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INTRODUCTION

WARREN SPAHN WAS good enough that baseball could have named its top pitching award after him, but the honor had already gone to Cy Young. Instead, Spahn won a Cy Young Award (1957) and had the trophy for best left-hander named for him.

With 363 wins, Spahn is the winningest southpaw in Major League Baseball history. More than a half-century after retiring, he remains the winningest overall pitcher among those who played their careers since the live ball era began in 1920.

His was the most extraordinary of careers. Not only did Spahn win at least 20 games in a single season thirteen times—a feat every pitcher today strives to achieve just once—but the manner in which he accomplished the deed was greatly against the odds. His mastery of the pitched ball made Spahn a seventeen-time All-Star. He ranks sixth on the all-time wins list and tops among left-handers.

Spahn was twenty-five years old before he won his first big-league game. He thus began his lengthy career and pursuit of so many victories with a deficit of sorts. It would have been inconceivable for anyone to imagine in 1946 that this late bloomer would capture so many wins and that he would still be pitching at the major-league level until the middle of the 1960s.

While Spahn was not anywhere near the fastest of throwers, he may have been the craftiest. He was not the largest of men at 6 feet tall and weighing about 175 pounds, but he was extremely durable.

* * *

Warren Edward Spahn was born in Buffalo, New York, on April 23, 1921. By the time he turned twenty-one, he had shown enough talent and promise to be promoted to the Boston Braves of the National League. His stay was brief—then.

Soon enough, Spahn would be wearing a different uniform, representing his country in World War II as a member of the United States Army. Spahn spent three years at war and was discharged as a decorated veteran, winner of medals—including the Purple Heart—and famously serving at the Battle of the Bulge.

The left-hander returned to the sport he loved for the 1946 season, again with the Braves organization. Spahn’s baseball career began anew and in earnest at age twenty-five. A year later he was a star.

The southpaw was a leading pitcher for the Boston Braves when they won a National League pennant in 1948, and he was one of the luminaries of the team when the club shifted to Milwaukee. Representing that city, the Braves won pennants in 1957 and 1958 and the World Series in 1957.

In Boston, Spahn was teamed with right-hander Johnny Sain as a formidable pitching duo. Down the stretch in 1948, however, the rotation was shorthanded and a sportswriter wrote an enduring poem about that, which is remembered as “Spahn and Sain and Pray for Rain.”

These were not the same old Braves in Milwaukee, even if it was the same old Spahn, continuing to win 20 games in a season year after year. Milwaukee may once have been a thriving minor-league baseball town, but the community viewed the big-league Braves coming as a Christmas present. Fans were delighted for the majors to come calling, and they were also blessed with a team that, by the early-to-late 1950s, was as exciting as any in the game.

Sixty years later, Milwaukee baseball fans still remember and revere the Braves of 1957 and 1958, despite the passage of time and the presence of the well-established Brewers franchise.

Stylistically, Spahn’s pitching motion was propelled by a big right-leg kick, his foot rising above his head and his leg obscuring his delivery from the hitters. There were not many like him.

For all his long-term greatness as the new decade of the 1960s dawned, Spahn had never thrown a big-league no-hitter. In September of 1960 he rectified that situation by hurling one against the Philadelphia Phillies. He was thirty-nine at the time. A year later, at age forty, Spahn recorded a second no-hitter, against the Giants.

In July of 1963, when he was forty-two, Spahn became engaged in one of the most riveting pitching duels in baseball history with twenty-five-year-old Juan Marichal of the San Francisco Giants. The enthralling game lasted 16 innings, and the men threw more than 400 pitches combined.

Spahn won a Cy Young Award and led the National League in various pitching categories several times. He was part of pennant-winners and a World Series championship. Spahn stands out in baseball history as a southpaw with a better record than anyone else but also as a mid-twentieth-century figure who was a throwback in accomplishment and durability to the early-century pitching stars. He showed that with his longevity, shutouts, and complete games.

Spahn had left Buffalo behind long before and settled in Oklahoma, where he owned a ranch. After his playing career ended, he stayed in the game, even coaching in Mexico City and Japan. Spahn also managed the Tulsa Oilers for five years, a minor-league club which played its home games a stone’s throw from Spahn’s ranch.

Elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1973, Spahn’s selection defied the joking comment made by contemporary St. Louis Cardinals star Stan Musial that Spahn would never get into the hallowed museum because Spahn would never retire and accumulate the five years of waiting time necessary.

After retiring from both pitching and working as a pitching coach, Spahn spent much of his time in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. He was an adopted son of the state and is enshrined in their sports Hall of Fame. The Atlanta Braves built a statue in his honor as well.

Spahn was eighty-two when he died in 2003 and is buried in Elmwood Cemetery in Hartshorne, Oklahoma, not far from the ranch that gave him so much pleasure.
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A NO-HITTER AT LAST



THE DRIZZLE COULD have ruined everything. Instead, it was just an annoyance. The humidity and dampness did discourage the faint-hearted from attending that night at County Stadium. Most of Milwaukee stayed home drinking beer on September 16, 1960, instead of traveling downtown to witness history.

That choice made for bad luck and bad timing for most Milwaukee Braves fans. The venerable southpaw Warren Spahn was going for his 20th win of the 1960 season, and only 6,117 ticket-holders showed up. Spahn was thirty-nine years old and by that age most baseball players had put away their youthful toys and hung up their uniforms as they pondered a new career selling insurance or cars.

By then, anyone who had followed his career knew Warren Spahn was not just the average guy, nor the average baseball player. He routinely defied odds, others’ expectations, and the norm.

