s Joe McCarthy,” because his talent never matched that of the Yankees but his teams always did well. A colorful figure, great bench jockey who deserves to be remembered.


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


There was a time early in his career when Evans was the last batter Red Sox fans wanted up with the game on the line. But like fine wine that gets better with age, Evans is now the one hitter Red Sox fans do want at the plate with the game on the line.


Evans’ place is secure in Red Sox history and, hopefully, someday in the Baseball Hall of Fame. 


—Paul J. Baranofsky, Woburn, Massachusetts The Sporting News, May 28, 1990


I am disturbed about the fact that Wes Ferrell is not in the Baseball Hall of Fame.


He is the only pitcher to win 20 games in his first four years in the big leagues, (and he) compiled a career batting average of .280. He holds the single-season record for most homeruns by a pitcher (nine).


He won 193 games with a winning percentage of .601. Those are superior numbers to some hurlers in the Hall of Fame.


—John W. Marshall, Greensboro, North Carolina The Sporting News, June 2, 1986


The recent letter writer who complained about Wes Ferrell not being in the Hall of Fame raised some good statistics but neatly avoided the one that has rightly kept Ferrell out: earned-run average.


Ferrell’s ERA for 15 years in the majors was 4.04. No pitcher has made the Hall with an ERA of 4.00 or higher.


—Richard Blue, Hollywood, California The Sporting News, June 30, 1986


A happy man, who is regarded as one of baseball’s most colorful figures, (Charley Grimm) batted .290 for 2, 164 games over 20 seasons. Excellent defensive first baseman, he served three terms as Cub manager, led them to pennants in 1932, 1935 and their last one in 1945. Great story teller and banjo player, certainly one of the most popular men in baseball history.


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


Name the only man who achieved a career batting average above .320 (.324) with more than 5,000 at bats who has not been elected to the Hall of Fame. You’d be naming a man who hit .393 one year while amassing 241 hits and 130 runs batted in. In his career he also hit .381, .340, .326, and .319 (all full seasons). Yet you’d be naming a man who is not in the Hall of Fame.


—Jim Allen, Middletown, New York (arguing for Babe Herman)


The Sporting News, September 1, 1986


There are two reasons-each of them sufficient—why Bill Mazeroski should be in the Hall of Fame. One reason is that as he was leaving the church on his wedding day, with his bride on his arm, he put a plug of tobacco in his cheek. The other sufficient reason is his defensive play.


—George Will Men at Work


I think Lefty (O’Doul) was one of the great men in baseball’s history and even though he didn’t play all the years some others did, he should be put in the Hall of Fame.


—Bob Doerr “To Whom It May Concern” letter Sent to Hall of Fame by Daniel Woodhead


To old St. Louis Browns fans, (Ken Williams’) lack of recognition is a miscarriage of justice . . . . A case could be made that the Browns’ whole outfield of that era, Baby Doll Jacobson and Johnny Tobin, should be admitted with Williams as a unit.


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


He played in 1,552 games, had 5,603 at bats, 882 runs, 1,818 hits, a .324 lifetime batting average, 181 home runs, and 997 RBI. I think he belongs in the Hall of Fame.


Here is a man who from 1926 through 1931 knocked in 90 or more runs four times and reached double figures in home runs every year. So you tell me. Why hasn’t Babe Herman been elected to the Hall of Fame?


—Jim Vasaldua, San Antonio, Texas Baseball Digest, February 1988


I take strong exception to a letter in the May issue stating Babe Herman should not be in the Hall of Fame . . . . The letter stated Babe was washed up at the age of 33. It was not unusual for baseball players in those days to be nearly finished with their careers at that age because conditioning and training were not the same as today.


—Jim Allen, Middletown, New York Baseball Digest, August 1988


I would like to respond to a recent letter that mentioned Babe Herman was no better than an average ballplayer. That is a gross misstatement. Babe had speed and was one of the best left-handed hitters in his league at the time.


I’ve always believed he belonged in the Hall of Fame and have always had a special place in my heart for the Babe.


—Rod Simon, Butler, Wisconsin Baseball Digest, August 1988


[Babe] Herman was, however, undoubtedly one of the most remarkable hitters ever to wear a Brooklyn uniform, or any uniform for that matter.


But the conclusion by many, and obviously by the Hall of Fame Veterans Committee, seems to be-great hitter, terrible fielder, impossible baserunner.


Yet he finished his 13-year major league career with a .971 fielding average, a dozen points ahead of Ty Cobb’s mark. 


—Tot Holmes Brooklyn’s Babe: The Life and Legend of Babe Herman


Ellie (Howard) was great to throw to. He blocked the low balls well, and I’ll tell you, he stung the ball well too. He should be in the Hall of Fame.


—Sparky Lyle The Bronx Zoo


How can Reggie Jackson be considered for the Hall of Fame? He has batted .300 only once in his career.


—Darryl Ogren, Kenosha, Wisconsin The Sporting News, June 30, 1986


If George Kelly was good enough, why not Charlie Grimm or Joe Judge? If Fred Lindstrom, why not Stan Hack? If Dave Bancroft and Travis Jackson, why not Dick Bartell and Cecil Travis? If Chick Hafey, why not Babe Herman? If Ralph Kiner, why not Tony Oliva?


As a closing note, I could never figure out why Doc Cramer has not been considered more seriously. Cramer played for 20 years, had 2,705 hits, and compiled a .296 lifetime average.


—Robert Eckel, Washington, New Jersey The Sporting News, June 2, 1986


It is already absurd the number of less-than-fantastic players who have gone to Cooperstown. Let’s not get totally ridiculous over players who excelled in one or two areas and were less than mediocre in all others.


The Hall of Fame should be only for the greats.


At the rate we are going now, any player who hangs on long enough and hits lots of home runs will end up being enshrined. 


—Thomas A. Morgan, Oakville, Connecticut The Sporting News, July 21, 1986


They said Richie Ashburn would have been the perfect player if he’d had home run power or a good arm.


—Bob Carroll, “For the Hall of Fame: Twelve Good Men” The National Pastime, Winter 1985


The exclusion of Mazeroski from Cooperstown is a case of simple discrimination against defensive skills. The exclusion of Richie Ashburn is harder to fathom.


—George Will Men at Work


Taking note that ex-Boston Red Sox second baseman Bobby Doerr has been inducted into the Hall of Fame, I am puzzled that the Veterans Committee has completely overlooked Indian Bob Johnson . . . . Johnson had career totals superior to Doerr’s in every offensive category. He also played four positions to Doerr’s one.


Why wasn’t Robert Lee (Indian Bob) Johnson included in this year’s inductees to the diamond shrine in Cooperstown?


—Ken Trad, Sulphur Springs, Texas Baseball Digest, September 1986


Did you know that (Pete) Palmer’s Linear Weights method ranks Indian Bob as the 41st best player ever? Of course, Palmer doesn’t factor in the hype.


—Bob Carroll, “For the Hall of Fame: Twelve Good Men” The National Pastime, Winter 1985


Here’s a list of non-Hall of Famers, mostly players of the last five decades, who in their day were considered superstars:


Gil Hodges, Phil Rizzuto, Red Rolfe, Bill Mazeroski, Cliff Cravath, Vic Raschi, Cecil Travis, Maury Wills, Babe Herman, Ken Williams, Nellie Fox, Mickey Vernon and Lefty O’Doul. 


