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  Introduction

  Some would call it a labor of love, which in many ways—and days—it was during the nearly quarter of a century that I covered the Cleveland Indians for the (Cleveland) Plain Dealer.

  On the other hand, also in many ways—and, again, many days, during the period after the Tribe’s losing efforts—it wasn’t really a labor of love.

  But the stories that follow often were a large part of the reason for my alleged love affair with the Indians and baseball in general.

  Why so? Because most of them took place in the clubhouse or other semi-private sites, though not always off the field or even out of sight, and/or unheard by the fans in the stands or in front of their television sets.

  Whatever, if nothing else they prove (or should) that ball players are human, too, with their foibles and fables, eccentricities and exaggerations, all of which seldom, if ever, are seen or heard by fans in the stands or those watching in their living room.

  In the case of the Indians, a franchise that began as a charter member of the American League in 1901 and often lost more games than they won (especially during the seasons I covered them), the stories and anecdotes told by a few were better than the way they played the games, and are repeated in this book.

  But the best of the gems were those told by Bob Feller, Gaylord Perry, Al Lopez, Frank Robinson, Dennis Eckersley, and Larry Doby, all of whom (not coincidentally) are in the Hall of Fame; as well as some by several who should be (or could have made it to the hallowed hall of baseball immortals), including Mel Harder, Herb Score, Rocky Colavito, and Sam McDowell. Others are included because . . . well, just because they were very quotable (and not the least of which, they’re very good guys).

  Of course, there are many more Cleveland Indians with stories to tell, and perhaps someday we’ll catch up with them and their amazing stories, too.

  But for now, read and enjoy these guys, as I did for more than a quarter of a century.

  And still do.

  Russell Schneider, 2013


  Joe Adcock

  (First baseman, 1963; manager, 1967)

  On Opening Day, 1967, Joe Adcock’s first—and only—season as a Major League manager, the Indians played the Athletics, who were then based in Kansas City. The A’s were owned by flamboyant Charles O. Finley, who introduced to baseball what he called “wedding gown white” uniforms trimmed in green and gold.

  Finley’s players also wore white shoes, which was another drastic style change. Until then professional baseball teams wore black spikes.

  So when “Jumbo Jim” Nash took the mound and made his first pitch, Adcock bolted out of the Indians dugout, complaining to umpire Larry Napp that the pitcher’s white shoes were “distracting” the Tribe batters. Maybe they did, as Kansas City won, 4–3, with the Indians getting only five hits off Nash.

  Adcock formally protested the loss, citing the distraction of Nash’s white shoes, but it was disallowed by then-American League president Joe Cronin.
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  Among Adcock’s problems was his inability to deal with the media. Early on, when asked by a sportswriter if he thought a certain umpire blew a call against the Indians, he replied, “Does a bear [defecate] in the woods?” which, thereafter, became his standard response to questions he chose to avoid answering.


  Andy Allanson

  (Catcher, 1986–1989)

  After he was selected by the Indians as their second choice in the 1983 amateur draft and was named the catcher on the Major League All-Rookie team in 1986, Andy Allanson’s career quickly careened downhill. At the end, it consisted of 512 games over parts of eight seasons with five teams, including Detroit, Milwaukee, San Francisco, and California, in addition to Cleveland.

  The fault might have been that success came too soon for Allanson. After he batted .263 with five homers and 50 RBIs in 133 games in 1988, Allanson became embroiled in a protracted hassle with the Indians on the contract they offered for 1989. He filed for salary arbitration and, to the dismay of Tribe General Manager Hank Peters, won a healthy increase.

  However, it also cost Allanson his job, which Peters made clear in the wake of the arbitrator’s decision favoring the catcher.

  When asked what Allanson’s future with the Indians would be, Peters replied, “His future is in the past,” and when the 1989 season ended, Allanson was released.


  Robbie Alomar

  (Second baseman, 1999–2001)

  “Even though my brother Sandy is playing for the Chicago White Sox, we stay in touch regularly. We talk on the phone a couple of times a week, although I’m usually the one who does the calling. Sandy always tells me that I should be calling him, because I make more money.”

  Upon joining the Indians in 1999, Robbie said, “I’m not only a player of the game, I’m a student of the game. I watch and learn,” to which Jack McKeon, Alomar’s former manager (San Diego Padres) commented, “You never had to tell Robbie Alomar a thing. He always knew what to do.”