Spahn was not going to shy away from circumstances. If it was his turn in the rotation, every fourth day, he wanted his manager to hand him the ball. If the game was on, so was he. Inclement weather was irrelevant. One of Spahn’s traits during his long major-league career was dependability. He never looked for a way out. If it was his turn to pitch, he was ready to fulfill his obligation.

Probably the foremost thing on Spahn’s mind before the game was getting that 20th victory. The Braves were 81–61, a far superior team to their opponent, the Philadelphia Phillies, whose record was 52–90. The teams were at opposite ends of the National League standings in what was then an eight-team league.

Yes, a suitably armed Braves team with a future Hall of Fame pitcher on the mound was going to be favored against a club that for a decade had to buy tickets to watch the postseason. Yet how many times does the better team fail to sweep a three-game series from the inferior team?

So many variables figure in. Warren Spahn might have had a hangnail or a blister that day. He could have been trying to get by on short sleep. He could have awakened with a stiff neck. As it happened, the bad news for the Phillies was that Spahn did not suffer from any of those minor afflictions and shrugged off the irritating weather too. At this stage of his career, Spahn had terrific concentration on the mound.

During that era, the Phillies were regularly one of the weakest teams in the National League or the majors. That year, out of the sixteen teams in both leagues (before expansion), the Phillies finished with the second-to-worst record, just one win better than the American League’s Kansas City Athletics.

Including Spahn, the Braves had three Hall of Famers in the lineup for the game: Henry Aaron was in right field and Eddie Mathews was at third base. Plus, Joe Adcock, Del Crandall, and Johnny Logan had all been All-Stars. There was no mystery about which was the better team. But still, on any given day the Phillies might win. In fact, just a day later, Philadelphia beat Milwaukee, 5–2.

But on September 16, Warren Spahn was on the mound, and after two hours and two minutes of extremely efficient pitching, Spahn had recorded the first no-hitter of his long and storied career.

This was one achievement Spahn had always coveted but was starting to wonder if he might ever accomplish. That was a reasonable worry for an athlete of his age. Although he was not entertaining the idea of retirement, being thirty-nine put him at the far end of his pitching career. It was the wondrous Satchel Paige who coined the phrase “Maybe I’ll pitch forever,” but it was Spahn who had the thought in the back of his mind.

The opposing pitcher was right-hander John Buzhardt. Buzhardt was 4–15 on the season at game’s start. Buzhardt spent eleven years in the majors, mostly with the Phillies and Chicago White Sox. His best season lay five years in the future with the 1965 White Sox, when his record was 13–8. Overall, he finished 71–96 in his career. Although his place of birth was Prosperity, South Carolina, Buzhardt enjoyed limited prosperity in the big leagues, though he did throw a one-hitter in 1959 while playing for the Chicago Cubs. At the time of this game versus Spahn, Buzhardt was twenty-four.

The biggest threats in the lineup for the Phillies were left fielder Johnny Callison, who was batting leadoff, first baseman Pancho Herrera, and center fielder Tony González. Second baseman Tony Taylor was not in the starting lineup that day but was later inserted as a pinch-hitter.

Spahn definitely was thinking more about obtaining a 20th win for the eleventh time in his career than the prospect of pitching a no-hitter for the first time.

“The difference between winning 19 games and winning 20 for a pitcher is bigger than anyone out of baseball realizes,” he said. “It’s the same for hitters. Someone who hits .300 looks back on the guy who batted .295 and says, ‘Tough luck, buddy.’”1

Long before managers and front-office types employed sabermetrics, video replays, or any highfalutin technology to analyze every pitch and at-bat, Spahn carried such information in his head. The famed baseball writer Roger Kahn viewed Spahn as a computer genius before anyone besides UNIVAC mentioned computers. Spahn, who threw far more pitches during his time than modern-day pitchers do, knew what he threw to everyone in a game.

In an issue of Sports Illustrated that appeared on newsstands shortly after Spahn died, Kahn recalled introducing his wife to the pitcher and saying, “After a game, Mr. Spahn remembered each one of the 125 pitches he had thrown, where it was, what it was, and the sequence.”2

If Spahn committed a mistake he would certainly recall that pitch well—only there were to be no mistakes against the Phillies.

With the Braves the home team, Callison led off the game by flying out to right. Phillies second baseman Bobby Malkmus then grounded out to short and right fielder Ken Walters struck out.

When he was a young man, Spahn’s fastball was fast enough, though he was never considered as much of a flamethrower as Walter Johnson, Bob Feller, or Sandy Koufax. As he aged, Spahn relied more on mixing his pitches and fooling batters than blowing them away.

The most notable aspect of the first inning was Walters’s strikeout. Walters was victim number one. At the end of the game, Spahn had 15 Ks.

Buzhardt was in trouble almost immediately in the bottom of the first. Outfielder Billy Bruton walked but was caught stealing. Del Crandall singled, Eddie Mathews singled, and Henry Aaron walked, loading the bases with only one out. Only Al Dark hit into a double play, so Buzhardt escaped.

Spahn’s turn again. The second inning was an impressive one for Spahn and a baffling one for the Phillies. He set down Herrera, González, and catcher Cal Neeman, one-two-three, all by strikeout. This was an early indication Spahn might have something special going.

Although Spahn led the National League in strikeouts four times in his career, he hadn’t done so since 1952 and had never reached 200 strikeouts in a season. Spahn struck out 2,583 men lifetime, but that was spread across 5,243 2/3 innings. He was no Nolan Ryan when it came to super-speed or blinding batters. For him to strike out four of the first six hitters for outs was enough to put Braves fans on alert he had his good stuff going in this game.

