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For female athletes, past, present, and future




PROLOGUE


For most of the year, the weeds are so overgrown that you can’t even make out the chain-link fence, let alone the field. If you happened to drive by it, which would be unlikely, given its isolated location on the outskirts of a residential area, you probably wouldn’t notice it at all. Only if you walk up close to the fence and peer carefully through the dense plant life do the dugout and the wooden bleachers where thousands of fans used to sit become visible. The field is a Superfund site now, sealed off by the Environmental Protection Agency after piles of asbestos and other toxic pollutants were found buried there. But for more than three decades, it was Memorial Field, home to the legendary Brakettes softball team. Women used to come from all over the country just for the chance to play there.


Raybestos, the company that owned the team, built the field for its employees in the 1940s. It was within walking distance of the company’s manufacturing facility on Frog Pond Lane so that workers could go straight to practice when their shifts were over. It had state-of-the-art field lights and a giant scoreboard, making it nicer than many minor league baseball stadiums. A restaurant, fittingly called the Frog Pond Restaurant, even opened up down the road and began advertising itself as the place to go for food and wine “before, between, and after the games.”


Stratford, Connecticut, was an unlikely location for a champion softball team. Historically, the other top teams came from the West Coast or large Midwestern cities such as Detroit or Chicago, where the sport was the most popular. Stratford, meanwhile, was a small town nestled between Long Island Sound and the Housatonic River, primarily known for its lighthouse and Shakespearean namesake. But Bill Simpson, the eccentric owner and general manager of the Raybestos facility, had become enthralled with fastpitch. He had never been much of an athlete himself, although he lettered in soccer and tennis as a student at Williams College. Once he saw his first fastpitch game, he was hooked, however, and he was determined to have the best men’s and women’s teams in the nation.


The Cardinals, the Raybestos men’s fastpitch team, were good, but it was the Brakettes, named after the brake linings that the company produced, who made sports history. Between 1958 and 1978, the team won fifteen national championships and made the finals all but one time. They were the New York Yankees of softball. For women, who had been banned from baseball and had few athletic options at school, the Brakettes represented a rare opportunity to not only play sports, but play at a competitive level. Girls found out about the team through word of mouth—in those days every town seemed to have at least one fastpitch enthusiast—and if they made the cut, they would move up North, get a job, usually at Raybestos, and find a place to live. Many stayed with the team for years, even decades.


Fastpitch wasn’t the only company-sponsored amateur sport—companies also had leagues for bowling, basketball, volleyball, and even sailing in some states—but it was by far the largest, with hundreds of thousands of men’s and women’s teams across the United States in the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s, and was the most popular with fans. It was also one of the oldest company sports. The trend dated back to the early 1900s, when factories adopted fastpitch as a way to keep workers in shape and boost morale.


Then, in 1933, fastpitch became a spectator sport, when it made its national debut at the Chicago World’s Fair. After that, the company teams started selling tickets to their games, and they quickly became community events. People went to cheer on their coworkers and neighbors, spreading out blankets on the grass if there weren’t enough seats in the stands. Having men’s and women’s teams meant twice the number of games to attend and doubled the chances of victory. When the teams won, the entire town celebrated.


The level of play of top teams such as the Brakettes was orders of magnitude above that of today’s company softball teams, most of which are of the laid-back slowpitch variety. The top fastpitch players were akin to professional athletes: they trained year-round, and for many of them, the sport was the main focus of their lives. Women cleaned and ironed their team uniforms with such care an onlooker might assume they were handling priceless works of art. Many put off marriage and school and left their families behind to play on the best teams. They spent their spring and summer weekends traveling to and from regional and national games, usually by car or bus and often on their own dime.


Fastpitch was the first team sport that women got to play seriously. It wasn’t a gimmick or a show, and it was stable and established, which meant that players could develop their skills over time and not have to worry about whether the league would still be around the next year. The women who played on the Brakettes and other strong fastpitch teams were among the most prominent female athletes of the twentieth century. They appeared on television shows, such as CBS Sports Spectacular, and helped pave the way for Title IX, the 1972 law that required American schools that receive federal money to provide athletic opportunities for female students. They were also some of the first female athletes to have their own professional sports league.


Today, fastpitch is primarily a women’s high school and college sport. The competitive adult teams made up of male and female workers are long gone, along with most of the companies that sponsored them. Raybestos’s downfall was particularly dramatic. In the late 1970s, town and state officials discovered that the company had been using its softball field, along with several other areas in town, to dump asbestos waste from its manufacturing facility (the bestos in the company name stood for “asbestos,” the main component of the brake linings). Ten years later, the company was bankrupt and facing a slew of lawsuits. Investigations revealed that Raybestos had been exposing the townspeople to asbestos, lead, and other toxins for decades. In the 1940s and ’50s, the company even gave residents free samples of asbestos-laced sludge from its factory and encouraged them to use it as fill soil in their yards.