A strong case could be made that some of the shunned were better or as capable players as the incumbents.


—George Vass “These Greats Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, January 1981


(Vass’ original list included 23 players, ten of whom have since been selected. I edited the list to remove their names.)


As a boy growing up in Woodsfield, Ohio, my idol was a fine pitcher, Sad Sam Jones, a hometown boy. I think he would be a good addition to the Hall of Fame.


I believe Sam holds the record of 23 years pitching in the major leagues and won 23 games for the Red Sox in 1921 and 21 for the Yankees in 1923. He later spent many years with losing teams.


—Marlin Bates, Mt. View, Hawaii Baseball Digest, November 1981


The records listed above include those of Hall of Famers Don Drysdale, Jesse Haines, Bob Lemon, Rube Marquard and Dazzy Vance. Only Carl Mays is not in the Hall of Fame.


Yet, of the six categories listed, Mays ranks first in five, and second in the other.


—Tom Rife, Barrington, Illinois Baseball Digest, February 1985


I hope that the recent trend of electing stars to the Baseball Hall of Fame continues because I would like to nominate a candidate who has long been overlooked. Besides being one of the best second basemen who ever lived, he ranks among his team’s leaders in a number of batting statistics. He hit one of the most famous home runs in history.


His name is Bill Mazeroski and he belongs in Cooperstown. 


—Dan McConnell, Summerhill, Pennsylvania The Sporting News, June 11, 1984


You have to start with THE home run [but] remembering Maz for his hitting is like remembering Dolly Parton for her elbows.


Maz purchased his ticket to Cooperstown with defense. In LWTS, Maz ranks first in lifetime defensive wins. Of the top seventy-five seasons by a defensive player, Maz has six! Think of it this way: put Mazeroski on the same team with ANY second baseman in history, and the other guy gets to play left field.


—Bob Carroll, “For the Hall of Fame: Twelve Good Men” The National Pastime, Winter 1985


I would like to champion the cause of a player who heretofore has received very little support: second baseman Bill Mazeroski.


He has better hitting and fielding statistics than another Hall of Fame second baseman, Johnny Evers of the old Chicago Cubs (and later miracle Boston Braves).


Is Mazeroski to be denied because no one wrote a poem called Groat-to-Mazeroski-to-Stuart?


—Richard Blue, Hollywood, California Baseball Digest, January 1987


Bill James lists as one of his criteria for Hall of Fame selection: “Was he (in any given season) the best player in baseball at his position?” By that standard, John “Bid” McPhee qualifies for Cooperstown ad nauseam. In just about every one of his eighteen years before 1900, he ranked as the best second baseman around.


—Bob Carroll, “For the Hall of Fame: Twelve Good Men” The National Pastime, Winter 1985


I often encounter the opinion that the Veterans Committee of the Baseball Hall of Fame should be disbanded because of a “lack of worthy candidates.”


It doesn’t take much homework to find a number of players worth considering. A prime example is Tony Mullane. A 30-game winner for five consecutive seasons, he won 285 games overall. He belongs in the Cooperstown shrine.


—Gregory Elich, Columbus, Ohio The Sporting News, October 3, 1988


It is difficult to know how a man (Moss Klein) who covers the Yankees for the Newark Star-Ledger could not know the important role Thurman Munson played in the Yankees’ triumphs of the 1970’s. Munson does not belong in the “very good” category; he should be elected as soon as possible.


—George O’Hara, Manchester, Connecticut The Sporting News, January 27, 1992


Why doesn’t someone push for the entry into the Hall of Fame for Lefty O’Doul? I know he had some high batting averages and, at least once, led the league while at Philadelphia.


—Vic Hemmen, Seattle, Washington Baseball Digest, May 1987


I believe there was a serious oversight in your poll for future Hall of Famers. There aren’t many third basemen in the Hall, and Graig Nettles has to be considered among the best ever to play the position. He is in the top 30 among all hitters in career home runs, his fielding abilities are renowned and he has always been a money player. I think Nettles belongs in the Hall of Fame when his time comes.


—Clifford Schold, Durham, North Carolina The Sporting News, June 30, 1986


I hope the fan from North Carolina who suggested that Graig Nettles should be in the Hall of Fame was joking.


Nettles not only has never hit .300 in 17 seasons of trying, he has never even hit .280. He has had years of .222, .235, .234, .246, .244 (twice), .232 and .228. Those statistics hardly belong in the same class with Babe Ruth, Rogers Hornsby, or even Brooks Robinson.


—Thomas A. Morgan, Oakville, Connecticut The Sporting News, July 21, 1986


Third member of a Detroit outfield which first included Ty Cobb and Sam Crawford and later Cobb and Harry Heilmann, batted .310 for 14 major league seasons. Twice led the league in doubles, once in triples, three times in runs batted in. The Georgia Peach, Wahoo Sam and Handsome Harry are all in the Hall of Fame. Why not Veach?


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


The Veterans Committee  . . . ignored contemporary opinion (in the) selection of Bobby Doerr over Joe Gordon for the Hall of Fame.


Check the records. Gordon was named to TSN’s major league All-Star teams in 1939, ’40, ’41, ’42, ’47 and ’48. The only time Doerr was selected was in 1944, when Gordon was in the military service.


Gordon was simply the better player and more deserving of the Hall of Fame.


—Arthur Marcus, Brooklyn, New York The Sporting News, March 31, 1986


Vada Pinson was a consistent and outstanding player often overshadowed by more spectacular teammates. His career records rank with the best.


Pinson collected 2,757 lifetime hits . . . . Among 1982 candidates still eligible for next year’s ballot, Pinson stands first in hits, doubles and triples and second in at bats and runs. 


Pinson deserves to be at or near the top of next year’s elections.


—Phil Hirl, Tigard, Oregon
Baseball Digest, May 1982


Nolan Ryan is a totally selfish player who is a detriment to his team because he cares only about personal statistics . . . . The purpose of baseball is to win the game and the pennant. Teams with Ryan don’t win games and don’t win pennants.


—Walt Karwicki II, York, Pennsylvania The Sporting News, May 29, 1989


I am sick and tired of hearing that he does not deserve to be in the Hall of Fame. The arguments against him seem to be that all he can do is strike people out and that he has a low winning percentage.


 . . . the teams he has played for have had a dismal winning percentage . . . . Ryan has had a better winning percentage than his team 15 times.


—Chris Romeo, Knoxville, Tennessee The Sporting News, June 18, 1990


Am I the only baseball fan who feels that statistics provide, at best, a meager measure of a player’s worth? The Hall of Fame was founded to honor baseball’s dominating players-not those who amassed the best stats, but those who dominated in some way . . . . Blyleven’s stats may match Ryan’s, but in no way has Blyleven been the force that Ryan has  . . . just as Mickey Lolich, a good workman on the mound, has no claim on the Hall just because he has statistics similar to those of Don Drysdale, a most dominating pitcher. 


—Mike Miedlar, Huber Heights, Ohio The Sporting News, July 3, 1989


Frank “Lefty” O’Doul belongs in baseball’s Hall of Fame.


No better ambassador of baseball ever lived than “Lefty” in areas of good will (both in and out of baseball), teaching ability in all aspects of the game, especially batting, just plain major league ability and as a humane person.