Although Spahn’s arm was not the most powerful around (most people gave the nod to the Dodgers’ Sandy Koufax during this era) and he stood just 6 feet tall, he was an intimidating pitcher. Besides his well-ingrained reputation as a great pitcher, Spahn could give you that scowl as he stared in at the plate, a look that could shiver your timbers. Spahn’s windup seemed more energetic and stronger than most, a windmill revving up.

Yet beyond all that was the big foot. Spahn’s delivery style featured a high kick that made it seem as if the sole of the spike on his right foot was much closer than 60 feet, 6 inches away. Indeed, it could appear as if the big foot from the big kick might come down on your head. Although it is unlikely the thought ever crossed his mind, Spahn’s big leg kick might have qualified him for a tryout for the chorus line in a Broadway show. Sometimes it almost seemed as if Spahn might tip over backward from his lean with the leg high over his head.

Jim Woods, Ruben Amaro, and Buzhardt were the three hitters up in the third and Spahn struck out Woods and Buzhardt. Amaro fouled out.

Walters became the Phillies’ first baserunner in the fourth when he walked. Callison, Malkmus, and Herrera made routine outs, although none of them struck out.

Until the bottom of the fourth inning, Buzhardt matched Spahn with zeroes on the scoreboard. Henry Aaron, already a well-established superstar, singled to start the inning. Dark, who would become better known as a manager than a shortstop, smacked a triple to center field and Aaron scored easily. Joe Adcock followed with a sacrifice fly, and Dark scored for a 2–0 Braves lead.

The Phillies were looking for any spark to start a rally in the fifth, but Spahn started the round by fanning González, caught looking. Cal Neeman worked Spahn for a walk, but he was stranded.

Milwaukee added a run in the home half of the fifth with Spahn stroking a single as the first batter up. Spahn, who batted lefty, was no Murderers’ Row contributor at the plate. He batted .194 lifetime in 2,056 plate appearances. Billy Bruton followed in the order with another single. Spahn stopped at second base. Del Crandall made an out, but the pitcher scored on the Braves’ third single of the inning by Eddie Mathews. So the lead was a little cozier 3–0.

Buzhardt led off the sixth, but neither he nor the next two batters could do anything with Spahn’s repertoire, and there were no Phillie baserunners. Ken Walters, Herrera, and González never got anything good to swing at, and Spahn collected two more strikeouts in the seventh.

After the seventh-inning stretch, the Braves scratched out a fourth run. Bruton singled to right after Spahn led off with an out. Bruton then stole second, and Del Crandall drove him in with a single to center.

It was getting late in the game, and the Phillies were not getting anywhere. They showed not a hint of solving Spahn’s stuff. So manager Gene Mauch believed it was time for some tricks. Philadelphia’s season had begun with Eddie Sawyer at the helm, the same manager who was in charge when the Phillies Whiz Kids won the 1950 pennant. Sawyer presided over the decline of the Phils, too, and one game into this season decided he had made an error in returning. Mauch stepped in at age thirty-four and began a much-admired managerial career. He later managed the Expos, Twins, and Angels, but never won a pennant.

Cal Neeman made the first out, grounding out to first with Spahn covering. Then Tony Taylor, who played 19 seasons in the big leagues, stepped in as a pinch-hitter for Jim Woods, who had a very short career. The third strike on Taylor was called. Then Mauch called on Lee Walls to swing for Amaro. Walls was an outfielder, making one All-Star team in 1958, but was renowned as a pinch-hitter during a ten-year major-league career, plus additional time in Japan.

Spahn rung up Walls with a strikeout. That was evidence of his control of Philadelphia’s bench, as well as its starting lineup.

Buzhardt was still on the mound for the bottom of the eighth inning and the Braves went down in order to set up a suspenseful ninth with Spahn seeking to preserve the no-hitter.

The Phillies pitcher was the scheduled first hitter in the ninth and Mauch sent up another pinch-hitter in Bobby Smith. Smith, primarily an outfielder, hit .286 in 1960 and was an upgrade at the plate over Buzhardt. Spahn struck him out. Bobby Del Greco was next up, still another pinch-hitter, although it was a mild surprise he stepped in for Johnny Callison. That move didn’t do the Phillies any good, either. Del Greco struck out, the 15th K casualty for the Phillies that night.

Spahn was cruising. The no-hitter looked like a sure thing. But there are no such things in baseball, especially when fate, luck, and a peculiar bounce can conspire to kill dreams.

Bobby Malkmus, the Philadelphia second baseman, stepped to the plate. Malkmus spent six seasons in the majors, basically as a part-time player. His lifetime average was .215. Malkmus had seen all he needed to of Spahn throughout the evening, so he swung at the first pitch. The ball shot back at Spahn. Spahn threw up his glove but only deflected the ball toward shortstop Johnny Logan. Cutting to his left, Logan sprinted behind Spahn, scooped up the ball on the bounce and whipped a hard but off-line throw to Adcock at first as Malkmus steamed down the first-base line.

Spahn’s no-hitter rested in others’ hands. Adcock bent, stretched, and reached. The ball was low and outside, yet he grasped it in his glove while keeping his foot on the bag. Bob Hayes was the world’s fastest human at the time, and it helped that Malkmus wasn’t in his heat. Malkmus was out, and Spahn was in—in the pitchers’ no-hitter club after throwing 105 very accurate pitches.

Later, Spahn said he was not nervous about throwing the no-hitter until that last out when Malkmus was the threat.