  Sandy Alomar, Jr.

  (Catcher, 1990–2000)

  Upon his acquisition (with Carlos Baerga and Chris James for Joe Carter) from San Diego in 1990, Sandy Alomar played a prominent role in the Indians’ resurgence in winning five consecutive American League Central Division championships.

  After the Indians reached the postseason playoffs in 1995 for the first time in 41 years, clinching the AL Central title on September 8, 1995, Alomar said, “I cried, thinking of all we’d gone through to get to where we are.”
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  Sandy Alomar’s primary problem with the Indians was neither hitting nor catching, but staying healthy, which ended his stint in Cleveland. After his eighth trip to the disabled list with another knee injury in 1999, he shrugged and said, “If 50 guys are standing around in a group and somebody throws a bomb, you can bet it’ll hit me—only me. That’s been the story of my career.”

  Alomar admitted he cried—although he shed what he called “happy” tears—upon being greeted with a standing ovation by the fans in his return to Jacobs Field as a member of the Chicago White Sox on April 2, 2001.

  “It was a very touching, very sentimental time for me, after so many years with the Indians, and going through so many tough times [1990–1994] and then so many very good times [1995–2000],” he said. “I’ll always remember being a part of the family of this city.”


  Max Alvis

  (Third baseman, 1962–1969)

  “Once, early in my career when my sons Max and Steve were very young, they were playing ball in the backyard and trying to identify with big leaguers. I heard Max say, ‘I’m going to be Rocky Colavito,’ and then David said, ‘OK, I’ll be Fred Whitfield.’

  “I hollered out the window, ‘Hey, you guys, why don’t you want to be Max Alvis?’ and one of them replied, ‘Aw, dad, you strike out too much.’”

  [image: image]

  “Everybody knows that Chicago is called the ‘Windy City,’ but nobody knows it better than I do—from personal experience.

  “We were playing the White Sox in Chicago [in 1966] and the wind caused me the greatest embarrassment of my baseball career. It was late in the game, we were in the field and a foul ball was popped up in my direction [third base]. I backpedaled to get under it, but the wind started taking the ball out toward left field. The thought crossed my mind that the ball was drifting quite a bit, but I figured I was OK, because I was in foul territory.

  “So I kept backpedaling and, just as I reached up to catch the ball, I tripped over third base and fell backwards. The back of my head hit the ground, and the ball landed a couple of feet away. It was still foul, but the batter got a life and subsequently got a hit. I was very embarrassed . . . and the fact that we lost the game made it worse.

  “In a way—make that a couple of ways—it was kind of funny, as I found out later. While I was backpedaling to get under the ball, Herb Score, who was broadcasting the game on the radio, saw what was developing and was hollering into the microphone, ‘Watch out for the bag! Watch out for the bag!’ I know that because people in Cleveland who were listening to the game told me.

  “Something else that’s funny—now, but not then—is that Brownie [Larry Brown] was playing shortstop and [Manager] Birdie Tebbetts jumped all over him for not backing me up and catching the ball himself. But to my face, Birdie just shook his head and said, ‘Max, I’ve been in baseball 30 years and I’ve never seen anything like that. Never.’ I never did either.

  “But that still wasn’t the end of it. After the game we flew to California to play the Angels. When I went out on the field for batting practice, [Angels shortstop] Jim Fregosi saw me and flopped down on the ground and started rolling around, laughing. He told me, ‘Max, that was the funniest thing I ever saw the first time, and it was even funnier on instant replay.’

  “See, the game was on national television and, not only did they show it when it happened, they kept on replaying it.”

  After being traded by the Tribe and then retiring from the Milwaukee Brewers in 1970, Max Alvis went to work for a bank in Jasper, Texas, and eventually became its president.

  “I guess you can say I got to be president of the bank kind of like the way I learned to play third base. You get enough bad hops, and pretty soon you can handle them. I made enough mistakes at the bank and learned from them, just as I did in baseball.”


  Tony Amato

  (Indians clubhouse manager, 2002–)

  Tony Amato’s memories of Albert Belle remain vivid—particularly an incident that occurred in 1995.

  “A. B. [Belle] complained that it was too cold in the clubhouse and asked me, ‘Tony, did you do this? . . . Did you turn the thermostat down during the game?’ I told him I didn’t, and he went around the clubhouse asking guys if they did it, but nobody admitted they’d turned it down.