The Stratford cleanup effort, considered one of the most extensive in US history, has taken more than two decades and cost tens of millions of dollars. Few of the town’s residents have kind words to say about Raybestos these days. The Brakettes emerged from the scandal unscathed, however. The team still exists, albeit in a much-reduced form. Most of the players on the roster are college students from the New England region, and most of the fans in the stands are their families rather than townspeople. The season only lasts two months, from early June to early August, and afterward, the players go back to school or transition into coaching jobs or other careers. It’s a temporary stop on the way to somewhere else rather than the permanent destination it once was.


Other influential fastpitch teams from the company-sponsored era live on in memorial names—for example, the Erv Lind Stadium in Portland, Oregon’s Normandale Park, which commemorates the championship-winning Erv Lind Florists softball team. Many more have been forgotten, though. Florida used to have some of the country’s strongest fastpitch teams, but in the 1990s, parents had to sue just to get the state’s high schools to offer the sport. School administrators resisted the change, saying they didn’t have people on staff who knew the game well enough to coach it. Had baseball not been so unwelcoming toward women, fastpitch might not be around today at all.


Softball was invented in the 1800s as an indoor game, played with a broomstick and a balled-up boxing glove. In the sport’s nearly 130-year history, it has been, at various points, an Olympic sport and a traveling vaudeville act and has been called many names—mush ball, lightning ball, kitten ball—but above all, it was inclusive, not just of women, but of people of all different shapes and sizes and from all different walks of life. It was an everyman’s game that also appealed to outsiders and amassed tens of millions of fans around the world without ever becoming mainstream.


Although few realize it today, fastpitch had a profound effect on the way Americans consume and participate in sports. Softball players couldn’t generally expect to get rich. They played for themselves and their teams, and if they were good enough, they got to travel around the country and sometimes even overseas. The story of fastpitch is the story of these players, who lived in relative anonymity but accomplished extraordinary things.




CHAPTER 1


Softball is by no means fashioned only for males. Women not only play it well, they add grace and charm to a sport that is rapidly gaining popularity to surpass any other American game.


—Arthur Noren, Softball with Official Rules


·  ·  ·


Bertha packed her suitcases neatly and deliberately, as she always did, making sure to keep her glove and other athletic gear separate from the skirts and blouses she would be wearing to the office. The next morning she would be moving across the country to a town nearly three thousand miles away where she knew no one. A man in Connecticut had offered her a job with his company if she would play on his softball team, and to her great surprise, she had accepted. It was 1956, and she was thirty-four years old, and her daughter and only child, Janice, was thirteen.


Before the job offer, Bertha hadn’t considered leaving California. With the exception of a few years spent in Texas during World War II, she had lived there her whole life. She grew up in a small farming town outside Fresno and had a long list of friends and family in Orange County, where she had established herself as one of the best fastpitch pitchers in the country. She had led her team, the Orange Lionettes, to multiple national titles, and her success had made her a local celebrity. Fans would stop by her house looking for autographs, and MGM studios had hired her to teach Lana Turner how to pitch for the 1947 movie Cass Timberlane, which also starred Spencer Tracy.


Bertha was happy playing for the Lionettes, but it was rumored that the team would soon be losing its sponsorship. Some of her teammates were considering joining other California teams. Bertha was ready for a more drastic change, though. Bill Simpson, the man from Connecticut, was serious about softball, and he had a lot of money to spend on it. He had already paid for her to fly out to visit the town, an almost-unheard-of extravagance at a time when a cross-country plane ticket cost upward of $200, or nearly $2,000 in today’s dollars. He had also assured Bertha that she and the team would be provided with the highest-quality uniforms and equipment available.


She had never played for what could be called a well-funded team before, and although money was hardly her main concern, she had to admit she liked the idea of it. Moving to New England would mean saying good-bye to summer days at Laguna Beach and pitching for a team that had barely played in a national tournament, let alone won one. She enjoyed a challenge, however, and what better way to prove that she was the best than to take a small team few people had heard of and turn it into a national champion?


By spring, Bertha and Simpson had a formal arrangement: She would spend her summers in Connecticut, working for him and playing on his softball team. Then, when the softball season was over, she would return to California and work in his company’s Los Angeles office. That way, she could avoid the New England winters, and Simpson wouldn’t be breaking the softball league’s residence rules, which prohibited teams from bringing in out-of-town players just for the season, even though that was exactly what he was doing. She and her daughter, Janice, would come out to Connecticut as soon as the school year had ended. Her husband, Jim Ragan, would be staying back in Orange County, at least for the time being.


Simpson would be taking care of all of Bertha’s housing and travel expenses. He also agreed to bring over Jo An Kammeyer, Bertha’s catcher from the Lionettes, and to give her a job at the company, too. Softball players didn’t usually receive such VIP treatment, but it wasn’t unprecedented. Fastpitch may have been an amateur sport, but it was fiercely competitive. Many of the teams came from towns that were too small to have professional sports, even at the minor league level, and the teams were seen as a chance for their communities to get state and national recognition. Companies that sponsored the teams began hiring workers for their softball skills, and as the competition level ratcheted up, they started to look beyond the local talent pool and recruit players from other towns and other states. Simpson had already acquired a few out-of-state players for his company’s men’s fastpitch team, and it had netted him a national title. Now he was bringing in Bertha to do the same thing for his women’s team.