“Funny thing, but I had always had a much more dramatic view of a no-hitter, but last night’s game was just another ball game for eight innings,” Spahn said. “All I can say is I’m glad Malkmus isn’t a fast runner.”3

It was decades in the works, but Warren Spahn finally had a big-league, no-hit game after previously throwing two one-hitters, in 1951 against the St. Louis Browns and 1953 against the Phillies.

There is always bedlam and celebration when a pitcher hurls a no-hitter. This was no different; by then, Spahn had been in the majors since 1946 and many thought that one milestone had passed him by.

In the locker room, after the 4–0 victory was in the books and Spahn had coasted to his 51st career shutout, he posed for a commemorative photo. In the picture, a grinning Spahn, his uniform jersey removed, his dark hair disheveled, holds up a long, white placard. “No. 20” in large letters (for his expected win) had been stenciled across the width of the piece tacked on the clubhouse wall. Spahn took over and added a second inscription. “Plus No-Hitter” was written in.

Spahn’s young son Greg made his way to his dad in the locker room and gave him a hug and a kiss.

“Just don’t wake me up,” Spahn said of his satisfying triumph.4

It was notable the no-hitter came at the same time as Spahn’s 20th win, and catcher Del Crandall, who shared years and memories as a battery with Spahn, teased him about that very thing.

“You couldn’t pitch a no-hitter when you won 19,” Crandall said. “You had to save it for 20.”5

Spahn had nothing to say to that. He would have taken a no-hitter any time over the last fifteen years, in any game, against any team, whether it was his fourth win of a season or the thirteenth. What he marveled about was the sudden extra juice in his fastball. Abruptly, out of nowhere, it seemed, the fastball began behaving like a sports car again, like the fastball of his youth. There was no way to explain that, but there was no other way to explain 15 strikeouts, either.

“I should be in the twilight of my career and tonight I had a fastball I haven’t had in 10 years,” Spahn said.6

There was all this dissection and reflection in the locker room, but overall joy for the veteran whose latest feat was up on a big board for everyone to read, all of those zeroes strung out in a row, one-through-nine for runs and that other singular zero, the one signifying the number of hits the Philadelphia Phillies cranked out on September 16, as in none.

First baseman Adcock, who made the last putout—and not an easy one at that—drifted past Spahn’s locker stall and let him know what he thought about what he saw that night. Adcock was going on thirty-three years of age right after that season, so he understood some of the physical demands baseball made on the body once it turned the corner toward retirement age.

“I don’t know what there’s left for you to do in baseball, but I know you’ll do it,” said Adcock in a marvelous teammate compliment.7

Spahn knew. This was his 288th major-league victory, and he wanted to get to 300. Anyone who records 300 wins is an automatic Hall of Famer. The 300 level is the absolute elite level, the way 3,000 hits are for a hitter. That’s where Spahn wanted to go—300 wins. Since it was mid-September, there wasn’t enough time left to reach that goal during the 1960 season.

“What do I want to do?” Spahn asked, repeating a sportswriter’s question. “I want to win 300 games before I’m through. And it’s killing me I can’t do it this year.”8

At the time there were just twelve pitchers with 300 wins in baseball history. Now there are twenty-four. During his fortieth year on the planet, Warren Spahn still had something to look forward to when taking the mound in 1961.


2

BUFFALO AND BEYOND



ALL THE BASEBALL instruction and coaching for Warren Spahn began with his father Ed in Buffalo.

Baseball was the team sport of most import to fans across the United States in the 1920s and 1930s. Pro basketball did not even gain a serious foothold in the American sports fan’s consciousness until after World War II. The National Hockey League was confined to six cold-weather cities, four of them in Canada. The National Football League was first organized in 1920.

Baseball was the national pastime, and even if you lived in Buffalo, New York, where there was no major-league team, baseball was still the game to follow when you weren’t paying attention to Triple Crown horse racing in the spring or the heavyweight title fight of the moment.

Present-day Buffalo’s population is more than 256,000. The city’s population in 1920 was far larger, more than 500,000. The principal city of Upstate New York, located 380 miles northwest of New York City, Buffalo is the gateway to Niagara Falls on the Canadian border, long one of the United States’s main tourist attractions.

Buffalo’s lower east side was the home of multitudes of immigrant groups. Thousands of African Americans settled in the community beginning in 1920, many seeking work at automobile factories or in the growing chemical manufacturing industry.

Warren Edward Spahn was born on April 23, 1921. His first name was inspired by President Warren Harding. His middle name came from his father. The future pitcher’s mother was named Mabel, and he was the fifth born of six siblings. The family lived in the blue collar east part of the city where dad was a wallpaper salesman who made $27 a week.

That income kept the family under shelter and put food on the table but in no way funded a fancy lifestyle. The Spahns did not own an automobile when Warren was a youngster and the menu rarely included a deluxe cut of meat and definitely not more than once a week. One report on the family’s early existence indicated new shoes were not always purchased when a foot outgrew a size. Rather they were passed down to the next in line in the family who might have to shove newspapers into them to shape them into a better fit.

Warren Spahn’s first coach was his father Ed, a huge baseball fan who dreamed of playing in the big leagues. However, he did not rate his chances very highly when he stopped growing at 5-foot-7 and stopped adding pounds when he hit a range around 130 (apparently never topping 150). He kept playing ball on the semi-pro level locally and he was an avid, solid bowler. Warren was one of only two sons—he had four sisters—and Warren was the chosen one in his father’s eyes when it came to baseball. His dad fanned Warren’s interest by taking him to Buffalo Bisons minor-league games. This was not a hard sell because young Warren liked baseball and wanted to play. Big Bill Kelly was a longtime star of the Bisons, and Ed Spahn was an old local teammate. That was before Kelly set team records for the club and got a couple of sips of coffee in the majors in 1920 and 1928, accumulating 84 big-league at-bats for both Philadelphia teams. Kelly’s lifetime average was just .179 in limited play, but he did experience the big time.