—Dom DiMaggio “To Whom It May Concern” letter Sent to Hall of Fame by Daniel Woodhead


I feel that Pete Rose should be banned from the Hall of Fame-unless they also let in Shoeless Joe Jackson.


—Ted E. Minter, Long Beach, California The Sporting News, August 20, 1990


If Pete Rose ever makes it to the Hall of Fame, so should Joe Jackson. As Dave Kindred writes, Rose has never shown remorse, as Jackson did.


—Frank Galo, San Francisco, California The Sporting News, February 10, 1992


Dave Kindred’s column on Pete Rose is complete hogwash. If Bart Giamatti or Fay Vincent had proof Rose bet on baseball, you can be sure they would have used it.


Kindred and others of his ilk seem to think Rose should grovel in order to enter the Hall of Fame.


—James W. Harvey, Livingston, Texas The Sporting News, February 10, 1992


There is no question that the simply staggering numbers Rose put up merit admission to the Hall on the first ballot. 


—Vinny Mallon, Cottonwood, Arizona The Sporting News, August 27, 1990


The Pete Rose case is interesting. Putting aside his suspension, let’s look at how he stacks up.


Rose was a slightly above average player who played for an extraordinary length of time. Dick Allen played half as many games as Pete and produced 33 wins above average for his team, compared to 20 for Rose.


—Pete Palmer, “Pete Rose: An Ordinary Player for an Extraordinary Time” The Baseball Research Journal, #20, 1991


[Muddy Ruel] spent 19 years in the major leagues, recognized as one of the best defensive catchers. Was Walter Johnson’s receiver in the last third of the Big Train’s career. A graduate lawyer, expert in the banking field, he also was assistant to Baseball Commissioner Happy Chandler. Only rap against him may be a .275 batting average for the 1,461 games in which he appeared.


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


They’ll never convince me [Brooks] Robinson doesn’t belong in the Hall of Fame. I just say [Ron] Santo should be there with him—along with my other longshots.


—Bob Carroll The National Pastime, Winter 1985


Has Everett (Deacon) Scott . . . ever been mentioned for the Hall of Fame? If so, when?


I understand that at least one time he established an American league shortstop fielding record, led the A.L. shortstops fielding eight years, played the most consecutive games (1,307) in one position in the major leagues, had a lifetime BA of .249, and one year ranked second to Tris Speaker as the A.L. player hardest to strike out. 


—Paul C. Moomaw, Camp Hill, Pennsylvania Baseball Digest, October 1978


Perhaps when—and if—he ever retires, Nolan Ryan will be the first unanimous Hall selection.


—Scott B. Zerner, Chapel Hill, North Carolina The Sporting News, January 27, 1992


[Riggs Stephenson was an] awesome line drive right-handed hitter for the Indians and Cubs in the 1920s and ’30s. His lifetime batting average of .336 for 14 seasons is better than that of either Hack Wilson or Kiki Cuyler, his outfield mates with the Cubs, both of whom are in the Hall of Fame. No reasonable explanation of why he isn’t in except no one ever espoused the cause of this quiet Southerner.


—Robert L. Burnes Baseball Digest, April 1982


I have two pitchers I would like to propose for consideration in special categories. The first is George Blaeholder, who invented the slider . . . . Candy Cummings, a nineteenth-century pitcher, is in the Hall of Fame because he invented the curve. Blaeholder is certainly as entitled to immortality as Cummings.


I would like to see Fred (Firpo) Marberry the first great relief pitcher, go in alongside him.


—Bob Feller The Saturday Evening Post, January 27, 1962


[Luis] Tiant’s numbers rank with Catfish Hunter’s and Don Drysdale’s, but Tiant did not pitch for big winners like they did. Many professional baseball people would tell you that if they had one game to win, they would want Luis on the mound.


El Tiante deserves better.


—John B. Savage, Montpelier, Vermont The Sporting News, January 27, 1992


Don Drysdale’s 209–166 record is very good and his 2.95 lifetime ERA is excellent, but was he better than Jim Bunning? I don’t think so . . . . Bunning hasn’t received strong consideration for the Hall of Fame.


—Rick Eggers, Culver City Baseball Digest, September 1986


Sweet swinging left-handed hitting shortstop of the Washington Senators in the 1930s and ’40s, (Cecil Travis) had a lifetime average of .314 for 12 seasons with the Senators, a career which was interrupted by four years of service in World War II . . . only explanation why he hasn’t been considered is that the Senators were a last-place team through most of his career.


—Robert L. Burnes, “Ten Players Who Belong in the Hall of Fame” Baseball Digest, April 1982


A Hall of Fame is something Ty Cobb belongs to. Red Grange. Jim Brown. Ben Hogan.


Halls of Fame are not for myopic writers, guys who say “Huh?” a lot when you talk softly, who typewrite with one finger and get gas when they eat too fast.


What am I doing in a Hall of Fame if Maury Wills or Enos Slaughter can’t get in one?


—Jim Murray April 6, 1978


[Bobby Grich] fits the Mazeroski mold as a superb second baseman whose offense was well above average for his position. But he’ll be snubbed by most voters.


—Moss Klein The Sporting News, January 6, 1992


How can they [the Veterans Committee] keep overlooking Mickey Vernon? 


—Charles O. Harris, Hueytown, Alabama Baseball Digest, December 1987
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CACOPHONY AND CONFUSION
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Everybody has two candidates.


In July 1992, the editors of USA Today’s Baseball Weekly asked readers to respond to this question: Which former players aren’t in the Hall of Fame but should be, and why?


The August 4 edition of the Weekly carried responses from seventeen readers, advocating sixteen different players with almost as many different arguments. Two fans, one of whom was quoted in Chapter 2 of this book, argued for Pete Rose, and someone put the headline “Fans rant that Rose should be elected” over the article. Other readers argued, however, that:


1. Don Larsen should be honored for his perfect game.


2. Ron Santo should be in because he hit more home runs in 15 years than Brooks Robinson did in 23 years.


3. Shoeless Joe should be accepted because “they” never proved he was involved in the Black Sox scandal.


4. Orlando Cepeda should be in because of his lifetime .300 batting average, plus he led the league in RBI several times.


5. Richie Ashburn should be in because “his hitting and his fielding were better than many people in the Hall.”


6. Gil Hodges should be in because he hit 20 or more homers eleven straight years and had 100 RBI for seven straight, plus he managed the Miracle Mets.


7. Bob Johnson should be in because of his great RBI totals on bad teams. 


8. Nellie Fox was the dominant second baseman of the 1950s, and it is an injustice to exclude him.


9. Leon Day and other Negro Leaguers should be elected.


10. Roger Maris should be in because he was “one of the all-time greatest power hitters. If he isn’t in the Hall of Fame, then Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig shouldn’t be in there either?”


11. Bert Campaneris should be in because “it’s silly to think that the A’s won so consistently with only one Hall-of-Famer, Catfish Hunter.”


12. Al Oliver should be in because he had almost 3,000 hits.


13. Bill Mazeroski should be selected because he set the defensive standard for second basemen, as Brooks Robinson did for third basemen.