·  ·  ·


Few would have pegged Bertha as an athlete if they met her on the street or at the office. She wasn’t particularly tall or muscular, and with her flawless makeup and dark, salon-quality curls she came across as someone who abhorred dirt and never broke a sweat. On the softball field, though, her physical and mental toughness were instantly apparent. As a pitcher, she could be relentless. Even if her team was ahead by ten runs, she would continue to attack, throwing strike after strike. She did not subscribe to the win-some/lose-some approach to sports. She went into games expecting to come out on top; to her, anything less than a resounding victory was unacceptable. She never got angry, though, or showed any other outward signs of frustration. In fact, opponents were often unnerved by how calm and collected she seemed.


She had been an elite softball pitcher since she was in high school, and after more than fifteen years of practice, her technique was impeccable. She also kept mental notes on each batter she faced in order to exploit their weaknesses. At one game, she threw a pitch that sank toward the dirt so quickly, the opposing batter fell to her knees trying to hit it. “Don’t do that again!” the batter called out to her somewhat playfully. Bertha smiled, then threw the exact same pitch, with the exact same result. It wasn’t personal. She figured out the most efficient way to defeat her opponent and then executed that plan. As another player put it, “To prepare for a game she would press her uniform, have her hair done, and watch your batting practice. You didn’t have a chance.”


She held the national records in almost every pitching category: most strikeouts thrown, most no-hitters, most consecutive scoreless innings, most perfect games. She was widely considered to be one of the best softball pitchers of all-time, maybe even the best. Growing up with brothers on a farm had gotten her into baseball at a young age, but as a girl, Little League and other organized forms of the sport were off-limits to her. When she switched to softball at age thirteen, she had to play with girls five years older than her to get any real competition.


By age fifteen she had joined an adult team, and by age seventeen she had been recruited to play for the Lionettes, one of the best women’s softball teams in California. Her older brother Sam would drive her down to Orange County as soon as the school year ended, and she would spend the summer traveling with the team, staying with the coach and his wife or with whichever teammate had a couch available that week.


After she graduated from high school, she moved to the town of Orange permanently. The softball season lasted for five months and included about eighty games if a team made it to the national tournament, which the Lionettes almost always did. It was never enough for Bertha, though. After a season ended, she would train on her own and wait anxiously for the next one to begin. It was much, much more than a hobby.


For Bertha and other women who were serious about sports in the 1940s and ’50s, competitive fastpitch teams were a lifeline. Hardly any high schools or colleges offered women’s sports programs, and those that did tended to emphasize socialization over athleticism. Swim meets featured punch and cookies, and the governing motto was “Play for play’s sake.” Being a top female athlete meant pushing hard when the other women around you were only half-trying and defying coaches who told you to slow down and take it easy. It took enormous determination and courage.


Most of the women who succeeded came from working-class backgrounds. They needed to earn a living, and they knew better than to believe the Victorian notions that prevailed at the time, which warned that strenuous physical activity put women at risk for infertility and premature death. Company-sponsored teams such as Simpson’s gave them a steady job and a chance to realize their athletic potential all in one.


·  ·  ·


Janice had cried for days when she first found out about the move. She wanted to spend the summer playing with her friends and staying over at her grandparents’ house as she usually did, not being stuck in some strange town on the other side of the country. But Bertha told her about all the adventures they would have—that they would be like explorers, learning about the East Coast together—and that seemed to change Janice’s perspective a little.


They left Los Angeles on a clear, sunny day. The city’s airport was much smaller back then, and flying out of it didn’t require much of a process. Bertha and Janice said their good-byes, stepped through a waist-high metal gate, and within seconds were walking onto the plane. As they found their seats, they realized that two of Bing Crosby’s sons were across the aisle from them. Celebrity sightings were common when one flew out of Los Angeles back then. At those prices, who else but movie stars and millionaires could afford to fly?


Bertha felt fortunate to be flying instead of driving, which would have taken a week or longer and would have required navigating a circuitous route of small highways, given that the interstate freeway system didn’t yet exist (that would soon change, however, as President Eisenhower signed the Federal Highway Act later that year). Still, flying from Los Angeles to New York in 1956 was by no means an easy journey. It took a good eight hours, and because commercial planes were then powered by pistons instead of jets, the flights were notoriously loud and bumpy. Bertha didn’t mind the noise that much, but the turbulence gave her terrible motion sickness. As Janice and the other passengers craned their necks to look out the windows at the Grand Canyon and other sights, she closed her eyes and tried to sleep.


They arrived in Stratford, the town where Bertha’s new team was based, early enough in June that the air still turned chilly at times. You could start the day basking in the sun in short sleeves only to find yourself bundled up in a sweater by evening. The humidity was high that week, though, so it actually felt hotter to Bertha and Janice than Southern California did. Fortunately, the house that Simpson had arranged for them was right on Long Island Sound, with ocean breezes coming through the windows at night.


Bertha knew that adapting to the Connecticut climate was going to be a challenge, but she was also excited about living in a place so different from what she knew. Stratford was the quintessential New England town, with tall stone churches and narrow, winding streets flanked by leafy oak trees. Its most famous landmark was a stout red-and-white-striped lighthouse that had been there since the 1800s. Bertha felt as if she’d stepped into the setting of a classic American novel such as Little Women or Moby-Dick.