Kelly was a first baseman and Warren’s first goal in baseball revolved around that position. Although his father pushed him to pitch, Warren initially was more interested in playing the field than making the mound his life’s work.

Ed Spahn was friendly enough with Kelly that Warren could chase balls in the outfield during Bison batting practice. The little boy did not remember all of the home players’ names, so he called them all “Kelly.” As a joke in return the players called him “Kelly Spahn.”9

As an illustration of the limits on the family finances, Spahn said when the Bison games ended, his father often gave him the choice of taking the trolley car home or of buying an ice cream cone and walking home together. Usually, the kid took the ice cream. But the walk was still enjoyable time spent together. “Many times we took the ice cream and rehashed the game walking home,” Spahn said.10

Although Ed Spahn attempted to influence his son toward pitching rather than first base, Warren’s first inclination was to work at the full-time position. Ed’s theory was there were many fewer left-handed pitchers to compete with if one wanted to make the majors and there were plenty of power-hitting first basemen.

Warren was born into Prohibition and the Roaring Twenties and soon enough at elementary school age was feeling the effects of the Great Depression. Ed Spahn kept on playing on local teams and passed on knowledge to Warren about baseball.

“He loved the game, and of course his son played baseball,” Warren said. “I didn’t even have a left-handed glove. I had a right-handed glove, one of his. I didn’t know the thumb was supposed to be on this side, so I played with a glove that had the thumb over here. And, I guess, I learned how to catch maybe better than kids do today because they’ve got the big, long gloves and all that sort of thing. And it was a love affair. I enjoyed playing baseball. I played in a great municipal league that they had in Buffalo, along with my high school, American Legion. I think I was playing almost every day.”11

Spahn could play every day because he was playing first base, his choice, for those teams, including the semi-pro club his father was still on playing third base. Decades later he recalled the team name as being something like the South Bethel Businessman’s Club. Other reports spread over the years suggest the official name of the team was the Lake City Athletic Club. It was a treat for father and son to compete on the same team, even if they good-naturedly ragged on one another about their respective infield play.

“And I used to give him heck for throwing me bad throws and he’d give me heck for not catching the ones that he threw badly,” Spahn said. “I was a first-baseman. I was supposed to catch those. And we had a good relationship and baseball was the catalyst that made it closer together as father and son.”12

There was a slight disparity in the development of their talents at the time. Warren was thirteen, and Ed was thirty-seven. Warren was literally the boy among men, lucky to be able to take the field at first base or anywhere. Dad was a perfectionist and did want Warren to do things right, from taking ground balls to throwing and catching even when it was a simple backyard catch, never mind in a game where score was kept.

“You’d think he was going to throw it right through me,” Spahn said of those days in the games with his father. “I weighed only about 110 pounds in those days. But he was teaching me to play hard and it did a lot of good.”13 Spahn also once said of his dad’s throws, “I thought some of them would knock me into the third-base bleachers.”14 (That sounded a little strange because Warren mostly played first.)

It is always helpful to learn how to do something the proper way, and Ed Spahn definitely wanted Warren to absorb this tutoring in that manner. Warren’s desire to advance in the game at first base ran into a roadblock when he reached his sophomore year in high school. The team already had an all-state player at that position. As Spahn observed many years later, he promptly realized he was not going to beat that player out for a starting job.

Coincidentally, the team (as most are) was in need of pitching. When the coach pondered where else Spahn might be able to play given that he was a left-hander, it was either pitching or the outfield. Spahn was a pitcher second and an outfielder basically never. So the choice was easy enough and the opportunity on the mound was plain.

This was what Ed Spahn was waiting for and had slyly trained his son for all the way, even while giving him the leeway to experiment at first base. The elder Spahn had long pressured Warren to use proper form when throwing. He was not content to have simple games of catch with no rules attached. Warren knew when he was playing catch with his father he was going to get pointers and adhere to the form demanded.

Because his father was not a big guy, Warren said, he had to compensate for lack of power by taking advantage of the gifts he did have and using proper form.

“And he realized the value of giving all of what God gave you,” Spahn said. “Momentum, etcetera and he insisted that I throw correctly and use my whole body to pitch. And, you know, he was responsible for that. I used to hate to come home from school because he wanted to play catch when I came home and he would make me hit the target and that sort of thing. Not that I hated it, but just the fact that he was a taskmaster. And thank God for it.”15

So Warren Spahn evolved into one of the greatest pitchers of all time, the initial push coming from his father.

The most distinctive aspect of his pitching style, that high kick, was also encouraged by Ed Spahn. Every pitcher finds his own rhythm and own form on the way to success. Spahn’s emphasis on the leg kick definitely came from his father, but he would not have stuck with it if it didn’t work. “That was part of my father’s influence,” Spahn said of the high right leg kick and the reason behind it. “Use all the momentum that I could create.”16

Repetition was also critical to the backyard lessons between father and son. No one counted the pitches thrown, but the number would have been impressive. The core of what Ed Spahn preached was control. That was the art of pitching to him, not just mowing a batter down with speed.

“There’s no substitute for practice,” Ed Spahn told his son, “especially to learn control. You’ve got to pitch and pitch and pitch, until you can put your foot up on the mound, set yourself, close your eyes, and throw a strike right down the middle. If you can throw the ball where you want to son, you can last for years, even when your fastball’s gone.”17

Decades later that’s exactly how Warren Spahn transformed his style. If he ever did so it was not prominently recorded, but one must wonder if Spahn ever did close his eyes while throwing a pitch.