  “So he went to his locker, grabbed a bat, and said, ‘I’ll make sure no one turns it down again,’ and smashed the thermostat to pieces. That was it. We all looked at each other, but nobody said anything until A. B. left the room. Then it was like, ‘Holy cow!’ We couldn’t believe what he did.”

  (In his next paycheck, Belle was docked the cost of replacing the thermostat and repairing the damage done to the wall.)


  Brian Anderson

  (Pitcher, 1996–1997, 2003)

  During a Spring Training bus trip to Vero Beach, Florida, to play Los Angeles in 2003, Brian Anderson suddenly realized he’d forgotten his equipment bag. It meant he had no baseball cleats and no glove, which he needed because he was scheduled to pitch against the Dodgers that day.

  “When we got to Vero,” he said, “I borrowed a car and went shopping at a Wal-Mart and Champs Sporting Goods store. I bought a glove at Wal-Mart for $24.95 and a pair of spikes at Champs for $65. The glove was beautiful two-tone ready-to-play leather—but it was a softball glove, nothing I would use if I didn’t have to.”

  As it turned out, Anderson ruefully recalled, “Naturally, I got three comebackers that day, although I’ve got to say, the glove worked fine.”

  Afterward he gave it away.
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  “When I was growing up in Geneva, [Ohio], the Indians were the team my family and I always rooted for, always hoped they’d do well. I listened to all their games on the radio, and I’ll never forget the time—I was three or four years old—when my sister and I had our pictures taken with Brett Butler. It was at one of those photo days at the old Stadium, and he had each of us on his knees. That was really neat. My mom still has that photo.

  “Those were what [the media] call the ‘bad old days,’ but to me they were good. I mean the players were good. All of them.

  “I was very disappointed when the Indians let me get away in the [1997] expansion draft [to Arizona], but it turned out to be a tremendous break for me. The Diamondbacks gave me the ball and gave me the opportunity to pitch, which I probably would not have gotten in Cleveland. In those days if you had a rough outing, they’d send you back to Buffalo and bring up somebody else.”
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  Anderson returned to the Tribe as a free agent in 2003, but with a record of 9–10 on August 25, he was traded to Kansas City for two minor leaguers and subsequently re-signed with the Royals in 2004.

  However, Anderson struggled early in the season and, with a 7.71 earned run average, was demoted by the Royals to the bullpen, after which he was his own severest critic. “Nobody is this bad . . . I mean nobody in pro ball,” he said. “You could take some kid in rookie ball, give him 10 or 11 starts and he would not do what I’ve done. Nobody can possibly be this bad—but I am.

  “It’s no fun being me . . . not this season.”


  Alan Ashby

  (Catcher, 1973–1976)

  “I often think about our teams of the early 1970s, all the good young players we had and how great it might have been if we could have stayed together longer than we did,” Alan Ashby said.

  Among them were former teammates Ray Fosse, Rick Manning, Duane Kuiper, Buddy Bell, George Hendrick, Dennis Eckersley, Chris Chambliss, Dick Tidrow, Charlie Spikes, John Lowenstein, and Rick Waits, along with veterans Gaylord Perry and Frank Robinson, who took over as Tribe manager in 1975.

  During Ashby’s four seasons in Cleveland, the Indians finished above .500 only once, 81–78 in 1976, but as he pointed out, “A lot of the guys we had back then went on to have good careers with other teams.

  “We also had some guys who are now talking good games.”

  The former players turned broadcasters are Kuiper for the San Francisco Giants, Fosse for the Oakland Athletics, Manning for the Indians, Lowenstein, a former radio and television “voice” of the Baltimore Orioles, and Ashby for the Houston Astros.

  Ashby has been calling Astros games on the air since 1998 after retiring from a 17-year playing career with the Indians, Toronto, and Houston.


  Ken Aspromonte

  (Second baseman, 1960–1962; manager, 1972–1974)

  “I grew up in Brooklyn in a very tough neighborhood where it was always a dog-eat-dog atmosphere, which probably was the reason I was so hot-tempered as a player,” Ken Aspromonte said. “In retrospect, I realize my temper kept me on the bench a lot. I took everything so personally.

