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This book is dedicated to the memory of baseball friends no longer with us, including Bob Feller, Milo Hamilton, Ernie Harwell, Monte Irvin, Ed Lucas, Stan Musial, and Phil Niekro.


Their friendly faces may be gone, but their memories will live forever.
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FOREWORD BY DUSTY BAKER





In 1972, my first full season in the major leagues, I was a twenty-three-year-old outfielder with the Atlanta Braves.


Hank Aaron was one of my teammates and Eddie Mathews became our manager in mid-season, so I had plenty of experience to lean on as I was learning the ropes of becoming a major-league player.


One of the things I had to learn right away was how to cope with the media contingent that was growing every day as Hank approached one of the most famous records in sports: Babe Ruth’s all-time home run record.


I had to figure out who was good, who was fair, and who was just looking for a headline.


Dan Schlossberg asked me for an interview and came out with the first magazine story about me, although the headline was slightly exaggerated. It read, “Dusty Baker: The Next Hank Aaron.”


I appreciated the flattery but knew, even at that young age, that no one could ever fill Hank Aaron’s shoes.


I also learned over the years that Dan Schlossberg was going to be one of the top writers around.




More than fifty years later, he is still one of my favorite dudes. Our paths don’t cross often, as he lives in the New York area, but I enjoy seeing him and talking baseball at the All-Star Game, World Series, winter meetings, and spring training.


He was covering when I took five different teams to the playoffs: the Giants, Cubs, Reds, Nationals, and Astros. And he always had a smile, a story, or a funny anecdote that brought a smile to my face.


To me, he isn’t just a writer. He’s a friend.


But he’s also an ardent fan of the game and especially of the Atlanta Braves. That is why I am honored he asked me to write the foreword of this book celebrating the 50th anniversary of Hank Aaron breaking Babe Ruth’s record.


It’s hard to believe fifty years have passed since I was involved in that historic day, on April 8, 1974. In fact, I was in the on-deck circle in the fourth inning at Atlanta Fulton County Stadium when Hank broke the record, connecting for his 715th home run against Al Downing of the Los Angeles Dodgers.


As Hank approached home plate, I stepped aside. The moment was his and I didn’t want to do anything that might distract from it.


Darrell Evans, who was on first base, scored ahead of Hank, whose first words to the stadium and television audience were, “I’m just glad it’s finally over with.”


I had no clue about the magnitude of that night until I got further away from it. It was not only great for baseball, but for America. There were people rooting against him because he was Black, but it also united races all over the world.


Hank was a modest, humble guy. Externally, that’s how you’re supposed to be but internally he was extremely confident. Sandy Koufax was the same way. That’s what true greatness is about.


Hank had spent the whole winter wondering when or if he would finally make history. And he had to endure a torrent of terrible mail from people who hated the thought that a Black man would wipe out the most hallowed record in sports just because it was owned by Babe Ruth, an American Hero.


Although I am a Black man myself, I grew up in California, but still endured to a far lesser degree than what Hank and my parents’ generation endured. I did not have to endure the slights and segregation suffered by Henry Louis Aaron as a native of Mobile, Alabama; a veteran of the Negro Leagues; and the first African American in the Southern League. Spring training in Florida and even some major-league cities were still segregated long after Henry broke into the big leagues in 1954.


It’s tough enough to succeed in major-league baseball when the playing field is level. But to face death threats, to require bodyguards, and to have two separate hotel rooms in each city, one of which he slept in under an alias, made it even harder for Hank. And I’m sure it reminded him of his first few years, when the Braves had to find separate quarters for their Black and white players. It was still the same for all of us in my first couple of years in baseball.


Hank didn’t talk about the hate mail he received but we knew it was there. He had it in his locker. He would throw it on the floor, and we’d read it when he went to the training room. His behavior was kind of like your parents not bringing their problems home; that’s how Hank was with us.


When I got to Chicago years later, I got the same mail. But thanks to the lessons I learned from Hank, I was able to channel that in a positive direction. I got some hate mail here in Texas, too, so it hasn’t stopped, though it’s probably not as much as it used to be. But I learned a lot from Hank on how to deal with it.