It was only later, when Spahn gained experience and realized athletes never really stop learning their trade, that he initiated talks with hitters to discover what they thought his strengths and weaknesses might be. The leg kick was distracting to hitters, he learned, and it helped mask how he held the ball when making his delivery. They could not see the position of his fingers. They found it more difficult to pick up spin on the ball when it was released.

“And then talking to hitters, I realized that I hid the ball pretty well so that it looked like it was coming out of my uniform,” Spahn said. “So I tried to encourage that. I didn’t want to talk to pitchers (about what they did). I wanted to talk to hitters. And I think hitters are the same way. So over the years, I realized where the assets were and embellished on it.”18

Also over the years, Spahn developed his own philosophy of pitching. He repeated it many times to different sportswriters and interviewers. It defined the way he brought the ball in on hitters and the way he dealt mentally with umpires. Since after his earliest years in the big leagues his fastball wasn’t going to overpower many hitters, Spahn needed smarts to outwit them when they stepped into the batter’s box.

Roger Kahn, the esteemed baseball writer, once declared that Spahn might have been the most intelligent of ballplayers, although Kahn did deliver a version of the compliment in a back-handed way, saying that Spahn was the smartest person ever named for President Warren Harding, the chief executive in Kahn’s estimation who was “our most limited president.”19 Well, Harding couldn’t throw a curveball like Spahn, or he might have chosen a profession other than politics.

During a discussion with Spahn long ago, Kahn took note of that oft-repeated philosophy of how the southpaw viewed his right to home plate.

“Home plate is 17 inches wide,” Spahn said. “All I asked for were the two inches on each corner. The hitters could have the 13 inches in-between. I didn’t throw there. Batting is timing and pitching is upsetting timing.”20

Spahn is not credited with originating that phrase. It has been used by more than one pitcher. But he did subscribe to its gospel and used it as a guiding precept.

During that era in American history just about every youth wanted to grow up to become a major-league baseball player. It was the rare boy whose attention shifted to another sport. And every dad wanted to father a major-leaguer. Whatever Warren Spahn’s skill level as he grew beyond backyard and local ball, he was off to a fundamentally solid start.

It all begins with a dream, but there are many pitfalls along the path of a starry-eyed thirteen-year-old to the diamond in a major-league ballpark. Sometimes there is just too much competition. Other times injury intervenes. Good timing and good luck always help.

But young Warren Spahn certainly possessed baseball talent.
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HIGH SCHOOL AND AMERICAN LEGION



SOPHOMORE WARREN SPAHN may have had a lot of youth baseball experience when he entered South Park High School in Buffalo, but even he recognized immediately the first baseman holdover from the previous season was a lock. The position was not up for grabs, and Spahn recognized the other guy was better.

So excited to be moving up to high school ball initially, Spahn’s mood was dampened. When coach Joe Schumaker gave him the word, Spahn was disappointed. But he quickly piped up and said he could pitch. Although he had almost nil game-pitching experience, Spahn had those years of private workouts with his father to call upon.

The boy had spent hour upon hour learning technique and control. Also, he had inherited a strong arm from his dad. While Warren Spahn is not recalled as one of the great fastball pitchers of all time, the high school level batters he was then facing found his heater pretty darned swift.

The coach asked Spahn to show him what he had. When he pumped his fastball in over the plate, Schumaker asked the catcher if the pitch was as fast as it looked. “All I know is, my hand hurts,” the player responded.21

Once the coach also established Spahn had a curve that could break six inches and totally freeze bats, he figured Spahn had the goods. Given that show of good stuff the coach wondered why on earth Spahn would want to be a first baseman.

The throwing session lasted only a matter of minutes with the coach proclaiming on the spot Spahn had made the team. Schumaker was surprised, however, when he told Spahn to pick a number for his uniform jersey and he chose No. 13. Not many athletes wish to tempt fate and display No. 13 because they fear it will bring bad luck. More of them were superstitious than not, but Spahn didn’t care. Indeed, he said No. 13 usually brought him good luck.

Future Hall of Famers in other sports, from basketball star Wilt Chamberlain to football star Dan Marino had success wearing No. 13.

Not everyone he encountered during his baseball career was so careless about flaunting superstition, and in the majors with the Boston and Milwaukee Braves Spahn wore No. 21, which remains on the retired list for the Atlanta Braves.

During Spahn’s junior and senior years in high school in 1939 and 1940, South Park went undefeated and captured the Cornell Cup, emblematic of the city championship. Schumaker raved about his young pitcher’s abilities and the likelihood he would go far in the game.

“His biggest asset as a youngster?” Schumaker was asked nearly twenty years after Spahn graduated but before Buffalo named a street after Spahn in the neighborhood of his high school. “He had perfect control. That’s rare in any young pitcher and even more so in a left-hander. Look back in the old newspapers. I said then Warren would be another Lefty Grove. They thought I was nuts, but I’m enjoying it now.”22

When Spahn was in high school, Robert “Lefty” Grove, the ace of the Philadelphia Athletics and Boston Red Sox, was just coming to the end of his 17-year, Hall of Fame career. Grove retired in 1941 with a record of 300–144. At the time Schumaker was speaking, Spahn was closing in on 300 victories himself.

Even as late as the 2017 baseball season there have only been six left-handers to win at least 300 games: Spahn, Steve Carlton, Eddie Plank, Tom Glavine, Randy Johnson, and Grove. Plank was the first lefty to 300 wins. He retired in 1917 with 326 wins, including the 21 accumulated in his one season in the Federal League in 1915.