Her favorite part of living there, though, was the large clapboard house where she, Janice, and Jo An, her catcher, would be staying that summer. It had high ceilings, a spacious kitchen, and, best of all, was mere steps away from the ocean. The water was frigid, and the beach was small compared to the ones in California, but it was perfect for sunbathing and breathing in the sea air. Most of their neighbors were tony New Yorkers who fled to Connecticut in the summers to escape the city heat. Bertha could only imagine what they thought of her and Jo An, clomping up and down the stairs in their softball cleats. She doubted if any of them ever came to one of their games even though the field, like most other locations in town, was a quick drive away.


Most of the town locals knew of and supported the team. About thirty thousand people lived in Stratford in the 1950s, and nearly all of them worked at either Sikorsky, which built helicopters, or Raybestos, Bill Simpson’s company, which manufactured car-brake linings. Like many New England towns, Stratford had started out as a Puritan outpost, founded in the 1600s, but was becoming increasingly industrial as the early twentieth century wore on. Its proximity to New York and Boston made it an ideal manufacturing center. The factories moved in, and the sheep that had once freely roamed the town’s streets moved out.


The shift away from rural living had been welcomed by most Stratford residents. Farming in that part of the country had always been difficult. The factories brought workers indoors, and an element of excitement and pride was attached to the products they made. Igor Sikorsky, a Russian immigrant, had essentially invented the modern helicopter, and his Stratford manufacturing plant was the sole helicopter supplier for the US military for many years. He also built an airport on the outskirts of town that became the site of many historic test flights.


Raybestos was less flashy, but its product was arguably just as significant. The brake linings that the company helped originate in the early 1900s made cars much safer to drive and were one of the reasons that the Model T, and car ownership in general, became popular. They were also used in military tanks during the two world wars and in race cars (Mario Andretti later appeared in company advertisements). The Brakettes, the team Bertha had been hired to pitch for, were named after them, and it was considered an honor.


Both Sikorsky and Raybestos were respected by the Stratford community and thought to be good companies to work for, but Raybestos had a slight edge because of Simpson. Comfortably in middle age, he was laid-back, friendly, and seemed to genuinely care about his employees’ well-being. He bought Christmas presents for their children and attended their funerals when they died. Perhaps because he’d inherited the company from his father, or perhaps he was just quirky—he was known for his odd fashion choices, such as a cashmere blazer that some of the secretaries liked to pet as if it were a cat—but he often appeared to be more interested in the plant’s sports teams than its profits. He was rumored to have sunk thousands of dollars of his own money into the Raybestos softball teams, not to mention the numerous other sports-related activities that the company sponsored: bowling, basketball, tennis, archery, and even a sailing-knot camp for kids.


·  ·  ·


Between playing for the Brakettes and their clerical jobs at the Raybestos factory, it didn’t take long for Bertha and Jo An to become part of the Stratford community. Bertha wasn’t particularly interested in cars, but she enjoyed working at the company, and her job duties, which mostly consisted of organizing paperwork, weren’t that different from what she’d been doing in California. She didn’t make any lifelong friends at work, but she was outgoing, and she liked to socialize. Silence was great for tasks that required intense concentration, such as pitching practice, but otherwise she preferred being part of a group, the more talkative and lively the better.


Not surprisingly, she spent the most time with the employees who were associated with the company’s softball teams. The guys who played on the men’s softball team would come with their families to watch the women’s games and vice versa. Afterward, they would all flock to Danny’s Drive-In for hamburgers and hot dogs. It was an easy routine to fall into, and everyone seemed to get along with one another.


Bertha still considered California home, though, and at times she longed to go back. She particularly missed the food. One night that summer, she and Janice were craving tacos so badly that they drove all the way to Manhattan on a quest to find them. The best they could do was a South American restaurant that didn’t serve tacos and also wasn’t very good. They would have tried making them at home, but there didn’t seem to be anywhere to buy tortillas other than the kind that came in a can. Salads, too, were a letdown. In California, Bertha always made green salads, with fresh-picked lettuce and ripe tomatoes, but the only salad people in Connecticut seemed to like was coleslaw.


Still, Bertha was enjoying Stratford. She loved Long Island Sound, and she couldn’t get over how effortlessly green New England was. The forests were lush and thick in a way that she’d never seen out West, and all she had to do to have a beautiful lawn was let it rain and mow the grass—none of the elaborate watering and fertilizer regimens she’d learned in Southern California was necessary. Initially, she had thought of the move as a temporary experiment, but as the summer progressed, she was beginning to think she might like living there long term.


Janice would need more convincing. She still missed her friends and family back in Orange and couldn’t help but think about all the fun they were having without her. Bertha made sure that Janice had plenty of activities to keep her busy, though. She signed her up for tennis lessons and, as promised, took her on several East Coast adventures. At every break in the softball schedule, they would hop in the car Simpson had given them to use for the summer and head out on an excursion. They toured the House of Seven Gables in Salem, Massachusetts, went through Amish country in Pennsylvania, and visited the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC. They marveled at how close together everything was in the East, not like in the West, where it took the better part of a day just to drive to the next state.