Dan Schlossberg is more than a fan of Hank Aaron; he is especially empathetic because he suffered his share of prejudice as a Jewish American.


When Dan stopped by the visiting manager’s office at Yankee Stadium last August, his hat reminded me of that fact. It read, “The Life and Times of Hank Greenberg,” the title of a terrific documentary by Aviva Kempner. Not only was Hank Greenberg the original “Hammerin’ Hank,” but a humanitarian who was influential in helping Jackie Robinson succeed in his difficult rookie year.


Greenberg was playing first base for Pittsburgh in 1947, his last season but Jackie’s first, when Robinson reached base for Brooklyn early in the season. Hank said, “Jackie, I had to deal with prejudice and bigotry too. Let me help you get through this.”


It’s not surprising that the Baseball Hall of Fame has room for two Hammerin’ Hanks, whose plaques share the gallery with the one that means the most to me: the one honoring Jackie Robinson.


Jackie and Larry Doby not only ended the color line in baseball but opened the door wide for players like Willie Mays, Ernie Banks, Frank Robinson, Bob Gibson, Rickey Henderson, and of course Hank Aaron.


Hank gave me all kinds of advice about how to behave and carry myself on the field and off. For example, I was once told by him never to mess with St. Louis Cardinals pitcher Bob Gibson. I was told never to stare at him, talk to him, or even smile at him. And if he hit me with a pitch, I was told never to charge the mound, because he was a Golden Gloves boxer. Plus, I’d never have the nerve to do that. I had just watched him strike out 18 Tigers in the 1968 World Series.


I first met Hank in August of 1967, before I ever signed. I had two weeks to go before I would have entered college. The Braves flew my mom and me down to Los Angeles, and I tried out in Dodger Stadium. As a kid, I was a Dodgers fan but had seen Hank, Joe Adcock, and Eddie Mathews hit home runs in a double-header at the old Los Angeles Coliseum.


Hank told my mom if I signed, he would take care of me as if I was his son—and he did just that. I was closer in age to his kids than I was to him. I played jacks with Dorinda, jumped rope with Gaile, and played basketball with Hankie and Lary. At that time, Hank was married to Barbara, sister of farm director (and later GM) Bill Lucas.


Ralph Garr and I came up with the Braves around the same time.


Hank was hard on us. If we were doing something wrong, he would let us know. If he called us boy or hard-headed, we knew he meant business. There were times when he acted like our dad but times when he acted like our uncle or brother.


He taught us when to be cool and when to stand up and be a man. Doing that could be detrimental to your health, especially in those days. I had seen Lester Maddox, George Wallace, and the Freedom Marches on TV and did not want to play in the South, being from California.


But Hank was already there. I remember going to his house and seeing Maynard Jackson, Andrew Young, Ralph David Abernathy, and so many other civil rights leaders. My parents were involved in that, too. Going to the South and being with Hank ended up being the best thing that happened to me.




Hank was big on civil rights. He was not bitter at all. I don’t know how he could go through what he went through and not be bitter.


I learned what a giving person Hank was. He gave away scholarships and money through the Hank Aaron Foundation, helping white and Black kids. He treated people as fairly as anybody I ever met. He and my father, both being from the South, went through a lot of changes.


Hank once said, “Do me a favor. Whether you understand what I tell you or not, just retain it. Two, three, or four years from now, it might come to you.” And you know what? It still comes back to help me today.


He taught us how to train, how to eat right, and how to handle a day game after a night game. He played racquetball and handball to keep his hands strong. I saw him take a Sunday paper, crumple it up, and hold it in his hands to keep them strong. That must have contributed to his reputation as “a wrist hitter.” He also worked on an ice truck as a kid, delivering ice for the ice boxes.


Hank taught us so much about baseball and life. A lot of things I used later in my career came from what he taught me then.


He also taught us a lot about what was coming when we were at the plate. That included a gameplan and theory on how to hit Tom Seaver, how to make him get the ball down, and how to hit Steve Carlton’s slider. He could tell by the way you held your bat whether you were going to be a high-ball hitter or low-ball hitter. You had to retain what you learned on the field, or you wouldn’t survive.