As for southpaw wildness, there are some well-documented cases of eventual superstar hurlers suffering from such early-career afflictions. Perhaps most notable among those fitting the category was the Dodgers’ Sandy Koufax. Under the bonus-baby payout rules of the time, Koufax had to remain with the parent club as a nineteen-year-old rookie in 1955 when he would have been better served by a stay in the minors. So Koufax rode out the season with the Brooklyn Dodgers, appearing in just 12 games.

It took three seasons for Koufax to obtain much more action and considerable time for him to regularly locate the strike zone without a map. Of course, then he had one of the greatest five-year periods in baseball history before an arthritic elbow forced him into retirement at age thirty.

Certainly, Randy Johnson was finding his way his first few seasons in the majors in the late 1980s. Even after that stretch, Johnson did not truly have his scary-fast fastball harnessed. For three straight seasons in the early 1990s with the Seattle Mariners, he led the American League in walks. And then suddenly, he became Randy Johnson. The 6-foot-10 flamethrower led his league in strikeouts for the first of nine seasons (on his way to the second-highest K total ever of 4,875) and won his first of five Cy Young awards in 1995. If anything, Johnson had been wilder than Koufax during his early major-league seasons.

Spahn may have been fast for a high school pitcher, but he was not in Koufax’s and Johnson’s class as a fastball hurler. Spahn admitted that his father’s emphasis on control was a factor, but real life also played a part.

“Well, that might be part of it,” he said, “but I think the hitters made me have good control. You don’t throw through the middle of the plate. And when you stop to think about it, a hitter goes up to home plate and he stakes a stance to protect most of the strike zone, or what he is comfortable with, so you pitch against that grain.”23

Spahn did not deny the perception of left-handers throwing wilder than right-handers, or even acting that way, although sometimes the polite euphemism “unorthodox behavior” has been used as a synonym for southpaw behavior. Rube Waddell, the early-twentieth-century Hall of Famer for the Philadelphia Athletics, was considered flaky in his time, dashing off the mound and out of the ballpark in mid-game to pursue fire engines, although some later concluded he was actually mentally ill.

The 1980s reliever Tug McGraw was viewed as an off-beat comic. At times, supposedly sage baseball elders summed up a player with the description of “Oh, he’s left-handed” without even meaning which side the guy threw from, but applying it to the fellow’s head. In past eras, lefties following their own drummers were sometimes labeled “screwballs.” McGraw actually threw one.

Mickey Lolich won 217 games mostly for the Detroit Tigers in the 1960s and 1970s and made three All-Star teams. Because he was portly, people laughed when he opened a doughnut shop after retiring. “If you’re left-handed and a pitcher, then people automatically think you’re flaky,” he said.24

Lolich did not seem to be a left-hander to deny flakiness. He imbibed twenty-five Pepsis in a day and said he became a southpaw after crashing a tricycle into the girl next door at age two and breaking his collarbone.

Spahn was a pretty even-handed guy and he counted on that ingrained accuracy more than the fastball to set down opposing players.

“I think I might be the exception,” Spahn said. “I don’t really know why left-handers are more wild than right-handers. And then there were also theories that pitchers were unorthodox as left-handers, and then the heart is closer to the left side. I don’t know any of those things. I know that there’s a great demand in baseball today for left-handed pitchers.25

Spahn said his father was his best coach during his youth and teen years. American Legion was a bonus added to high school games. “It was an opportunity to play,” he said.26

Spahn’s American Legion experience helped him mature as much as did his high school play. In a northern climate like Buffalo, the season is shorter than in warm-weather locales such as California, Texas, and Florida. It might snow into April in Buffalo and that was not conducive to an early baseball start, so the extra games played in American Legion ball were extremely valuable for aspiring players.

Spahn did not look back and credit his high school or Legion coaches for his development. It always came back to his dad’s instruction, passion, and forceful personality in insisting on doing things properly.

“I guess most of the things that I learned throughout my baseball career were just picking up a piece here and a piece there to develop what I had to work with,” Spahn said.27

Even when pressed by an interviewer when he was well into retirement, Spahn said he was never really influenced by other notable southpaws. He was aware of the achievements of Lefty Grove, Carl Hubbell, and Herb Pennock, but he never saw them pitch and didn’t know them so he never quizzed them for information. Unlike later generations growing up after World War II, there was no baseball on television in Buffalo during Spahn’s youth, no Game of the Week, only radio baseball. Grove, with his 300 wins, Hubbell, a nine-time All-Star with 253 victories and a 2.98 lifetime earned run average, and Pennock, who won 241 games and was part of six World Series champions, all ended up in the Hall of Fame. They would have been worthwhile role models who could have offered Spahn tips.

Instead, for the most part, Spahn went it alone after he moved on from his father’s tutelage. Actually, Spahn barely overlapped with the final lap of Hubbell’s career and said he recalled batting against the screwball artist who was known as “Meal Ticket” because he could always be counted on to produce.

“I remember hitting against him,” Spahn said. “First of all, you’re looking for him to break the ball away from you and he threw me a screwball that was bigger than any right-hander’s curveball. It looked goofy coming from a left-hander and then (broke) in on me like that. That influenced me a great deal.”28

Only in a general way, perhaps, because Spahn was not a screwball pitcher early on, and as even he said few left-handers toyed with the pitch.

Although Buffalo was hardly close enough to be classified as a New York City borough, Spahn did follow the Yankees. His favorite player was Lou Gehrig, who was active for New York into the 1939 season and died young from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, later known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease.