14. Terry Moore has been “gravely overlooked because he missed three years due to World War II.”


15. Luis Tiant should be in because he has a better record all around than Catfish Hunter.


Almost all of the responding fans, given about a half a paragraph to work with, managed to make serious factual errors or definitively irrational arguments. Orlando Cepeda wasn’t a lifetime .300 hitter, and led the league in RBI twice, not “several times.” Catfish Hunter is not the only member of the Moustache Gang in the Hall of Fame (Reggie Jackson and Rollie Fingers have also been selected). Shoeless Joe Jackson admitted in open court that he had helped to throw games in the 1919 World Series. As for Don Larsen, the standards for selection to the Hall of Fame specifically say that outstanding performances in a single year are not a basis for Hall of Fame selection, let alone in a single game, and anyone who thinks Roger Maris is in a class with Ruth and Gehrig probably thinks that Tony Orlando was in a class with Beethoven and Mozart.


I don’t know whether these strange and inaccurate statements fairly represent the people who wrote, or whether they were selected and edited to reinforce the presumption that fans never know what they’re talking about. Having dealt with both sports fans and sports editors over a long period of time, I’m inclined to believe the latter. 


In any case, the effect of the discussion is to create confusion, and this in general is how the Hall of Fame argument progresses: cacophony, leading to confusion. In a book about the Hall of Fame, The Case For, Brent Kelley made arguments for thirty-nine new members to the Hall of Fame. Less than half of those were even mentioned in Chapter 2, when you must have thought we had covered everyone under the sun who anyone thought should be in the Hall of Fame. Kelley’s list, alphabetically, is Richie Ashburn, Emmett Ashford, Orlando Cepeda, Ray Chapman, Harlond Clift, Rocky Colavito, Gavvy Cravath, George Cutshaw, Dom DiMaggio, Larry Doby, Mike Donlin, Leo Durocher (elected 1994), Jimmy Dykes, Bill Freehan, Jack Fournier, Nellie Fox, Stan Hack, Mel Harder, Gil Hodges, Babe Herman, Charlie Lau, Mickey Lolich, Sherm Lollar, Carl Mays, Bill Mazeroski, Minnie Minoso, George Mullin, Hal Newhouser, Bobo Newsom, Tony Oliva, Jack Powell, Johnny Sain, Ron Santo, Billy Southworth, Junior Stephens, Mel Stottlemyre, Bobby Veach, Cy Williams, and Vic Willis. George Cutshaw??


Mr. Kelley’s book is available from McFarland and Company. Another Kelly, Robert Kelly, also wrote a book about the Hall of Fame, also from McFarland. His basic business is “Hall of Fame Pretenders Active in the Eighties,” but by-the-by, he has his own candidates. Johnny Pesky, he argues, “was the equal of Appling, and superior to recent infield appointees. Justice and fairness are not served by denying the HOF the presence of this fine and talented baseball gentleman.”


Kelley and Kelly, at least, were trying to make sense of the discussion. In the popular forum there are a bewildering number of candidates put forward, with no clear way of distinguishing one from another. Rational analysis and careful research are presented in a mix with pressure politics, browbeating, off-the-wall arguments and diseased information, with limited effort to distinguish one from the other. Fifteen or twenty candidates are discussed on one page or in one half-hour, leaving no one the time or space to develop his points. A kind of Gresham’s Law, which holds that bad money drives out good, takes over.


A call-in talk show will spend an hour on the Pete Rose issue and another batting around names and taking a poll, but rarely will reach the general issues that underlie the discussion. What exactly is a Hall of Famer? What is a good argument for entry into the Hall?


The general goal of this book is to bring some order to the chaos of that discussion.


There are four steps toward that goal:


1. To review who is in the Hall of Fame and who isn’t, and to establish some sort of de facto definition of what constitutes a Hall of Fame career.


2. To look at the arguments that are made for various Hall of Fame candidates, and to distinguish between those that are reasonable arguments and will lead to good selections, and those that represent pressure groups and personal bias, which will tend mostly to obscure the subject.


3. To develop a background of knowledge about the Hall of Fame, its honorees and candidates, that will lead to a more informed discussion.


4. To systematically review the major candidates in light of these considerations, so as to allow you to make better judgments about who does and does not belong.


In political discussions, I am absolutely dead center. It is my observation, in listening to political partisans, that there is some truth in what everybody says, but that they will almost all distort the truth to defend their position. In my judgment, everyone on the political landscape, from David Duke and Rush Limbaugh to Howard Metzenbaum and Louis Farrakhan, is right about some things; I will listen to any of them and think that there is some truth in what he or she is saying. But at the same time, they all bullshit. They all wear blinders. They all say things that they know or should know are not true, but which they feel they must say to defend the extreme positions they have taken. This paralyzes the process. If Alan Simpson would just admit that Barbara Boxer is right about 30 percent of the issues, and he has just been bullshitting to avoid acknowledging this, and vice versa, we could reach a consensus on the remaining issues.


The Hall of Fame discussion is like that: There is some truth in what almost everybody says, but almost everybody will distort the record to advance their own candidate.


Well, I don’t have any Hall of Fame candidates to sell you. I’m not here to convince you that Phil Rizzuto is a Hall of Famer or isn’t, or that Don Drysdale’s selection was a mistake or wasn’t, although of course I can’t write at length about those subjects without reaching some kind of conclusion. I am here, from my own standpoint to reinforce the truth in what other people say, and to squash the bullshit. I’m not trying to serve any candidate for the Hall of Fame. I’m trying to serve the argument itself. 
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SO, WHADDA WE DO NOW?


At last we are to have a Base Ball Hall of Fame. Long hoped for . . . it is now actually to be realized. One reason for the delay has been that no place could he agreed upon where it would be possible to inscribe properly the names of those chosen to fill such a noted assemblage. This trouble has been most happily overcome. The birthplace of base ball, Cooperstown, N.Y., has been selected for the honor.


—Spalding Official Base Ball Guide, 1936
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The Hall of Fame selection process was an after-thought to an accident. Alexander Cleland had not set out to create a Hall of Fame; he had set out to create a museum, and this turned into a Hall of Fame.


It is tempting to say that had it all not happened so quickly, more thought might have gone into designing a process that would provide consistently defensible results. It is tempting, but Hamilton and Jefferson were dead and probably not baseball fans anyway, and there’s a real good chance that Alexander Cleland and Ford Frick would have designed a system that didn’t work too well even if they had taken their time.


In any case, the key questions as they saw it were organizational. How do we get the building built? Where does it go? How do we build our collection of baseball memorabilia? Who is going to run our organization? How can organized baseball help to fund the enterprise? Who will own things?


The question of who would be elected was more or less dumped on the writers, with a guideline that players should not be selected without the agreement of 75 percent of the group. 


Originally the Hall of Fame was supposed to open with ten players—five “moderns” and five players from the nineteenth century. (Actually, according to the Spalding Guide article quoted above, the first five players selected were to have been the nineteenth-century stars.) The original Old-Timers Committee, however, proved fractious, unable to agree on who their five should be, and so the honor of being the first players listed on the Hall of Fame’s rolls fell to the five stars of the early twentieth century—Ruth, Cobb, Wagner, Johnson and Mathewson. Seventy-eight people voted in the first Old-Timers election, meaning 59 votes were required for election. Cap Anson and Buck Ewing led the way, with 40 votes each—just over one-half of the vote.


So, no nineteenth-century players were on the original list. Had they thought about it a little longer, the Hall of Fame’s founders might have realized that there were some players who played in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Cy Young, whose career straddles the century line, finished sixth in the voting among the moderns and fourth among the old-timers, missing first-year selection both ways. He had good company; Nap Lajoie was in the same boat, and Ed Delahanty and John McGraw.