I once asked Hank who was his toughest pitcher. He said, “You ask too many questions.” So I stopped. And then he said, “Don’t you have a question for me?” So I repeated the question and he mentioned Sandy Koufax. Then I asked Sandy who was the toughest hitter for him and he said Bad Henry. That amazed me.


Off the field, Hank was an astute businessman who owned a BMW car dealership, a Church’s Chicken franchise, and a Dunkin Donuts. Billye once let me drive his BMW in spring training. Billye was the best thing to happen to Hank after he and Barbara got divorced. That life-changing experience really hurt Hank.


One of the saddest things of my life was the morning of his passing, right before spring training in 2021. I had just taken the job as manager of the Astros. My wife came in and woke me up to tell me.


Hank Aaron was the best person I ever knew and the truest, most honest person I ever knew. He impacted my life, my family, and my world on and off the field. He was a great man. It is my privilege and honor for Dan Schlossberg to ask me to write this foreword.


—Dusty Baker


Houston, Texas


August 29, 2023


Dusty Baker was a star outfielder for the Atlanta Braves, Los Angeles Dodgers, and others for 19 years before becoming a major-league manager. In 26 seasons, he won more than 2,000 games, plus three pennants and a World Series, while taking five different teams into the playoffs: the Giants, Cubs, Reds, Nationals, and Astros.













PREFACE BY KEVIN BARNES





I first met Dan Schlossberg in the dugout of Atlanta Stadium when I was the Braves’ batboy in 1973.


Dan had come to Atlanta for the last homestand to do research and interviews for a book he was writing on Hank Aaron. I was in the dugout prior to the game. Dan introduced himself and we just started talking.


Dan explained that he was from New Jersey, and that immediately caught my attention. I was born in New York City but grew up in Fort Lee, on the other side of the Hudson, so we immediately had a bond.


He said he’d like to interview me and I said, somewhat sarcastically, “Sure.” He said he’d put me in the book and I thought, “Fat chance.” But we talked anyway.


Dan said he was a big Hank Aaron fan as well as a big Braves fan, going all the way back to Milwaukee. I told him my favorite player was Mickey Mantle and I went to many games in Yankee Stadium.


Getting a job as a batboy is a dream of many kids growing up, and I was extremely fortunate to be the batboy for the 1973 season. The Braves didn’t have a great record, but I have many great memories.




Being around manager Eddie Mathews and players like Hank Aaron, Phil Niekro, Darrell Evans, Dusty Baker, and Davey Johnson—all of whom are either in or have a shot to make the Hall of Fame—plus every other player, coach, and staff member helped me launch a fifty-plus year career in Major League Baseball.


So, in the offseason just prior to the 1974 campaign, I get a copy of Hammerin’ Hank: The Henry Aaron Story—and find my quotes on Hank.


Now I realize Dan wasn’t joking and was a man of his word. Actually, he’s a man of many words, as indicated by his forty-one baseball books.


I was there for Home Run 715 to pass Babe Ruth and No. 733, Hank’s last with the Braves. I saw Hank many, many times over the years and he was always very friendly—a class act all the way.


I even played softball and batted ahead of Hank once, but that’s another story.


Dan has remained a great friend over the years, even though many don’t know he was the pitcher for four of my 841 career stickball home runs—including No. 755 and No. 756.


Dan’s knuckleball may not be as good as Phil Niekro’s was, but Dan can throw a tennis ball with conviction.


That conviction may not always meet with success on the mound, but always meets with his success as a baseball writer.


Dan is certainly well-versed on Braves history and the baseball history of Hank Aaron. As someone who’s still writing, I would be hard-pressed to find a person more qualified than Dan to write a book about Hammerin’ Hank.


Dan has forged a long career writing about his love for the game of baseball. His books have always been informative and well researched. He’s been a fixture at the Winter Meetings, where we once played on the same softball team as Baseball Commissioner Peter Ueberroth, as well as All-Star and World Series games.