  “I think I was a pretty good player. . . . I had good statistics, especially in the minor leagues, but once I got to the big leagues, I let my temper get the best of me. I started fighting myself. I took everything too personally, which hurt me as a player, especially after I got to the big leagues.”
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  After a mediocre seven-year playing career with six Major League teams and three seasons in the Japanese Central League, Aspromonte managed in the minor leagues for four years. He was hired by Gabe Paul to pilot the Indians in 1972, a job he held for three seasons, compiling an overall won-lost record of 220-260.

  Looking back at the time he was fired and replaced by Frank Robinson, who became Major League Baseball’s first black manager, Aspromonte said, “Attendance was down and the team was bad. A fall guy was needed, and I was it.

  “But I have no regrets about not being in baseball anymore. It probably will mean I’ll live a little longer than if I were still in the game.”


  Bobby Avila

  (Second baseman, 1949–1958)

  Late in the Indians’ pennant-winning season of 1954, when they set an American League record (since broken) by winning 111 games, Bobby Avila was batting in the high .380s and told reporters, “If I hit .375 or better, I will run for president of Mexico.”

  As it turned out, Avila did neither, although he won the batting championship with a .341 average, was a member of the AL All-Star team, and finished third in the balloting for the Most Valuable Player award.

  “I was only kidding about running for president. . . . I was not a politician,” he said during a recent visit to Cleveland.

  But still, after he retired from baseball, Avila served a term as mayor of Vera Cruz, his hometown.

  “I was born in Vera Cruz, I grew up in Vera Cruz, I was married in Vera Cruz, I was the mayor of Vera Cruz, and when I die, I will be buried in Vera Cruz,” he said.

  A few months after attending a reunion of the 1954 Indians in Cleveland, Avila died in Vera Cruz on October 26, 2004, of complications from diabetes. He was 84.


  Joe Azcue

  (Catcher, 1963–1969)

  “When the Indians got me, I was playing at [Class AAA] Portland [in the Kansas City Athletics] farm system. I had started with Cincinnati, they traded me to Kansas City [in 1962]. When Spring Training ended in 1963, they said they were sending me to Portland to get me in better shape because they were going to do some changing around. I joined the Portland team in Hawaii, which was very nice, and then I returned to Portland with the team.

  “My wife and daughter Angela, who had just been bom, met me there, and we got an apartment. A couple days later I was told, ‘Joe, we traded you to the Indians, and you have to go to Cleveland right away.’ I thought they were kidding. I said, ‘Bull—. I just got here, so did my wife and baby. We just bought a car, and now I have to go to Cleveland?’ Then I said it again. ‘Bull—. I just got here, and I am not going to Cleveland.’

  “But then [Indians General Manager] Gabe Paul called me. He and [Manager] Birdie Tebbetts knew me from when they were in Cincinnati and Gabe signed me, and I knew I had to go. So I flew all night—about seven hours in a propeller plane—with my wife and baby to Cleveland. I had to leave my car at the airport in Portland and ask a guy to sell it for me. We didn’t know a soul in Cleveland, and we got there just in time for me to go to the ballpark for a double-header.

  “The only person I knew on the team was Pedro Ramos. He let my wife and baby stay with his family because, right after the double header, the Indians were leaving on a road trip. It was crazy. There’s my wife with a brand new baby and she doesn’t know anybody in town. Isn’t that amazing?

  “When I got to the ballpark, I told [Coach] Mel Harder that I flew all night and did not get any sleep. He said, ‘Why don’t you just go out to the bullpen and take a nap. We won’t use you unless we need you.’

  “So I’m out in the bullpen sleeping, and in the fourth inning of the first game [catcher John] Romano got hit with a foul tip and broke his hand. They woke me up and said I had to go in the game to catch. I think it was either Gary Bell or Mudcat Grant who was pitching. I was still half asleep; I didn’t know any of the pitchers, not even their names.

  “But I had a great day. I hit a home run and got a couple more hits, and we won both games. With Romano hurt I was the only [healthy] catcher for almost a month. But I had a great season, and that’s when somebody started calling me the ‘Immortal Cuban.’ The rest is history. I was making $8,500 that season, which was a lot of money then, and I was very happy with it.”
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  “Here’s what it was like to catch Sam McDowell, how he always wanted to call his own pitches. He’d brush up or down with his glove against his uniform shirt to add or subtract from the number I would give him. Sometimes he would cross himself up—not just me, but himself. I don’t know why. Maybe because he didn’t know how to add or subtract.