There were other problems. The original plan was that only players would be elected, so what are you going to do about Branch Rickey, or Henry Chadwick, who at that time was considerably more highly regarded than Branch Rickey? Originally you could vote for any player; active players like Lou Gehrig and Lefty Grove drew significant support in the first vote, in competition with Walter Johnson and Ty Cobb.


The Hall of Fame’s reaction to these problems was to figure that they’d sort themselves out in a little while. After Ruth, Cobb, etc. were gone, Cy Young moved to the top of the list among the moderns, and was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1937, which cleared the way for Pete Alexander in ’38; see, it’s all working itself out.


In the first ten years there was considerable disagreement about who should be in the Hall of Fame—not just which players, as we have now, but what type of players. They didn’t have the long history we have now, of course, and different people had widely divergent opinions on the subject. Commissioner Landis advocated the selection of Harvard Eddie Grant, a polite, well-liked Ivy Leaguer who had represented baseball by dying in the Argonne Forest during World War I. He wasn’t much of a player—a three-year regular who skidded into a part-time role—but Landis felt it was important to honor the courage and the sacrifice that Grant represented, as well as the sportsmanship for which he was noted while among the living. In the early stages of the Second World War, Landis felt that would make more of a contribution toward the Hall’s acceptance than merely honoring the guys who put up good numbers.


The press ignored him, but members of the fourth estate had their own, equally eccentric, favorites. More eccentric. In 1936 one voter inexplicably voted for Joe Battin, who could be loosely described as the Bill Pecota of the 1870s. Granted, it was only one vote, but that was as many as Tommy Bond got, and Bond was as good as some pitchers who are in the Hall of Fame. That one vote in 1936 was the only one he ever got.


In 1937 two votes went to Marty Bergen, who combined the best features of Bill Pecota with those of Jeffrey Macdonald. Bergen, who was a regular for one season in the 1890s, celebrated the new century by murdering his wife and two children (January 19, 1900), then taking his own life.


Inexplicably, Bergen got two votes for the Hall of Fame in 1937. He wasn’t any kind of a player, really, and one supposes that a couple of writers had remembered him because of his headline-making exit and, lacking any kind of meaningful reference books, had romanticized his defensive play to spectacular proportions. Or maybe they were just the kind of people who vote for Howard the Duck, I don’t know; in the 1980 election more than 30 people in my hometown voted for Howard the Duck over Ronald Reagan or Jimmy Carter. My friend Stan Pittman, who has been dead for years now, told me that he was one of them. “Stanley,” I told him, “I understand your frustration with the choices. What I don’t understand is why you bothered to vote.”


Another problem to be sorted out in the early years of the vote was what to do with the real old-timers, the guys that the BBWAA members might not have seen. Exactly who voted in the original “Old Timers” vote is unclear; apparently that vote was restricted to older writers, although the exact description of an old writer has been lost to history. I suspect it was defined by career alcohol consumption.


In any case, they couldn’t reach any kind of agreement, and were quickly replaced by a leaner, more pliable committee of Judge Landis, Ford Frick, Will Harridge, John Heydler, William Branham and George Trautman. The names will be familiar to many of you—a commissioner, two league presidents, a retired league president, and the head of the National Association. They were, in short, the people who held the power in baseball at that time, and could pretty much do whatever the hell they wanted to, including put people in the Hall of Fame.


And they did, appointing themselves the “Centennial Commission” and putting George Wright, Morgan Bulkeley, Ban Johnson, John J. McGraw, Connie Mack (1937) and Alexander Cartwright and Henry Chadwick (1938) in the Hall.


This was a group of managers, developers, and off-the-field powers, perhaps reflecting the people who had selected them, and when the writers persisted in electing only more modern players, cries arose from the old-timers that the nineteenth-century players were being left out, which in fact was true.


Exercising the broad powers of their offices, an even leaner committee of Landis, Frick and Harridge made another group of selections: Old-time players Albert Spalding, Charles Comiskey, Old Hoss Radbourne, Cap Anson, Buck Ewing and Candy Cummings were selected in 1939. (Reference books often say that these players were selected by a “Committee of old-time players and writers.” However, no source that I have seen says who was on this committee or where or when it met. Two authoritative sources, the 1940 Spalding/Reach Guide and a 1952 book by Ken Smith, the director of the Hall of Fame, both state clearly that the selections were made by just those three men—the commissioner and the two league presidents.)


The group again reflected the bias of those who had selected them: Comiskey and Spalding were really more notable as owners than players. Twelve nineteenth-century figures had now been selected, only four of whom could fairly be described as great players—George Wright (who was also a great manager and an important early executive), Cap Anson (who was also a manager for almost twenty years, and who was also for many years a part owner of the team now known as the Cubs), Old Hoss Radbourne and Buck Ewing.


Here’s the basic point: the Hall of Fame has never really thought through the issue of how to identify the most worthy Hall of Famers. The decision to give the vote to the writers was very casually made, by a group of gray-suited men who were primarily concerned with serious money- and management-type decisions. They didn’t want to waste valuable committee time worrying about who would be honored. When the selections of the BBWAA drew criticism to the institution, they deflected the criticism by summarily appointing a group of nineteenth-century nominees.


The writers were initially given the vote not to exclude qualified voters, but to include them. They wanted to include everybody; they chose the BBWAA because the BBWAA, which required for membership only that you cover a team for a newspaper, was the umbrella organization of the American sports media at that time. There was, of course, no television, no ESPN. Radio sportscasting was in its infancy, and radio sports news was usually delivered by moonlighting print journalists. There was no SABR, the Society for American Baseball Research; there was no baseball research, as we now know it. Nobody spent their time in libraries reviewing microfilm, because, for one thing, libraries didn’t have microfilm.


The weekly and monthly sports publications, like Sports Illustrated—those didn’t exist. There was Baseball magazine and one or two others, but they were almost entirely written by regular newspaper guys, BBWAA members. There was no Baseball Encyclopedia, as we know it now; that is a product of the Hall of Fame. There were no guys like me who write baseball books for a living. The BBWAA was the baseball media. Giving the vote to the BBWAA was the Baseball Establishment’s way of saying “Let everybody vote, make sure 75 percent of them agree.”


From that primitive beginning, all that the Hall of Fame has done, for almost sixty years, is back away from problems. Nobody is being selected? We’ll tinker with the rules so that some people get in. Too many people are being selected by the Veterans Committee? We’ll limit them to three players a year. Still too many? We’ll make it two. We’ve overlooked somebody? We’ll create a special committee for them.


What we have, then, is a camel, a horse designed by a committee. There is no first Constitutional Congress here, nor second either, no gathering of learned men to thrash through the process. For sixty years the Hall of Fame has wandered this way and wandered that way, its border becoming more of a splatter than a map. The Hall of Fame teases its suitors with inconsistent favors and uncertain standards; yesterday I did, today I won’t; I did for him, I won’t for you. The fundamental questions of how many players you want to honor and how you identify the best players in baseball history are questions that the Hall of Fame has never faced directly, and probably never will.


The system which has evolved, essentially, is this:


• There are two “doors” to the Hall of Fame, which are controlled by the Baseball Writers Association of America, and a select group of about twenty “Veterans,” old-time baseball guys.