Although I’ve played a great deal of baseball (never with Dan on the field), I know he’s had a lot of hits in the press box and in bookstores.


I’m sure he’ll hit a home run with this new book on Hank Aaron.


—Kevin Barnes


Atlanta, Georgia


[The author wrote this preface on July 21, 2023, fifty years to the day he was batboy for Hank Aaron’s 700th home run in Atlanta Stadium.]















INTRODUCTION





Even the heavens are celebrating.


On April 8, 2024—the 50th anniversary of Hank Aaron breaking Babe Ruth’s record—a total eclipse occurred over Atlanta. It was just be another sign that Hank Aaron may be gone from earth but never from the imagination of its inhabitants—especially to those who saw him play.


Henry Louis Aaron was the best player I ever saw. And I’ve been covering baseball since 1969.


Forget Willie, Mickey, and Duke. Had Hank played in New York, or been more flamboyant, Terry Cashman might have written about him.


Instead, we have the Ernie Harwell song “Move Over Babe, Here Comes Henry,” and more than a dozen Aaron books, including three autobiographies.


But only one—the first one—was written by a journalist who is also an ardent Aaron fan.


That first book, Hammerin’ Hank: The Henry Aaron Story, was my first, produced for Stadia Sports Publishing in 1974 and in bookstores before he surpassed Babe Ruth’s home run total, the most celebrated record in professional sports, on April 8, 1974. He finished his career with 755.


Nobody else has ever hit more—at least not without the suspicion of using performance-enhancing substances.


Barry Bonds hit 762 and won seven MVP awards in the process, but has been barred from the Baseball Hall of Fame by both the beat writers and by the Contemporary Players Era panel, an off-shoot of the old Veterans Committee.


Voters in both groups obviously wondered why Bonds reached the 50-homer plateau only once—in the year he suddenly smacked 73, a single-season standard that still stands. The cloud of suspicion grows darker every year—even fifty years after Aaron beat Ruth.


It’s hard to believe a half-century has passed since that historic achievement. It’s also hard to believe it happened in the fourth game, in the fourth inning, in the fourth month of a year ending in four, against a pitcher wearing No. 44 by a hitter wearing the exact same numerals.


Although the Monday night game was carried by NBC and the visiting Los Angeles Dodgers, the audio that most frequently accompanies the video is Milo Hamilton’s account for Atlanta radio station WSB, then the flagship of the vast Braves radio network.


As the co-author of Milo’s autobiography, Making Airwaves: 60 Years at Milo’s Microphone, he had to fight for the mic that night—but prevailed over Ernie Johnson Sr. as the Braves’ lead announcer. Milo’s feelings on the matter are included in this book.


So are comments from Eddie Mathews, who combined with Aaron to set the record for home runs by teammates (863); Dusty Baker, who was in the on-deck circle when Aaron connected; and even Kevin Barnes, who served as Aaron’s teenaged batboy at the time but has become a regular presence in the Atlanta press box as a stat man for visiting broadcasters.


My interest in Aaron began in 1957, when my father and I watched the World Series between the Braves and Yankees on our black-and-white Zenith TV. At age nine, my first memories of the game included watching Lew Burdette win three games, including two shutouts, against the powerful Yankees and watching Aaron hit .393 with three home runs.


Burdette won the Chevrolet given to the World Series MVP, but it wouldn’t be the first time Aaron was overlooked.


Too quiet, too modest, and too humble, Aaron let his bat speak for him. But his best years came long before the dot.com revolution, accompanied by the advent of cable television and satellite radio, gave baseball access to millions of fans who previously had to rely on newspapers and a weekly publication called The Sporting News, which even printed Triple-A box scores.


Aaron lacked the muscle of Mickey Mantle, the flair of Willie Mays, or the swagger of Duke Snider, but finished far ahead of that trio in the record books.


He was an All-Star a record 25 times in 23 seasons because the major leagues played two All-Star games a year, from 1959–1962, to raise money for the players’ pension fund.


He had more runs scored, runs batted in, total bases, and extra-base hits than anyone in baseball history—including The Babe himself—and more home runs hit without the taint of steroids.