  “A lot of times I didn’t know what Sam was going to throw, and I would tell the umpire and the hitter that I didn’t. They would say, ‘What! Are you crazy or something?’ I’d say, ‘No, I’m serious,’ and the hitter would say, ‘Aw, come on,’ and I would say again, ‘No, really I don’t know.’ Maybe that helped Sam. I don’t know.

  “Sometimes, when I didn’t know what was coming, I’d just duck and the ball would go back to the backstop. When that would happen, Sam would call me out to the mound and I’d yell to him, ‘No, no, you come here,’ and the umpire would get mad and say, ‘You guys better get together.’

  “That was Sam. But he was a helluva pitcher. The best left-hander I ever caught.”
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  “Let me tell you about [Manager] Birdie Tebbetts. Anytime somebody on the team would say that famous big word, you know, the four letter one that starts with an ‘F,’ Birdie would fine him $50. And if we used the famous big word with ‘mother’ in front of it, it would cost us twice as much, $100. So what we did, we changed it around and instead of saying the words, we’d call somebody, ‘Hey, you two big words,’ and Birdie couldn’t fine us.

  “One time in Chicago a guy was ragging on me. I got mad and yelled to him, ‘Hey, shut up you mother . . . you know.’ But before I could finish it, Birdie stopped me and said, ‘Joe, it’ll cost you a hundred to finish it. But I was so mad at the guy, I said to Birdie, ‘That’s OK. Put me down for two hundred,’ and I called the guy those two big words twice.

  “After the game Birdie called me into his office and said, ‘Joe, my son, be a professional. Don’t say things like that,’ and after that I didn’t.”
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  It was during the “bad old days” of Cleveland baseball that Joe Azcue—a.k.a. the “Immortal Cuban”—played for the Indians and still finds it hard to understand why the team was so bad back then.

  “Look at the starting pitchers we had,” said Azcue, naming Sam McDowell, Luis Tiant, Sonny Siebert, and Steve Hargan. “We should have won a couple of pennants because nobody in the league had better starters, except we didn’t have the middle relievers we needed.

  “I’ll never forget the time Tiant came up [from Class AAA Portland on July 19, 1964,] and blew away the Yankees [3–0, with a four-hitter, striking out 11]. It was amazing, although I wasn’t surprised because I had faced him in Cuba before we both came to the United States, and I knew how good he was.”
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  “Another game I’ll never forget was one that McDowell pitched for us in 1963. [Manager] Birdie Tebbetts called Sam and me into his office before the game and told Sam, ‘If you throw anything except a fastball or a change-up, it will cost each of you $100,’ which was a lot of money then. We followed Birdie’s orders, and Sam shut out the Yankees even though they figured out what was happening—that Sam wasn’t going to throw anything but fastballs and change-ups.

  “Yogi Berra came up to the plate late in the game and said, ‘Geez, Joe, we know what’s coming, and we still can’t hit it. The kid is too tough.’”
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  “When I got traded to Boston in 1969 the guy who was the manager, Dick Williams, told me, ‘Look at the way we pitch over here,’ like it was something real good. I said to him, ‘Damn, you must play with a different kind of ball, or something, huh?’ I guess he didn’t like the way I said it, because a week passed and I did not play very much. They were using me as mop-up. Not like what they told me when they traded for me.

  “[Then] we went to Minnesota and in the last game of the series Williams called me in from the bullpen to pinch hit. I walked all the way to the plate and [umpire] Tom Haller said, ‘What are you doing? Hurry up, the beer is getting warm.’ I said, ‘This is my last game with this team, why should I hurry?’ He didn’t believe me, but it was.

  “I swung three times and went back to the dugout. Williams screamed at me, ‘You so and so, that will cost you $100.’ I said to him, ‘You know what you can do—you can kiss my Cuban ass,’ and I put all my stuff in a grocery sack and walked out. He yelled, ‘You cannot walk out on us, you cannot quit,’ and I said, ‘Watch me. Watch the door hit my ass,’ and I did. I walked out.

  “I called my wife to come and pick me up and we drove back to Overland Park, [Kansas]. That was sometime in May. Then my phone started to ring. The reporters in Boston called me. Lots of people called me. Other teams, too. They wanted to know if something was wrong with me. I said no, not with me, with Williams. I said I wouldn’t play for that guy. All they wrote in Boston was that I was hard to handle, stuff like that. Finally they made a deal for me with California for Tom Satriano.