When Bertha had to travel with the Brakettes, she would arrange for Janice to stay with her teammates’ families. Some of the younger players became like sisters to Janice, and their parents were happy to incorporate her into their summer plans. One of the families had a lake house, which Janice enjoyed visiting. What she loved most, though, was spending time with her mom at the house on Long Island Sound. The two of them often cooked dinner together, and Janice learned to do the grocery shopping so that all the ingredients would be ready when Bertha and Jo An got home from work. Before bed, Janice and Bertha would trade stories about whatever new tidbits they had picked up that day—maybe a new idea for a place to go on a day trip or a funny variation of the New England accent that they hadn’t heard before. They really were like explorers, Janice realized.


·  ·  ·


With the Brakettes, Bertha’s role was as the seasoned expert. Her job was to teach the team the ways of the West Coast teams that had dominated women’s softball for the past decade. In exchange for her efforts, Simpson had given her free rein over the team. One of the first things she changed was the uniforms, which featured baggy cotton pants modeled after the ones male players wore. Bertha could put up with playing in variable weather conditions, but she refused to play in pants. It had to be shorts, she insisted, and not just any shorts: they needed to be made of shiny “jockey satin” and have custom-tailored tops to match. She was used to playing in this attire. Plus, she thought it was important for women’s uniforms to look attractive, which, to her, meant formfitting. It wouldn’t have occurred to her that not all the players on the team cared about their appearance or what their uniforms looked like.


By the time Bertha was done with them, the Brakettes’ uniforms looked remarkably similar to the Lionettes’. The main difference was the color scheme: the Lionettes’ uniforms were white and Creamsicle orange, while the Brakettes’ were white and red to match those of the Cardinals, the Raybestos men’s softball team. The shorts were short, and the shirts were tight. In fact, they weren’t really shirts at all, but shirt-leotard hybrids, held in place by two pieces of fabric that buttoned together at the crotch. The shirts also featured a flared collar and pocket and were separated from the shorts by a fashionable but otherwise functionless white belt.


The whole ensemble was shiny, to the point that it was almost blinding under the field lights. Not all the players liked wearing it—some objected on stylistic grounds, while others, quite understandably, were wary of the injuries that sliding on hard-as-concrete dirt in bare legs could cause—but most felt it was a small concession, given the quality of pitcher they were getting in return. Besides, nearly all the top women’s softball teams wore shorts in the 1950s. The trend had started on the West Coast, but it had become so widespread by the late forties that newspapers considered it noteworthy if a team wore pants. Bertha also told her new teammates that they shouldn’t be sliding unless it was an important game; otherwise, it wasn’t worth the risk of getting injured.


Bertha could tell from her first practice with the team that there was some talent on the roster. What they lacked, she decided, was confidence. Getting her teammates to think of themselves as national rather than regional, great instead of merely good, became her first priority after she got the uniforms changed. Bernie Kaplan, a longtime Raybestos employee, was technically the team’s coach, but Bertha was its philosophical leader. She knew better than anyone that confidence was more about attitude than skill. She had a decent arm, but her pitching prowess came from psychology, not strength. She believed that she could outsmart every batter she faced, and she was so determined to do so that she usually succeeded.


She was at least ten years older than the other women on the team. Some were fresh out of high school. Joan Joyce, a pitcher-in-training, was only fifteen, just two years older than Janice. Still, Bertha’s teammates shared a common history. Like her, they had been kicked off boys’ baseball teams growing up and had been disappointed by the other athletic options available to them. They didn’t need to be pushed so much as given permission to push themselves. They needed someone to tell them that it was okay to be competitive and to try as hard as possible. Bertha gave them permission not only to try, but to strive.


Sometimes, Bertha would invite the team over to the beach house in the evenings to discuss techniques and strategies. She knew everything there was to know about the West Coast teams that they would have to beat if they wanted to win a national championship. In addition to several California teams, there were the Phoenix Ramblers and the Salt Lake City Shamrocks, both of which were sponsored by retail stores, and the Portland, Oregon, Florists, who were sponsored and coached by a local florist. The Brakettes usually only saw these teams once a season, if that, but Bertha had been playing against them regularly for years. She knew what it felt like to defeat them, and she told her new teammates that they soon would, too.


·  ·  ·


Bertha pitched most of the Brakettes’ games that summer, and the team breezed through their regional season, winning 38 out of 43 games. The more they won, the more the town of Stratford turned out to watch them. The bleachers at Memorial Field could accommodate about four thousand fans at the time, but the crowds at the Brakettes’ games that season were often twice that size. The away games proved the biggest obstacle for Bertha. The Raybestos field was similar in quality to what she was used to playing on in California, but many of the other ones in the New England area were in rough shape. Some of them weren’t even flat, and Bertha had to train herself to look down periodically during games so that she didn’t trip and fall.