He survived segregation in the Jim Crow South during spring training, a torrent of hate mail from fans who couldn’t bear the thought of a Black man breaking a white hero’s record, and rejection by writers who voted him only one Most Valuable Player trophy when he should have had four.


Then there were those nine so-called sportswriters who left Aaron’s name off their 10-man ballots for the Baseball Hall of Fame. Nine! And that was before anyone was protesting the exclusion of Pete Rose for allegedly gambling on the game.


By 1982, the year Aaron was inducted, he had finally won some respect both in baseball circles and from baseball fans at large.


I should not have been surprised that nobody believed me when I told my classmates in Passaic, New Jersey that Hank Aaron was going to break Babe Ruth’s record. Ask any of them: I made the prediction ten years before it actually happened!


I bragged about Aaron so much that my high school friends called me “Hank” when they weren’t calling me “Vince,” since I also emulated Vin Scully’s habit of calling everyone fans.


In driveway stickball games, we made up batting orders and pretended to be real players. Already an avid Braves fan, I tried harder when pretending to be Hank Aaron. And I always listed him third or fourth—the best spots in the order.


A model of consistency, Aaron never hit more than 47 home runs in a season but always seemed to hit at least 30. He hit 47 once, and matched his uniform No. 44 four times. He also maintained amazing physical condition, something his brother Tommie couldn’t do, and wound up on the disabled list only once, when he broke his leg sliding in September of his rookie year of 1954.


Had he been with better teams, Hank Aaron might have earned more recognition. But he reached the World Series only twice, in 1957 and 1958, and narrowly missed a third chance when the Milwaukee Braves dropped a best-of-three pennant playoff to the 1959 Los Angeles Dodgers.


Hank made it to the very first National League Championship Series in 1969, but the favored Braves fell victim to the red-hot New York Mets, who swept a playoff that could have been best-of-three.


Variously described as a wrist hitter, a guess hitter, and a man so relaxed that he looked like he was sleeping between pitches, he was a modest but muscular man whose 6-foot, 180-pound frame hardly looked intimidating … until he swung the bat.


Hank Aaron had all five tools: he hit for average, hit for power, and could run, field, and throw. He won three Gold Gloves for fielding excellence, enjoyed a 30/30 season, and won all three legs of the Triple Crown in multiple seasons—just not at the same time.


Missing a Triple Crown and failing to hit for the cycle were the only disappointments in a long career that began when he boarded a train in Alabama with a sandwich in his hand and $2 in his pocket.


Were Hank Aaron around today, he would no doubt own the Braves franchise. His top salary of $240,000 would be tip money today, when more than a dozen players earn more than $30 million a year.


In addition to his exploits on the field, Hank Aaron was also a hero in civilian clothes. An outspoken champion of civil rights, he formed friendships with presidents and civil rights leaders. His quiet but steady excellence won him legions of admirers not only at home but also when the Braves visited other cities.


He got so much fan mail that the US Postal Service once gave him a medal as the person who received the most mail in the United States. Though the tenor of letters was overwhelmingly supportive, more than a few malcontents threatened the lives of the slugger and his family, forcing the team to provide him with bodyguards and housing separate from the team during road trips.


Talk about irony: a man who once couldn’t stay with the team because of segregation that lingered long after Jackie Robinson integrated the majors now couldn’t stay with the team because he was a Black man pursuing a white man’s record.


Like Robinson, who broke the color line seven years before Aaron reached the majors, Hank Aaron burned inside but kept his cool, never giving the naysayers more ammunition. Though disappointed that he didn’t realize his ambition to be a manager or even a general manager, he eschewed conflict and controversy as much as humanly possible.


He aged nicely, establishing widespread respect as a humanitarian, civil rights advocate, and successful businessman—dabbling in everything from restaurants to car dealerships in addition to Cable News Network and various positions with the Braves. He had tough decisions to make, even cutting son Lary and future Atlanta manager Brian Snitker, but always proved the epitome of grace under pressure.


He knew presidents, movie stars, and other celebrities who seemed truly delighted to befriend him.