  “When I got to Boston with the Angels, all the fans booed me, worst I ever was booed. But I just smiled and doffed my hat and then they liked me again. They started clapping their hands. But Williams never said anything to me, and I didn’t say anything to him. He was still pissed off at me, and I was still pissed off at him.“But then, 30-some years later I was at one of those old-timers games and so was Williams. When he saw me he asked, ‘Hey, are you still a grouch?’ and I said to him, ‘My God, get a life,’ and then I called him a name, but he didn’t hear that part, which was a good thing.”


  Carlos Baerga

  (Second and third baseman, 1990–1996, 1999)

  “I was shocked when the Indians traded me [on July 29, 1996], but it probably was the best thing that ever happened to me because I became a Christian after leaving Cleveland,” Carlos Baerga said. (His free-wheeling lifestyle was the reason he was dealt to the New York Mets.)

  And, just as the trade initially upset Baerga, Tribe fans also were outspokenly angered by the deal. The day after it was made an airplane circled Jacobs Field pulling a banner that read, “Trade [John] Hart, Not Baerga.”

  One of the reasons they hated to see Baerga leave was best elicited in a comment by longtime play-by-play announcer and former pitcher Herb Score, who once said about Baerga: “He’s fearless. If a freight train were bearing down on him [at second base], I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d stay in there and complete the double play.”


  Danys Baez

  (Pitcher, 2001–2003)

  Before he was allowed to leave as a free agent to sign with the Tampa Bay Devil Rays, Danys Baez looked back on his career in Cleveland and said, “The toughest hitter I’ve faced is [Seattle’s] Edgar Martinez. He always seemed to be so comfortable at the plate against me. It was like he looked out at me and said, ‘Danys Baez . . . who is he? I’m going to hit this guy, and I don’t care how hard he throws the ball or what he throws.’

  “And then he did hit me, usually.”


  Scott Bailes

  (Pitcher, 1986–1989)

  “One of the biggest thrills of my baseball career was in 1987 when I was on the same pitching staff as two Hall of Famers, Steve Carlton and Phil Niekro,” Scott Bailes said. “I tried not to show it ... you know, I tried to be real cool around them, but it was hard. Especially after I saved a game for Niekro.

  “It was against the Detroit Tigers [on June 1, 1987]. We beat them 9-6, and it gave Phil and his brother Joe the record for the most Major League victories [530] by two brothers. Until that game they had lost four or five games in a row, and their families had been flying all over both leagues to be with one of them when he would have won the game that broke the record.

  “When I replaced Phil in the eighth inning, he warned me, ‘Don’t blow this [expletive] game. ... Joe and I have been trying too long to win one.’ Afterward Phil autographed one of his gloves, and he also gave me the pair of spikes he wore. I have them in my trophy room at home.”
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  Bailes went on to pitch for California from 1990 to 1992 and retired.

  Well, sort of.

  As he admitted, “I went home to Springfield, Missouri, and didn’t touch a baseball, not even to play catch, until the summer of 1996 when I started playing in an over-30 league, pitching and playing some first base. It was just a beer league; we never practiced, just played one night a week, and at the end of the season we spent our own money to go to a tournament in Arizona. We played three games, lost two of them and were eliminated, then played golf for three more days, and went home.

  “At the time Dan O’Brien, Jr. was the assistant general manager of the Texas Rangers and saw me pitch in the tournament. He called me and said, ‘Hey, you’re throwing harder now than you ever did,’ and asked if I’d be interested in playing pro ball again. At first I said no, that I had gone to the tournament only to be with my buddies and play some golf with them. He told me, ‘Well, if you decide you have an interest [in making a comeback], call me.’ “When I told my wife and kids about it they encouraged me to give it a try. My kids were at the age then where it was kind of cool for them to know someone in the big leagues, especially if it was their father, so I called O’Brien and asked if he was serious. He said he was, and I told him, ‘If I try it, I’d need at least a month to work out and get in shape because I don’t want to embarrass myself.’

  “He agreed, and I went to winter ball [1996-1997] and pitched great. I had an ERA of two-something against a lot of Major League hitters and went to Spring Training with the Rangers as a non-roster invitee. I had a great Spring Training; I think I gave up only one run in 14 or 15 innings and agreed to go to [Class AAA] Oklahoma City because it was close to home. The wife and kids could come down to see me and then go home when I went on the road. I kind of planned to finish the season in Triple A and enjoy myself and then fade into the sunset as a washed-up 3 5-year-old left-hander.