In September the time came for the Brakettes to see how they fared against the best teams in the country. Simpson paid for the team to fly down to Clearwater, Florida, to compete in the national tournament. It was a definite upgrade from the days-long bus trips Bertha was used to taking with the Lionettes. Simpson also met the team at the Raybestos factory before they went to the airport and handed each player an envelope that contained a congratulatory letter and $10 for “incidental expenses during the trip.”


The Brakettes had played in the national tournament before, but they were always eliminated fairly early. This time, though, they almost made it to the finals. Bertha pitched all of the six games that they played. Kammeyer wasn’t able to be her catcher, however. She had broken her ankle sliding into third base during a game before the tournament—she hadn’t heeded Bertha’s warning about that—and so was there only as a spectator. Micki Macchietto, an eighteen-year-old newcomer to the team, was put in as her replacement, and she did quite well. Her hitting also helped the team win a crucial game against the Portland Florists.


Then the night before the finals, the Brakettes lost to the Buena Park Lynx, a Southern California team Bertha knew inside and out. Bertha was disappointed by the loss, which knocked the Brakettes out of the tournament. It had been an extremely close game, though. It went into extra innings and only one run was scored; a walk and a triple had done it. She was proud of her teammates’ performance, and she tried to convince them of this, but it was no use. They knew how much she had wanted to win, and they felt they’d let her down.


The Lionettes, who hadn’t lost their sponsorship after all, won the 1956 title. Bertha was happy for them—if anyone was going to win besides her team, she wanted it to be the Lionettes—but it stung a bit. She wondered if maybe she’d made the wrong choice. She knew that she probably only had a few playing years left, and she didn’t want to spend them losing. Even though she had already accomplished so much in her softball career, she wanted to end it on a high note. Still, she wasn’t going to give up on her new team just yet. She decided she would give it at least one more season. After all, she told herself, she hadn’t won her first tournament with the Lionettes, either.


Simpson promised her that he would do even more to support the team the next summer, starting with scheduling more competitive regular-season games and bringing in a more experienced coach. By spring, Bertha was looking forward to returning to Connecticut. She would be staying in the beach house again, and Simpson had given her permission to bring another former Lionette with her (she chose Beverly Connors, her friend, who was also a great batter and infielder). Janice graduated from eighth grade that year, and she wasn’t surprised when she opened her present from her mom: a brand-new suitcase.




CHAPTER 2


Its shorter distance has made softball play possible in large cities where the real estate and building business have gobbled up most of the vacant lots on which our fathers and grandfathers played baseball.


—Morris Bealle, The Softball Story


·  ·  ·


Softball wasn’t always so serious. It developed informally and haphazardly, and for decades it didn’t even have a name. George Hancock, a reporter for the Chicago Board of Trade newspaper, is credited with the sport’s invention. He and a group of friends had gathered in the gymnasium at the prestigious Farragut Boat Club to watch the annual Thanksgiving Harvard-Yale football game, which in 1887 meant waiting for the results to come via telegraph on a ticker-tape machine. The game was close, but Yale eventually won, 17–8, giving Harvard its only loss of the season.


The exact details of what happened next are difficult to verify, but according to historians, one of the Yale fans celebrated the victory by grabbing a boxing glove off the floor and tossing it in the air, to which one of the Harvard men responded by smacking the glove down with a broomstick. The incident might have turned into a fistfight had Hancock not been there, but he was intrigued by the idea of playing baseball with a boxing glove and convinced the other men to try it out with him. Their impromptu game wound up lasting several hours. Hancock organized a few other indoor baseball games around Chicago that winter, and by spring the sport had become so popular that people began taking it outdoors.


Baseball was still the dominant sport in the United States in the late nineteenth century, but the bucolic landscape that had given rise to the game was fast disappearing. Baseball was said to have originated in the American colonies as a hybrid of the British games cricket and rounders; it was meant to be played on vast expanses of grass. Elysian Fields, where the first known organized baseball game took place in the 1840s, was a wide, open pasture in New Jersey that didn’t even have an outfield fence. Even though most of the players came from Northeastern cities, such as New York and Philadelphia, the parks where they played were always in the more rural outskirts. Such spaces were becoming a rarity by the late 1800s, though, when American cities began expanding at a rapid pace. The empty fields that had surrounded New York and other urban centers before the Civil War were being swallowed up by factories and residential neighborhoods.


Chicago’s transformation into a metropolis was particularly sudden. In the early 1860s, it had been a quiet agricultural city with a population of only about one hundred thousand. The railroad totally changed its dynamic, however. It became the central commercial hub that connected the raw materials of the West and Midwest with the industrial cities of the Northeast. Meatpacking plants and steel mills arose where once there had only been farms and swamps, and people from all over the Midwest began moving to the area in droves. By 1890, the city’s population had reached 1.1 million. It was said that no other city in the Western world had ever grown so big so quickly.


The urban setting and cramped living quarters created a need for a new kind of recreation, a game that could be played in tight spaces and on any surface, be it grass, dirt, or concrete. Softball provided an easy solution because it was highly adaptable, and it resembled a sport people already knew and liked. Compared to baseball, it was also fast paced—games often finished in under two hours—which made it a good fit for factory workers who were short on free time.