In fact, I was interviewing him in the Atlanta clubhouse after a game in September 1973 when the Governor of Georgia stopped by to say hello.


Aaron excused himself and shook hands with a smiling Jimmy Carter while I waited to resume the interview. A picture of that event circulated on MLB.com early in the 2023 season.




The very next day, Carter announced he was running for president—an event the Atlanta Journal-Constitution headlined JIMMY CARTER IS RUNNING FOR WHAT?


Hank Aaron could have run for president himself. I would have voted for him.


—Dan Schlossberg


Fair Lawn, New Jersey


April 17, 2023













CHAPTER 1




A NIGHT TO REMEMBER





In the long and storied history of baseball, certain dates are carved in stone.


Lou Gehrig called himself “the luckiest man on the face of the earth” on July 4, 1939.


Jackie Robinson broke the nefarious color barrier on April 15, 1947.


Bobby Thomson hit his “shot heard ’round the world” on October 3, 1951.


Roger Maris hit his 61st home run ten years later, on October 1, 1961.


Then there was April 8, 1974, the date a humble man from a mediocre team far from the nation’s media capitals devoured the most hallowed record in sports.


Hank Aaron brought many qualities to the dance: the elegance of Lou Gehrig, the passion of Jackie Robinson, the timing of Bobby Thomson, and the modesty of Roger Maris.


With an air of expectancy hanging over the stadium, along with enough cumulonimbus clouds to exacerbate the anxiety of the locals, the Braves held a 45-minute pregame tribute to Aaron’s career. Anticipating a packed house, the normal police presence of seventeen was nearly tripled.


Once the game finally started, Aaron drew a walk in his first at-bat. The crowd booed.


And then it happened.


In the fourth inning of the fourth game, in the fourth month of a year that ended in four, Henry Louis Aaron, wearing No. 44 for the Atlanta Braves, hit a home run against Al Downing, a pitcher wearing the same numerals for the Los Angeles Dodgers. With a 1-0 count, Aaron picked on a high fastball as Darrell Evans scored from first base, while Dusty Baker from the on-deck circle and Davey Johnson in the hole watched history unfold just a few feet away.


Bill Buckner, playing left field for Los Angeles that night, made a valiant leap but came up empty as the ball sailed into the Braves’ bullpen and into the mitt of relief pitcher Tom House. “Seven hundred home runs,” said Buckner, who would have his own date with history twelve years later. “I couldn’t hit 700 home runs in batting practice for three straight months.”


The stadium clock read 9:07 p.m. Eastern Standard Time.


After an eleven-minute ceremony to celebrate the momentous home run, a shell-shocked Downing couldn’t regain his command. He walked both Baker and Johnson, ending his evening.


Downing, who had never lost to the Braves in nine previous starts (going 5–0), had been trying to keep the fateful pitch down. He was unsuccessful in that attempt.


“I didn’t want to be the guy who gave up the home run,” he said before the game. “No pitcher likes to give up a home run at any time. It could cost him the ballgame.”


It was Aaron’s 2,967th game and 11,294th at-bat.




Among the millions who watched the telecast was Don Money, an infielder who had played against Aaron and would soon become his teammate. “I couldn’t help but notice the way Hank accepted his place in baseball history,” he wrote in his book The Man Who Made Milwaukee Famous.


“As he was shown rounding the bases, my thoughts went back to the times I had seen his home run trot when I was with the Phillies,” continued Money. “There was no difference. He circled the Atlanta infield on the night he made history the same way he had done it when I was a member of the opposition. Hank made his way around the bases deliberately, without showmanship. He went into the record book with the same style and class he had exhibited throughout his career. That meant something to me.”


Aaron’s blow tied the game, 3–3, and set the stage for the Braves to have their way against newly entered reliever Mike Marshall (who would go on to win the Cy Young Award after pitching 208 relief innings and 106 games, both records for relief pitchers). But not that night, when the Braves batted around in the fourth inning before Marshall, an offseason kinesiology professor at Michigan State, finally slammed the door.