  “But in the middle of the [1997] season, injuries to a couple of [Texas] pitchers changed my plans. The Rangers’ plans, too. They called me up, and I had the best three-month run that I ever had in the big leagues. I was relieving, pitching the seventh and eighth innings and setting up for [closer] John Wetteland, and did great. I had a two something ERA and made the team again in 1998.

  “But then, about three-quarters through the season I got a sore shoulder and the Rangers’ doctor started giving me cortisone shots. We were winning and heading into the playoffs, where I’d never been, and I was determined to stay on the roster and go to Yankee Stadium to pitch against New York. So I kept pitching—and getting cortisone—but when we got swept by the Yankees in the first round of the playoffs, that proved to be it for me.

  “I had arm surgery to repair a couple of small tears in the rotator cuff that had become major tears, and my biceps tendon also had become detached, and they fixed that, too. I went to Spring Training in 1999, and although my arm didn’t hurt anymore, it was dead. I couldn’t throw 70 miles an hour, and it was all over for me.

  “But I guess it was a pretty amazing comeback while it lasted. Some PR guy somewhere told me that it was the longest non-injury layoff or retirement from baseball ever in the Major Leagues, except for during World War I and World War II when guys came back from the service to resume their careers.”


  Len Barker

  (Pitcher, 1979–1983)

  “A week or so before I pitched my perfect game [May 15, 1981], we were playing the Blue Jays in Toronto and Bert Blyleven was pitching. He had a no-hitter going for eight innings, and when the [last half of the] ninth began, Dave Garcia, our manager, took Joe Charboneau out of left field and put Larry Littleton in for defense. So what happens? The first ball hit to left field—a catchable ball—Littleton lost it in the lights, or whatever, and it fell for a double, which turned out to be the only hit off Blyleven.

  “The following week we were playing Toronto again, this time in Cleveland, and I had the perfect game going for eight innings. Between innings, while we were batting, I felt like I had the plague. Once, I sat down next to [Manager] Dave Garcia and he got up and walked away without saying a word. Then, before I went out for the ninth, Garcia came over to me and said, ‘You want me to take Joe [Charboneau] out of left field and put Larry [Littleton] in for defense?’ He was serious, and I immediately thought about what happened a week earlier in Toronto.

  “I said to Dave, ‘If you take out Joe, take me out, too.’ I remembered how Littleton screwed up Blyleven’s no-hitter. So Garcia didn’t take Joe out of the game, though he wouldn’t have gotten a chance to screw it up anyway. I got the first two batters, and then Ernie Whitt, a pinch hitter, was the last one. He hit a routine fly to center, and I knew it was over because Rick Manning was out there—not Littleton.”


  Gene Bearden

  (Pitcher, 1947–1950)

  As a rookie left-hander, Gene Bearden pitched—and won—perhaps the single-most important game in the Indians’ first 100 years. He beat the Red Sox, 8–3, in Boston’s Fenway Park, with a five-hitter in an unprecedented, one-game playoff for the pennant in 1948 for his 20th victory of the season.

  Then Bearden went on to win the third game of the World Series, beating the Boston Braves, 2–0, and three days later, working in relief of Bob Lemon, saved the Indians’ 4–3 victory in the deciding sixth game.

  Bearden threw all the standard pitches—fastball, curve, slider, change-up—though there were two others that might have contributed more heavily to his success, at least in 1948. That was the only one of his seven Major League seasons in which he won more than eight games.

  “I had a pretty good spitball,” he later confessed, “though my knuckleball was my best pitch. It was the knuckleball that got me where I went. It had a downward rotation that made the ball drop when it got to the plate.”

  [image: image]

  Comparing the way the game was played during his career (1947–53), Bearden said, “Times are so different now. If you’re a pitcher, you can’t pitch inside, or the batters will come out after you. They also did in my day, though they never got far, because Mr. Hegan [Tribe catcher Jim Hegan] would stop them before they got halfway.

  “One who tried was Dave Philley [an outfielder who played for the White Sox in 1948, and became a member of the Indians in 1954]. Mr. Philley didn’t like it that I was pitching him tight and started out [to the mound], but he didn’t make it. Mr. Hegan made sure of that.”