• While a player is active, and for five years after he has been active, he is not eligible to be elected. If his career lasts for ten seasons or more, he becomes eligible five years after he retires.


• The BBWAA draws up a list each year of the major league players who retired five years ago after ten or more years of major league service. A committee within the BBWAA then goes over that list, and eliminates those players who obviously are not viable Hall of Fame candidates, those being the players who spent most or all of their careers as bench players. The rest—anybody who was a regular player for more than about five years—are added to the BBWAA ballot.


• The ballot is mailed to all people who have been members of the BBWAA for ten years or more—a total of about 500 men and a handful of women. To become a member of the BBWAA you have to cover a major league baseball team for a daily newspaper—thus, most of the nation’s sports media is excluded from voting. See Chapter 29.


• Each eligible voter can vote for up to ten men from a ballot which will include more than seventy names. The ballots are returned by mail; the BBWAA does not vote in person. 


• To be selected for the Hall of Fame, a player must be named on 75 percent of the BBWAA ballots.


• The BBWAA, after the election, drops from the ballot:


1. Those who are elected,


2. Those who receive virtually no support in the voting, and


3. Those who have been on the BBWAA ballot for fifteen years.


In other words, a player loses his BBWAA eligibility approximately twenty years after he retires. If George Brett isn’t elected by 2013, they’ll kick him off the ballot.


• The other players remain on the ballot for the following year.


• Those who are not selected in their fifteen years of BBWAA eligibility are ineligible for five years following.


• After five years, those players rejected by the BBWAA become eligible to be elected by the Veterans Committee.


• The Veterans Committee is a group of very old men, appointed to the committee by the Board of Trustees. The Committee is composed in more or less equal parts of old players, old writers and old executives, and strives for a balance between the leagues and among teams.


• The Veterans Committee meets in Florida in late January or early February. They assemble in person.


• The Veterans Committee, under new rules adopted in 1991, cannot consider any player who came to the major leagues after 1946 unless that player received at least 60 percent of the BBWAA vote. They can elect anyone they choose from before 1946, including, if they wish, some players who wouldn’t be eligible because they didn’t play ten years in the major leagues. In other words, they can sometimes suspend the qualifications if they choose to do so.


• The Veterans Committee also needs a 75 percent vote to elect anyone.


• It falls to the Veterans Committee to elect managers, umpires, executives, Negro League players, and other people who have given the game “meritorious service.”


• The Veterans are limited to two selections per year. The BBWAA selections are unlimited, but as a practical matter the BBWAA won’t select more than three men in a year, rarely that. 


• Once a man is elected, there is no distinction between those who are elected by the BBWAA and those who are elected by the Veterans Committee. Those elected (or their heirs) come to Cooperstown in late July or early August, there is an induction ceremony and their plaques are displayed in a simple, cathedral-like room in the Cooperstown museum.


• The players are then eligible to charge more money for their autographs, and to do commercials for American Express.


Is this a great country, or what? 
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INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY—THE HALL OF FAME IN THE 1940s AND 1950s
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The tug of war between the BBWAA and the Hall of Fame began in the summer of 1938, when Tom Swope, then president of the writer’s group, approached Judge Landis, asking for the writers to be given permanent authority over anyone whose career fell after 1900. Judge Landis granted the request. The Centennial Commission was to select the players from the 1800s; the writers were to be allowed to operate their own elections as they saw fit, and were given domain over the twentieth century.


They immediately did something stupid. At the winter meetings in Cincinnati in December 1939, the writers


1. elected Lou Gehrig to the Hall of Fame, by acclamation, and


2. decided that in the future they would conduct an election every three years, rather than every year.


It was the latter action that they would live to regret By the end of the 1930s, the Hall of Fame had inducted twenty-five full members:












	Ty Cobb


	1936


	BBWAA







	Honus Wagner


	1936


	BBWAA







	Babe Ruth


	1936


	BBWAA







	Christy Mathewson


	1936


	BBWAA







	Walter Johnson


	1936 


	BBWAA







	Nap Lajoie


	1937


	BBWAA







	Tris Speaker


	1937


	BBWAA







	Cy Young


	1937


	BBWAA







	George Wright


	1937


	Centennial Commission







	Morgan Bulkeley


	1937


	Centennial Commission







	Ban Johnson


	1937


	Centennial Commission







	John McGraw


	1937


	Centennial Commission







	Connie Mack


	1937


	Centennial Commission







	Pete Alexander


	1938


	BBWAA







	Henry Chadwick


	1938


	Centennial Commission







	Alexander Cartwright


	1938


	Centennial Commission







	George Sisler


	1939


	BBWAA







	Eddie Collins


	1939


	BBWAA







	Willie Keeler


	1939


	BBWAA







	Cap Anson


	1939


	Old-Timers Committee







	Charles Comiskey


	1939


	Old-Timers Committee







	Buck Ewing


	1939


	Old-Timers Committee







	Old Hoss Radbourne


	1939


	Old-Timers Committee







	Candy Cummings


	1939


	Old-Timers Committee







	Lou Gehrig


	1939


	BBWAA-Special Election








After inducting nine new members in 1939, the Hall of Fame added none in 1940, and none in 1941. The BBWAA wasn’t voting, and the Old-Timers Committee, which had been appointed by Landis in 1939, could never find a time to meet.


The Old-Timers Committee from 1939 through 1944 consisted of Ed Barrow, president of the Yankees, Bob Quinn, president of the Braves, Sid Mercer, an old baseball writer, been around forever, and Connie Mack. The committee never met, but nonetheless it was a committee of immense importance in the Hall of Fame’s history, as we shall see in a moment.


In 1942 the BBWAA voted Rogers Hornsby into the Hall of Fame, damned big of them, don’t you think. After that they went back into their hole, hibernating for another three years.


Loud controversies about who should be selected to the Hall of Fame next were already in progress—but no one was being chosen. “For several years,” wrote Ken Smith in Baseball’s Hall of Fame, “the consensus of complaint centered about the old favorites who were left out.”


Perhaps more important than the fan sentiment, the Hall of Fame didn’t like it, either. No election means no induction ceremony, nothing to report, no news. The Hall of Fame’s administrators were concerned that the Hall of Fame would suffer from the lack of attention.


In August 1944, perhaps anticipating his own death, Commissioner Landis expanded the Old-Timers Committee to six, adding Stephen C. Clark (see Chapter 1) and Mel Webb, the grouchy old guy from Boston (see Chapter 25). More importantly, he also changed the committee’s job description, appointing them to be the trustees of the institution, as well as a permanent Hall of Fame committee. They were authorized to select players who had played before 1900—and also to dictate the rules and policies of the entire Hall of Fame selection procedure.


This Board of Trustees still exists, and still plays a key role in the Hall of Fame’s complex web of governing authorities. In essence, the two functions of this committee split in the early 1950s, the nominating function going one way, with what is now called the Veterans Committee, and the trustee function going the other way. When the induction rules are changed, it is the Board of Trustees, appointed by the Commissioner, which changes them.


Over the next twenty years, the rules would be changed more often than a hooker’s underwear. Landis died in November 1944. The Permanent Committee met for the first time at Landis’ funeral, and inducted Landis into the Hall of Fame, the second selection of the decade. At that time, they also made a couple of small changes in the rules, granting themselves the right to select players whose careers started in the nineteenth century and carried over until 1910, and restricting the BBWAA to voting on players only from the twentieth century.