By the early 1900s, softball had a strong following in Chicago and was starting to spread across the Midwest and the Northeast. “In New York, prominent men play even in the snow of winter and enjoy it,” a Connecticut newspaper reported in 1915. Hancock published a set of rules for his version of the game, which he continued to call indoor baseball, but they were vague and also weren’t widely distributed, leaving people to come up with their own interpretations. The size of the ball and distance between the bases varied from place to place, as did the name of the game. In Minneapolis, where the sport was popular with firemen, it was called kitten ball because they played with a ball of yarn wrapped in leather. In other cities, it was known by such names as mush ball, big ball, town ball, and playground ball.


The main constants were that the ball was larger than a baseball and the pitching was underhand, which seemed to evolve naturally from using a larger ball. Otherwise, there were all sorts of differences, from the number of innings played to the way points were tallied. A set of “playground ball” rules from 1908 even allowed batters to run around the bases in either direction. With so many competing versions of the sport, teams from different states had trouble playing each other. Sometimes teams from the same state couldn’t even agree on the rules. Finally, in the late 1920s, the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) helped to standardize the game, instituting a more concrete set of rules and giving it a single name: softball.


The YMCA and other religiously affiliated groups liked softball because they saw it as a wholesome alternative to baseball, which, like most professional sports in the early twentieth century, was associated with heavy drinking and gambling. And few organizations were more influential in American sports in the 1920s than the YMCA. Not only was it the main source of recreation in many communities, but it had recently given the country two new sports—volleyball and basketball—that were becoming immensely popular.


The YMCA, along with the American Physical Education Association and a few other national recreation groups, narrowed the ball-size options down to two—twelve inches or fourteen inches in circumference—and set the number of innings at seven, two less than baseball, which helped ensure that games stayed short. There were still regional variations. For example, in Chicago, a gloveless version of the sport called for a sixteen-inch ball. Softball was gradually shedding its improvised beginnings, though, and was advancing on the path toward legitimacy.


Meanwhile, factories embraced softball as a way to keep workers active and in good spirits. Industrialization and the cities that came with it were no longer new, but they were still recent enough to worry people about the harms of working indoors, surrounded by metal and glass instead of trees and sky. Physical activity, especially team sports, was believed to help workers maintain their humanity. “The machine age has given us more routine, mechanized jobs. These jobs demand a righting of an outraged biological balance through some form of play,” wrote Stuart Chase, an economist and social theorist, in the 1928 essay collection Whither Mankind: A Panorama of Modern Civilization.


After the stock market crashed in 1929, softball gave the newly jobless a cheap way to pass the time. Games would start up spontaneously in the streets, but cities also organized them in the hopes that sports would help ward off violence and other disorderly behaviors. Games were held in the parks and playgrounds that had been built in large numbers during the mid-1920s, when cities were flush with cash and wanted to give children places to play. Because softball only required about two hundred square feet of space, about half the size of a baseball field, many parks were able to hold multiple games at once.


·  ·  ·


In 1933, the first national softball tournament was held, in Chicago, as part of the 1933 World’s Fair. Even though it was the height of the Great Depression—Chicago’s unemployment rate had recently reached an alarming 40 percent—millions of people turned out to explore the fair. The theme was “A Century of Progress,” to commemorate Chicago’s centennial, and the motto, “Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms,” inspired a host of futuristic attractions. Attendees could tour a “House of Tomorrow” that featured electric doors and an airplane hangar, and they could soar above the fairgrounds in the gondola-like SkyRide, which transported people 210 feet in the air between two bridge towers.


Softball was a late addition to the fair and wasn’t included in the official program. Leo Fischer, the sports reporter who organized the tournament, used most of the $500 budget he was given to promote the event and had to get extra money from his newspaper’s publisher, William Randolph Hearst, to provide trophies for the winning teams. A fourteen-inch ball was used, probably in part to accommodate Chicago players, who were used to playing with a sixteen-inch ball, and twenty-four teams participated: sixteen men’s and eight women’s.


The three-day tournament didn’t receive much press coverage outside of the Chicago American, where Fischer worked. Other sports events at the fair, such as the horseshoe-throwing contest, seemed to garner much more attention. The softball games were free, though, and they were played on Northerly Island, near where the Hall of Science, one of the fair’s most popular attractions, was located. By the end of the tournament, a combined 350,000 spectators had reportedly watched the games.


The tournament’s success led to the formation of the Amateur Softball Association, a full-time organization to govern the sport in the United States and Canada. Fischer became the group’s president, and he and the other members decided that Chicago would host a national tournament every year, starting in 1934. That fall, teams representing twenty-five different states and Canada competed for the national title, and Fischer’s operating budget had gone up to more than $5,000. By the 1935 tournament, teams from thirty-five states participated, and by 1936, forty-one states were represented.


Fifty years after its invention, softball had become as complicated and sophisticated as its parent sport: it was no longer just a community game to get people moving and boost worker morale. Male players began switching over from baseball, and many found that they preferred softball. Others liked that softball allowed them to spend most of their time playing sports without being a professional athlete, which wasn’t viewed as a respectable career choice at the time.