  Bearden had pitched Philley “tight”—or as he subsequently admitted, even tighter—to “protect” Larry Doby who, as the American League’s first black player in 1947, was the target of much verbal abuse by opposing players.

  “I had thrown the ball tighter than tight to Mr. Philley, actually behind him, and I guarantee it wasn’t a knuckleball either. That’s the way we protected Larry against the guys who gave him a bad time. They usually got the message. If they didn’t the first time, we kept sending it to them.

  “There were a few who were pretty bad in St. Louis, Bob Dillinger and Al Zarilla in particular. But we handled them in our own way. We threw behind them. Sometimes even between their legs.”

  [image: image]

  It was a well-known fact that Boudreau and Indians vice president Hank Greenberg were not on the best of terms in 1948, and team owner Bill Veeck, of course, usually sided with Greenberg. Prior to the playoff game in Boston against the Red Sox, Bearden overheard Boudreau arguing with Greenberg and Veeck as he walked through the dugout to go to the bullpen to warm up.

  “They [Veeck and Greenberg] were raising hell with Lou because he was going to play [outfielder] Allie Clark at first base. I don’t think they were mad because I was pitching; it’s just that they wanted Eddie Robinson to play first base.

  “Finally I heard Lou say, ‘[Clark] is going to play first base . . . you can fire me if you want, but it will have to be after the game,’ and that’s the way it was left.

  “Something else I’ll never forget was what Clark said to me before I made my first pitch: ‘Don’t you dare throw over here and try to pick somebody off. Remember—I never played first base before.’

  [image: image]

  “I was crazy about Bill [Veeck], but I didn’t have that same opinion of Greenberg. I never argued with him. . . . I just tell people what I think. What I told Greenberg [during contract negotiations in 1950] was that everybody couldn’t be a Hall of Famer like he was, and that he ought to learn how to treat people. That was it. Just a clash of personalities between him and me.”


  Buddy Bell

  (Third baseman/outfielder, 1972–1978; coach, 1994–1995, 2003–2005)

  “It was the start of my Major League career, and it should have been one of the best times of my life, but it wasn’t. Not at first. It was scary. We didn’t know what to do,” recalled Buddy Bell about 1972 when he and two fellow rookies, pitcher Dick Tidrow and second baseman Jack Brohamer, made the team and were heading to Cleveland to open the season.

  “The three of us had played at [Class AAA] Wichita in 1971, and you can imagine how excited we were to be in the big leagues. But before we were to go to Cleveland, we played exhibition games en route, after leaving Tucson [Spring Training], and the last two were in New Orleans against the Chicago Cubs.

  “It was right after the first game—I don’t remember if we won or lost—that Steve Mingori and Ray Fosse, who were our player representatives, held a meeting and told us that the players association was going on strike. The three of us had no clue as to what it meant for us, but as we found out, we were stuck in New Orleans with about $30 among the three of us and no credit cards.

  “What happened was that Hammer’s [Brohammer’s] dad drove Jack’s car over from Spring Training and then flew back to his home in California, and we started for Cleveland. But to make matters worse, we almost got in a wreck. I was driving, Tidrow was in the passenger seat, and Hammer was in the back, sleeping. It happened near Newport, Kentucky. The car was a [Plymouth] Duster, and the brakes were the kind that, you know, if you pushed on the pedal real hard, the brakes locked up and the car would skid, which is what happened. We wound up doing a 360 in the median [of the freeway]. Fortunately, we didn’t hit anything. All of our suitcases fell on top of Hammer in the backseat, but otherwise, we were OK.

  “Somehow we made it to my parents’ home in Cincinnati before we ran out of money. My mom and dad took us in, and we stayed with them a couple of days, but, being rookies, we still didn’t know what to do. Finally, we drove to Cleveland. The strike was still on, so we stayed with friends and waited to see what was going to happen.

  “A couple of days later an agreement was reached, and the season started. Graig Nettles was the Indians’ third baseman then, and a couple of outfielders got hurt in Spring Training so [Manager] Ken Aspromonte put me in right field, even though I had never played the outfield before that spring. I was scared that I’d screw up, but I never let anybody know. Actually, I told [Aspromonte and the coaches] that I had played some in the outfield because I really wanted to make the team and figured that was my only chance.
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