Two months later, in January 1945, the writers were due for their next triennial election. They didn’t elect anybody. Frank Chance led the balloting, with 179 of 247 votes, seven short of the required 75 percent.


The failure to elect anybody, even after a three-year wait, revealed a structural problem with the vote. In a vote of this type, where there are a limited number of spaces on the ballot and a player must get 75 percent, then the more qualified players you have, the less likely it is that any of them will be selected.


If you have only three qualified Hall of Famers, three Grade A candidates, then the voters will all vote for the same three people, and all three will be elected. If, however, you have seven players of the same level, seven Grade A candidates, plus 15 or 20 A- and B+ candidates, then it becomes very difficult for 75 percent to focus on the same candidate. You might get one, you might not. If you have twenty-five highly qualified candidates, nobody has a chance.


By 1945, after electing only one man in six years, the Hall of Fame electors had a ridiculous number of highly qualified candidates. Lefty Grove didn’t make the top ten. All of the top ten, probably all of the top twenty or more, have since been elected, but the electors at that time just couldn’t focus on anybody.


The Permanent Committee, then, did two things. First, they put a bargeload of nineteenth-century guys in the Hall of Fame. On April 25, 1945, they announced the selection of Roger Bresnahan, Dan Brouthers, Fred Clarke, Jimmy Collins, Ed Delahanty, Hugh Duffy, Hugh Jennings, Patrick Duffy, Peter Jennings, King Kelly, Jim O’Rourke, Wilbert Robinson, the Smith Brothers, the Andrews Sisters, the Partridge Family and a Cask of Amontillado.


Then, on July 3, 1945, they changed the rules. First, they instructed the BBWAA to vote every year. Second, they set up a two-tiered system, under which the BBWAA would vote twice. Each BBWAA member would vote for ten players as before, any ten that he chose, but instead of using the 75 percent rule then, this would serve merely as a nomination stage. After the first round the vote would not be announced, but the top twenty names would be put on a ballot. Each writer would then vote for five of the twenty.


With two bold strokes, the Permanent Committee was well on its way to tying the entire selection process into a Gordian Knot.


Their list of ten Hall of Fame selections included the Hall of Fame’s first clear, unmistakable errors, Roger Bresnahan and Hughie Jennings. Bresnahan, a regular player for only a few years, had wandered into the Hall of Fame on a series of miscalculations. He was a fairly good player, but after his career he had been a manager (unsuccessfully), and had coached for John McGraw for four years. This built his popularity and his name recognition.


Bresnahan was widely credited with having invented shin guards in 1907, even though a Negro catcher, Chappie Johnson of the Chicago Giants, had begun wearing shin guards in 1902, and Nig Clarke, who was white despite the name, had worn them briefly in the major leagues in 1905. Bresnahan did play an important role in proving that not all white catchers were stupid.


In his 1944 book, The St. Louis Cardinals, Fred Lieb wrote at some length about the Duke of Tralee, writing that “Bresnahan was a great catcher, one of the greatest of all time. Roger was really an all-around player, who could have starred in any position.” This was nonsense—Bresnahan was a boyhood favorite of Lieb’s, nothing more—but because Lieb was such a marvellous writer, his opinion was widely read and widely respected.


Then Bresnahan died, in December 1944. The usual sentimental stories about him appeared, about what a great old player he had been. You will notice that a number of players have been selected to the Hall of Fame just after they died. The “death boost effect” is, in my opinion, merely a form of the “attention effect.” Because Hall of Fame voters don’t follow a disciplined procedure to identify the best qualified Hall of Famer, but instead see a large field of players as being fully qualified, selection becomes a matter of drawing attention. Among the field of 100 qualified candidates, the one who makes the news has the best chance.


When a player dies, that draws attention to him, and also sympathy. If an election is held within a few months and he’s eligible, he stands a good chance of being selected.


In any case the Hall of Fame had, for the first time, selected a player who clearly had no damn business being there. Hughie Jennings also had a very short career for a Hall of Famer (1,285 games), and wasn’t a dominant player. He never led his league in any offensive category, and was probably no better than the fourth-best shortstop of the 1890s, behind Bill Dahlen, George Davis and Herman Long, not to mention Jack Glasscock, who was around until 1895. Onto this, Jennings built a career as a modestly successful manager. He wasn’t as good a player or as good a manager as Alvin Dark.


Beyond sloppiness, the committee had shown bias, inducting the members of the 1894 Baltimore Orioles almost en masse. Three starters on that team went in at one time (Brouthers, Jennings, and Robinson); Willie Keeler and John McGraw were already in, making five. (The addition of Joe Kelley in 1971 would make it six, plus a pitcher.) Throw in Bresnahan, who was McGraw’s bobo, and four of the ten players selected in 1945 were closely tied to McGraw.


The Committee’s work on the rules wasn’t exactly a masterpiece, either. A good portion of the BBWAA, of course, was outraged that the Permanent Committee had taken away what Landis had given them, but they had brought it on themselves. The Permanent Committee had reasons for making changes: it would have helped if they had made the right changes.


The first BBWAA vote in 1946 failed to produce a Hall of Famer, so a 21-man ballot was drawn up (there was a tie for twentieth place in the voting), and the writers voted again. Nobody came close to being selected. With 263 voters, selection required 197 votes. Frank Chance again led the voting, with 150.


From the standpoint of the Permanent Committee, this seemed to amount to a flat refusal, on the part of the BBWAA, to select anyone. According to Ken Smith, whose book about the Hall of Fame is a primary source for this chapter:


After the first phantom election, avid baseball people screamed that something must be done. Scribe was arrayed against scribe in the who’s who wrangle. One magnate thought one way, another disagreed and fans wrote all sorts of suggestions about who should be in the Hall and how he should be elected. Everybody took the controversy very seriously.


The committee tussled with these basic questions: Were deserving men being excluded through a faulty system, or not? If so an election system would have to be installed to admit them. After all, the original rules were experimental . . . . Or should the stand be taken that these players, Chance, Walsh, Evers, Huggins, Waddell, Griffith, et al, simply didn’t measure up?


The Committee came down strongly on one side. In April 1946, the Permanent Committee, acting as the Committee on Old-Timers, inducted eleven more Hall of Famers. Three of them were the famous double-play combination, Tinker, Evers and Chance. The other eight consisted of two nineteenth-century outfielders (Jesse Burkett and Tom McCarthy), one pitcher/manager/owner (Clark Griffith), and five pitchers from the 1900–1910 era (Jack Chesbro, Joe McGinnity, Eddie Plank, Ed Walsh and Rube Waddell).


The contrast between the standards observed by the BBWAA and the Old-Timers Committee was never greater than at that moment, nor was the debate ever louder. The BBWAA, at that time, was saying that Lefty Grove and Jimmie Foxx weren’t good enough to be taken seriously. The Old-Timers were saying that Tom McCarthy was plenty good.


Commenting on the election two days later, Dan Daniel wrote that “the Hall of Fame committee met in New York and announced the baseball beatification of a vast number of worthies . . . . Chagrined over the total failure of the two most recent elections by the Baseball Writers Assn. of America, they decided to load up the Cooperstown pantheon by the wholesale.”