By the late 1930s, tens of thousands of competitive softball teams had formed across North America, nearly all of them sponsored by local businesses or civic organizations, such as the YMCA. Even the White House had a softball team, which played in upstate New York during the summers (President Roosevelt was said to coach from the third-base line). “It’s a curious game, this softball, that has already the greatest following of any single pastime in the land,” Lowell Thomas, news reporter and radio personality, wrote in a 1937 article.


·  ·  ·


As the sport grew more competitive, the smaller, faster twelve-inch ball became the standard, which, in turn, made the pitching more advanced. The mushy, boxing-glove-size balls that Hancock and other early softball players used didn’t give pitchers many options beyond gently lobbing the ball to batters. With the more structured twelve-inch ball, however, a variety of throwing styles were possible. Some pitchers liked to send the ball in from the side as if they were throwing a low discus. Others began experimenting with different windups, such as the windmill, in which one circled the ball around one’s shoulder like a swimmer doing the backstroke. The ball was thrown hard, and when it hit you, it hurt, as anyone who got in the way of a pitch soon discovered. The sport’s name, though only about a decade old, was already outdated, based on equipment and throwing styles that were no longer used.


Slowpitch softball, which retained the lobbing pitching style from the early 1900s, was still played, but it was seen as a game for children and senior citizens. Fastpitch, or fastball as it was known in Canada and parts of the Midwest, became the mainstream form of the sport. The underhand pitching was the main component that set it apart from baseball, not just in appearance but from a technical standpoint as well. Baseball players who thought they would be able to cross over to the sport and get hits right away were sorely mistaken.


The ball used in fastpitch may have been larger and thrown slower than the one used in baseball, but the distance between the pitcher and batter was about twenty feet shorter. By the time a softball pitcher stepped forward and threw the ball, he or she was often mere steps away from the hitter—almost close enough to shake hands, some said—which could be disorienting, especially to players who weren’t used to it. It also meant that batters had less time to react to the pitch: hitters barely had a chance to swing the bat, let alone decipher what type of pitch was coming their way.


And the underhand delivery gave softball pitchers a wide range of pitches to choose from, including some that didn’t even exist in baseball. There were knuckleballs, multiple types of curveballs, drop balls that plummeted toward the dirt, and their inverse, rise balls, which looked like enticingly hittable pitches but then abruptly snapped up above the batter’s swing. The rise ball was the pitch that baseball players usually struggled with most. Unique to softball, it was made possible by the underhand throwing motion, which allowed pitchers to release the ball low. In baseball, where pitchers throw overhand and stand on an elevated mound, the release point is inherently high, which means the ball can go down in the strike zone but never up. A 1936 newspaper article depicted the challenge of being a softball batter in comic-strip form: “Why waste the effort swinging?” read the speech bubble above the illustrated batter as strike three blew past him. “With that guy hurlin’ I couldn’t hit it even if the ball were the size of a balloon.”


Baseball players had so much trouble facing softball pitchers that pitting them against each other became a popular form of entertainment. Vaudeville was dying out in the 1930s, but barnstorming sports acts, such as the Harlem Globetrotters, which traveled from town to town, challenging local teams, were still doing well. Crowds loved to watch powerful baseball sluggers struggle with a task that seemed as if it should have been easy for them. It had a humanizing appeal, much like the widespread but untrue rumor that Einstein had flunked math as a kid, which began circulating around the same time.


One of the most high-profile matchups of a baseball hitter versus a softball pitcher occurred in 1937, when Babe Ruth faced John “Cannonball” Baker at a children’s charity event in New York. Ruth was in his early forties and had been retired from professional baseball for two years. Baker, on the other hand, was only twenty-five and at the top of his game. Still, people expected Ruth to get a hit of some kind. Instead, he struck out miserably. After swinging and missing at fifteen pitches in a row, Ruth allegedly turned to the catcher and said, “If you’re catching those, you might as well catch them in front of the plate because I can’t hit them.”


·  ·  ·


In baseball, it was often possible to wait for pitchers to tire themselves out, but softball pitchers rarely got fatigued and hardly ever had to be replaced by relief pitchers. Throwing underhand is less stressful on the arm, and fastpitch games are shorter, with only seven innings to baseball’s nine. As a result, pitchers dominated in softball even more so than they did in baseball. Home runs were rare, while pitchers’ duels—low-scoring games that mostly consisted of pitchers trading strikeouts—were common. A softball team without a strong pitcher had little chance of winning games.


Fastpitch batters did have an advantage over their baseball counterparts when it came to baserunning, though. The smaller infield—sixty feet between the bases instead of the ninety feet in baseball—meant that it didn’t take much of a hit to get on base. Tapping the ball with the bat, or bunting, became the cornerstone of many softball teams’ offensive strategies. In baseball, bunting was usually a sacrifice play, meant to advance a runner who was already on base. In fastpitch, however, a well-placed bunt could easily get a batter to first base and possibly to second in the event of a missed throw. Softball infielders had a shorter distance to cover than their baseball counterparts, but the fast baserunning forced them to be even more precise. A small fielding mistake that would be of no consequence in baseball could lead to a run scored in softball.
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