“I never saw Lou play,” Spahn said. “I never got to meet him. But I idolized him.”29

Spahn cited Gehrig being an Ivy Leaguer and more handsome than Babe Ruth as reasons why he also favored the slugger, who of course also played Spahn’s first-love position, first base. He also said Gehrig scored points with him because he reminded him of Tarzan.

Spahn was probably unaware Gehrig once tried out to play Tarzan in the movies. In 1936, after Olympic-medal-winning swimmer Johnny Weissmuller gave up the role, Hollywood was looking for a new Tarzan. Gehrig took a screen test, but for whatever reason he did not pass muster with the studio.

Once Spahn settled in on the mound for South Park High he became a star. He was excellent as a sophomore and undefeated as a junior and senior. In one of his last high school games Spahn pitched a no-hitter against Buffalo High. So at least he had one on his resume long before that 1960 big-league no-hitter against the Phillies, albeit against slightly less-experienced competition.

Throughout high school, Ed Spahn repeatedly fanned the notion that Warren could become a major-league pitcher if he kept improving, kept working hard, and kept learning. Sometimes he tossed out the idea scouts were probably coming to his games, even though he did not know that to be the case.

Much later, Warren said while in high school “I never dreamed I was going to be a professional.”30

Scouting was far less sophisticated then than it is in the 2000s. Nowadays players and their parents and coaches put together personal highlight tapes. They appear on websites while social media drives attention. In the late 1930s, there was no cooperative scouting between teams, no draft, and it was up to individual teams to search for the hidden gem.

Word-of-mouth and personal connections played a much larger role. Sometimes it was who you knew or who your coach knew. Spahn had the advantage of living in a fairly large city rather than in a rural part of the country. But still, a bird-dog scout had to find you, assess you, and pass the word along to the big club with an endorsement so you might get signed to suit up for some Class D team in a small town far away.

There were only sixteen big-league teams, eight in the American League and eight in the National League. But each team might be affiliated with a dozen minor-league franchises. With the need to fill out rosters, teams were more willing to take chances on signing boys with that gleam in their eye. They might last a single season with the organization, but it was worth checking them out.

For a time, the St. Louis Cardinals under vice president and general manager Branch Rickey nearly cornered the market on prospects. It seemed Rickey was willing to give just about anyone a chance as long as he could tie his spikes, reach the plate with a pitch, or catch a fly ball. His was a revolving-door operation until complaints led Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis to intervene.

In 1938, as Spahn was working his way through high school, Landis freed seventy-four St. Louis farm players from contracts with the big-league team and ruled six clubs broke rules tying up players. Rickey’s big-tent approach of signing guys who at the least would not be able to harm his Cardinals if they were stuck in his minors rather than elsewhere was deemed unfair to the players. Careers could be ruined as they were buried on depth charts. Coming off this spanking, if Spahn was being scouted, there was less chance it was the Cardinals doing the investigating than anyone else.

One day at South Park practice, it happened. A scout named Bill Myers asked Coach Schumaker to introduce him to Spahn. Myers worked for the Boston Braves, and he informed Spahn he liked the way Spahn threw a baseball.

Warren went home and told the family about this meeting. This contact particularly excited father Ed. Although the Spahns were basically Yankee rooters, the pragmatic Ed recognized it might be tougher for his son to work his way through the minors into the rotation of a perennial world champion. While the Braves had not lit a fire in the National League for quite some time, that might mean Warren would have a better chance of working his way onto a big-league roster.

Ed Spahn knew of Myers and believed he had a sound reputation as a fair man based on his previous scouting for the Boston Red Sox. It was said Myers left the Red Sox and switched to the Braves because he did not believe the American League club gave another Buffalo player, Sibbi Sisti, whom Myers scouted, a fair deal. Several years later, Sisti and Spahn would be teammates with the Braves.

Warren wanted to sign with the Braves immediately, but his father insisted he wait until after high school graduation. He was confident the opportunity would still be there. Today the same debate occurs in many households, only the focus is on whether or not a player should take big bucks or go to college. Those weren’t the issues on the table in the Spahn household. Warren worried nobody would make him an offer if he waited until after graduation. Dad counseled patience.

The Yankees did come knocking but lost interest because they did not think Spahn was heavy enough or strong enough. They looked but turned away.

Spahn graduated in the spring of 1940 and did sign with Bill Myers and the Boston Braves. It was the kind of contract that loomed fairly large to an innocent teenager whose family life experience had just carried through the Great Depression but one that would be laughed at now.

The deal called for a $150 signing bonus and two suits of clothes. That sounded pretty good to Warren Spahn in those very different times.

He was nineteen years old when he departed Buffalo to play for a Bradford, Pennsylvania team in the Pony League. It was his first out-of-town adventure, and it was the first step toward launching a big-league baseball career and perhaps one day gaining access to another suit of clothes, one belonging to the Boston Braves with a number on the back. His first salary in professional baseball paid Spahn twenty dollars a week.

“I grabbed it,” Spahn of getting the chance with a pro team. “And I remember that the guys that were graduating out of high school with me were making like $15, $17 a week working in the steel mills. I was making $20 playing Class D baseball, so I was delighted to play baseball, number one, and make more than those guys did.”31

The richness was less in the dollar amount and more in the opportunity.
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LEARNING THE TRADE IN THE MINORS



WARREN SPAHN’S FIRST professional manager, Jack Onslow, was an old-timer even in 1940. Onslow was a baseball lifer who never got to play much major-league baseball but had a long career as a coach and manager.

A catcher from Pennsylvania, Onslow had two brief stints in the majors, totaling 77 at-bats, zero home runs, and a .169 average. He could instruct a better game than he could play. Onslow played 36 games for the Detroit Tigers in 1912 and nine games for the New York Giants in 1917.
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