From the standpoint of the Hall of Fame’s membership, the things we talk about, the selection of these eleven men was the critical moment in the history of the Hall of Fame. From that moment on, the argument that the Hall of Fame should be only for the greatest of the great was irretrievably lost. It is strange that even now, 48 years later, so many people still don’t realize this, that there are still people around who think that the standards of the Hall of Fame are being diminished whenever anybody below the level of Mickey Mantle is inducted. That standard died a long, long time ago.


Beyond that, though, the selection of these eleven men would ultimately make it impossible for the Hall of Fame discussion to reach any kind of firm consensus about who should and should not be selected. Why?


Because they created a gray area, so large that it could never be made dark.


The Old-Timers Committee, in two years, had inducted twenty-one Hall of Famers. In a perfect world they would have inducted the twenty-one best players who weren’t already in. We all know we don’t live in a perfect world, and that’s not the problem. The problem was some of those they had inducted clearly weren’t among the top 210. By honoring players of the caliber of Chesbro, McCarthy, Bresnahan, Jennings, Tinker and Walsh, the Hall of Fame had established a minimum standard of excellence which included dozens of players in every generation.


The BBWAA had refused to elect anyone, and by so doing had handed the keys to the Hall of Fame over to the Old-Timers. This was a scenario which was to be reenacted several more times, and probably will be reenacted again. For fifty years there have been attempts to create a new and more rigorous standard, and for fifty years those efforts have always backfired, ultimately bringing into the Hall of Fame a class of very marginal candidates.


This should not surprise us, for this is what normally happens when we attempt to apply an unreasonable or unpopular standard. What happened in Prohibition? What happens to you when you put on a few pounds, and decide to get rid of them with a crash diet? What happened to the, ah, romantic content of movies after public criticism forced the adoption of a rating code? What happens to a daughter whose father forbids her to date? Unwanted efforts to apply a strict standard will almost always backfire, and bring about the very result which they seek to prevent.


Look at it this way: How many players per decade do you think the Hall of Fame should honor? Four? That would allow us to induct, from the 1940s, DiMaggio, Williams, Musial and Feller, from the 1950s, Mantle, Mays, Spahn and Jackie Robinson, from the 1960s, Aaron, Frank Robinson, Koufax and Gibson.


But how many players would that be, in the Hall of Fame’s history? At four per decade from 1880 to 1980, that would be 40 players. And how many men have we actually honored? About 200.


That means that we have already honored about 160 men who don’t meet your standard. In order to remotely approach that level, we would need to apply vastly different standards to the candidates of the future than we have applied to the candidates of the past.


And it simply won’t work. It’s like a submarine diving too deep: the pressure will build up, and the seals won’t hold. If the standard we use in the future is marginally better than the one we have used in the past, we might get by with it—but if we attempt to apply a standard that is radically different from the standard we have used in the past, this will create the perception of injustice. Fans have very strong feelings about their favorite players; they will not stand to see them treated unfairly. The new standards will yield anger, frustration and dissatisfaction. And sooner or later, the other side is going to seize control of the mechanism, and have things their way. They’re going to rush in a large number of players—my favorite, your favorite, his favorite—and when they do so, they’re going to pick some real clinkers. The end result of trying to apply an artificial standard will always be that the standards will be driven lower.


We should not judge the Old-Timers Committee (Barrow, Quinn, Mercer, Mack, Clark and Webb) without remembering, again, that the world of baseball research, as we know it now, did not exist at that time. Without even a good encyclopedia to refer to, it was a lot harder to put together a file of information on twenty or thirty candidates.


But on the other hand, they could have done a lot better job if they had taken their position more seriously. It’s called research. It’s called homework.


Jim O’Rourke, by the standards we use now, is a reasonably well-qualified Hall of Famer—a lifetime .310 hitter, 2,304 hits, occasionally led the league in something. The problem isn’t Jim O’Rourke. The problem is why Jim O’Rourke? Why O’Rourke rather than Jake Beckley, Billy Hamilton and Sam Thompson, who weren’t in the Hall of Fame at that time? Why O’Rourke rather than Pete Browning and George Van Haltren, who aren’t in the Hall of Fame now?


There’s no answer. It just happened. They focused on O’Rourke almost at random, because they hadn’t done their homework.


The Permanent Committee, at the same time (1945), also added a clause in the rules stating that “Candidates shall be chosen on the basis of playing ability, integrity, sportsmanship, character, and their contribution to the team on which they played and to baseball in general.” I’ll discuss that further in Chapter 27.


Sid Mercer, effective head of the Committee, died in the spring of 1945. His place was taken by Harry Cross of the New York Herald-Tribune, but Cross died within the year, and his seat was taken by Grantland Rice.


In 1946 the Permanent Committee also created the Honor Rolls of Baseball, naming 39 men to be listed. This idea was stillborn, and no one was ever added to the original 39.


If there still existed the slightest glimmer of hope that the voting could ever be made coherent the Permanent Committee extinguished it on December 3, 1946. On that date it was decided (again not by the BBWAA, but by the Permanent Committee) that writers would not be eligible to vote until they had been BBWAA members for at least ten years. At the same time it was also announced that the writers would vote on players active within the last twenty-five years, rather than players since 1900.


The far-reaching consequences of this announcement would not become apparent for many years. The feeling was, you see, that the BBWAA members didn’t know about the older players, that they weren’t qualified to pass judgment on them. If they had known about them, how could they have not elected men like Tinker, Evers and Chance? The BBWAA was filled with young writers who were trying to pass judgment on old players that they didn’t know anything about, so to fix that problem they did two things—require ten years of BBWAA membership, and limit the BBWAA to voting on players of the last twenty-five years.


The Permanent Committee’s interpretation of why the old-time players were not being elected was just wrong. In fact, the BBWAA was trying to elect old-timers, as you can see if you look at the BBWAA nominating vote in 1946:










	1. Frank Chance


	144







	2. Johnny Evers


	130







	3. Miller Huggins


	129







	4. Rube Waddell


	122







	5. Ed Walsh


	115








The voting was entirely dominated by the older stars, despite the fact that there were later players with vastly better credentials. Rube Waddell, with 191 wins, had finished fourth in the vote; Lefty Grove, with 300 wins and fewer losses than Waddell, had finished way down the list. Frank Chance was near 75 percent; Jimmie Foxx had drawn only 26 votes. The problem was structural: There were just so many highly-qualified players available that the writers were unable to focus on any one or two.


To solve this problem, the Permanent Committee had established, for the first time, a “moving boundary” for the baseball writers’ vote. When the Old-Timers had voted on players from baseball’s very early history, up to 1900, then up to 1910, this implied that the job of the Old-Timers committee was temporary. They would pick the Hall of Famers from that era, and then they would go out of existence.


By establishing a moving boundary, the Permanent Committee implied that this was to be a permanent function—and thus essentially created the modern system, in which there are two doors to the Hall of Fame, the BBWAA and the Veterans.


This is an illogical system. The existence of two committees reviewing different groups of players might make sense—one group reviews the American League, one the National, or one reviews pitchers, the other reviews position players. But in this system, both panels reviewed the same players—first one group, then the other.


This implied inevitably that the two panels would use different and unequal standards.


And that made it absolutely clear that there could never be any consensus about what a Hall of Famer was.


They also made, at that time, a trivial change in the way the BBWAA voting was done, which was that on the final vote, the “runoff” election, the twenty candidates would be listed with their vote totals in the first round. Previously, the first-round votes were supposed to be secret, although they had somehow become public.
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