Celebrating in the dugout was manager Eddie Mathews, who had combined with Aaron to hit a record 863 home runs for the Braves during the time in which they were teammates. He would not complete the season as manager—even leaving when the team had a winning record—but would always be remembered as Aaron’s friend and protector.


For Aaron, it wasn’t just any home run, but his 715th, placing him one ahead of Babe Ruth on the all-time list. It not only defied the force of gravity, but the course of logic.




A Black man born fourteen years before Jackie Robinson’s courageous one-man stand against a century of bigotry, Aaron began as an infielder who batted cross-handed for a barnstorming Negro Leagues team called the Indianapolis Clowns, baseball’s answer to the Harlem Globetrotters.


The barrage of racial epithets, segregation, and separation he battled in his early years morphed into a tirade of threats and hate mail as his steady approach to Ruth’s record attracted the attention not only of the sports press but also mainstream news organizations.


He answered his detractors with a stoic demeanor that made him seem calm on the outside even though the hurt had to be enormous. Early in his career, he had to stay and eat in separate facilities during spring training because the Braves were stationed in Florida before the Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of Education eliminated “separate but equal” public schools for Black students.


Once the season started, things were not always better—especially in slow-to-integrate places like St. Louis, Cincinnati, and Philadelphia.


At least young Aaron was playing half his schedule in Wisconsin, where the fans and media made him feel welcome even when the ballpark didn’t. Milwaukee County Stadium was not especially conducive to the long ball and the climate was often cold and windy, especially in April and September.


After a 13-year baseball marriage that began with a euphoric honeymoon, new owners decided to try the virgin territory of the American South. Aaron, well aware of the burgeoning civil rights movement, was not happy about it. He had already integrated the all-white South Atlantic League in the minors and retained bitter memories of that experience.




But then he discovered the hitter-friendly dimensions of his new home ballpark, Atlanta Stadium, and also learned that the city’s altitude was the highest in the majors at the time of the team’s transfer (two expansion teams, the Colorado Rockies and Arizona Diamondbacks, later outranked Atlanta in feet above sea level).


After hitting just 13 home runs as a rookie in 1954, and relative handfuls in subsequent seasons, Aaron changed his approach at the plate, becoming a dead-pull hitter.


He hit a combined 56 home runs in his last two Milwaukee campaigns, then suddenly, in 1966—his first year in Atlanta—he hit 44 with 127 RBIs.


Remarkably consistent, he never hit more than 47 in a season. By the time he reached his fortieth birthday in 1974, he had 713 home runs—one short of Ruth’s record—and had led his league in home runs and runs batted in four times each.


Yet getting to No. 715 seemed to take forever.


One year earlier, with the record in sight, Aaron finished with 40 home runs—the last time he would reach that plateau.


Aaron had hoped to reach the record during the final days of the 1973 season, but both the weather and the opposing pitchers refused to cooperate.


Neither proved to be as formidable an obstacle, however, as baseball commissioner Bowie Kuhn.


With the Braves determined to host the historic home run in Atlanta, which had been starved for attendance, Mathews announced he would bench Aaron for the season-opening, three-game series that pitted the Braves against the Reds in Cincinnati.


Kuhn insisted otherwise and Mathews, not one to let anyone dictate his lineup, issued a loud and passionate protest. An uneasy peace was reached only after Kuhn threatened to punish both the manager and the ballclub.


In the meantime, the media had a field day, with most—including New York icons Dave Anderson and Dick Young—protesting Atlanta’s decision to “rest” its best player in the second game of the season. On the other hand, The Sporting News reported that Stan Musial once sat in Chicago so that he could get his 3,000th hit at home in St. Louis. So there was precedent.


Mathews, the only man to play for the Braves in Boston, Milwaukee, and Atlanta, as well as the only man to play for, coach, and manage the team, relented begrudgingly, agreeing to play the forty-year-old Aaron twice—in the Thursday opener and Sunday finale against the Reds. At the same time, everyone connected with the Braves found themselves in the untenable position of rooting against the team’s best player.


The PR department had ordered 50,000 copies of placards that read I WAS THERE WHEN HANK HIT 714 and I WAS THERE WHEN HANK HIT 715.


That didn’t stop Aaron from tying Ruth on the first pitch he saw, in the first inning on April 4, with a 3-1 count and two men on base against Jack Billingham. It was the first time in his career that he had homered on Opening Day.


The pitcher’s wife came over to congratulate Billye Aaron. “She made a special effort to congratulate Henry and to speak to us even though her husband had thrown the home run ball,” Billye remembered. “I really thought that was nice.”


The blast even prompted a congratulatory telegram from Babe Ruth’s widow, Clare. “She wished me happiness and all the luck in the world,” Aaron said.




He couldn’t connect again, however, sitting out the second game and going 0-for-3 in the finale against Clay Kirby, thus allowing Atlanta to prepare a raucous welcome for the soon-to-be home run king.


He didn’t take long to deliver.


“I read I wasn’t trying my best during that last game in Cincinnati,” said Aaron, who tantalized the fans with a long fly ball for one of the three outs he made in the Sunday finale. “I’d just like to say that I have never stepped onto a field when I did not do my level best.”


He wasn’t done. Given a national stage by NBC, which broadcast the game on its network as part of Monday Night Baseball, Aaron told viewers, “I’m just happy it’s over. I feel now I can relax, my teammates can relax, and I can go on and have a great year.


“This is something I wanted. For years I felt I was slighted by awards and things like that. I worked very hard to get to where I am although I never thought five years ago I would ever be in this position.


“Now I can consider myself one of the best. Maybe not the best because a lot of great ones have played this game—DiMaggio, Mays, Jackie Robinson. I think I can fit in there somewhere.”


The ball fit in somewhere, too—inside the glove of a young left-handed Atlanta reliever named Tom House. After fighting his bullpen teammates for the baseball, he bolted through the bullpen gate and onto the field, pushing through the mob at home plate so that he could present the prize to Aaron. The bespectacled reliever, who later became a celebrated pitching coach, must have caught a little pixie dust with the ball as he went on to have his best season in 1974.




Aaron accepted hugs from his parents, Estella and Herbert Aaron, and new wife Billye, weeping from the joy of the moment but the exhaustion of the wait. Billye gave Henry a hard and long kiss caught by the national television cameras.


In the ceremony that followed, majority owner Bill Bartholomay gave Aaron a plaque, Georgia Governor Jimmy Carter presented him with vanity license plate HLA 715, and Hall of Famer Monte Irvin handed the slugger a $3,000 gold watch lined with diamonds. But Bowie Kuhn—after causing considerable commotion over Aaron’s playing status in the opening road series—made himself scarce, sending Irvin to represent his office. When Irvin included Kuhn’s name in his congratulatory speech, the negative reaction of the 53,775 Atlanta fans was both vociferous and predictable.


Kuhn, who chose Cleveland’s Wahoo Club over Aaron’s historic moment, did at least send a wire. So did Ted Williams, Roy Campanella, Joe Louis, and thousands of adoring fans. Aaron even received a telephone call from the White House, although Richard M. Nixon had many other things on his mind in the spring of ’74.


Commercial offers—including one from the Oh! Henry candy bar company—also poured in.


For Aaron, the outpouring was overwhelming. “The average person doesn’t know what a nightmare this has been,” he told reporters after the game. “The same old questions, the controversy. I’ll enjoy it all a little later.”


Through it all, Aaron tried to keep his cool—even when one female reporter asked, “Mr. Aaron, can you tell us whether you bat right-handed or left-handed?”


All she had to do was watch the pre-game “This Is Your Life” presentation focused around Aaron. It included an enormous map pinpointing places Aaron played, from his hometown of Mobile to his minor-league stops in Jacksonville and Eau Claire. Friends and family took part, popping up as various destinations were announced.


Fans cheered as Aaron walked through a gauntlet of bats held by a bevy of local beauty queens, brought in by publicist Lee Walburn and his eager and innovative assistant Bob Hope. Nobody seemed to mind the damp and dreary weather conditions, though some worried that the heavens might open before the game became official, wiping out the historic home run.
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