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Foreword



On August 16, 1990, I visited the home of Ernie and Lulu Harwell in Farmington Hills, Michigan. The purpose of my visit was to shoot a cover story for ESPN’s Major League Baseball Magazine.


Ernie is a great friend, a great baseball announcer, and an even greater person; and on this day we witnessed one of baseball’s great behind-the-scenes moments.


As the camera crew got ready to shoot Ernie’s signing of the 1936 magazine story he had written on Wally Moses, Ernie apologized that there might be a telephone interruption. A nurse had just called and asked if Ernie would talk to a teenage boy who was threatening to commit suicide. He wanted to end his life, but he wanted to talk to Ernie first.


Sure enough, the phone rang. Ernie casually walked about 10 feet into the kitchen and answered the phone as if it were just another routine, everyday call. The Voice of the tigers picked up the receiver, and what followed was an extremely poignant conversation that I will never forget.


Ernie’s soft, reassuring southern words went something like this:


“Hello . . . I’m so glad you called. I want you to know that we really care about you. I want you to listen to the broadcast tonight. Paul and I are going to dedicate the pregame show to you . . . Please know that the Lord cares about you and loves you. Everything’s going to be all right. You’re in His hands.”


Then a long, hushed pause. I could not believe that I was witnessing this. What could the young man be saying? Ernie tried to respond, but he was having a hard time trying to get a word in. Finally, Ernie found an opening and jumped in with a raised voice:


“No, you’re wrong! No! . . . No, I can’t agree! . . . No! . . . No, you see, Trammell is more valuable than Fielder, because he can do so many more things . . .”


Only in baseball could a teenage boy, planning to end his own life, want to talk to Ernie Harwell first in order to find out who was the Tigers’ most valuable player.


And they say that baseball is only a game.


—Warner Fusselle
ESPN’s Major League Baseball Magazine





Introduction



It was March 1930 in Atlanta. I was 12 years old. The Yankees were playing their way north from spring training. I sneaked down to the front-row box seats at Ponce de Leon Park, and when Babe Ruth came off the field, I begged him for an autograph.


“But kid,” he said, “you ain’t got no paper. What am I gonna sign?”


“My shoe,” I told him. I held my leg over the railing and shoved my foot toward him. I was wearing dirty Keds (the Great Depression equivalent of today’s Nikes).


“OK,” he laughed. “I’ll do it.” And, sure enough, he signed my shoe.


The old tennis shoe vanished years ago to wherever old tennis shoes go. But my love for America’s game was only beginning.


Four years after my encounter with The Babe I was part of professional baseball reporting—for The Sporting News. And after I met and married my treasured wife of 52 years, Lulu, and served four years in the Marine Corps, baseball broadcasting beckoned.


That profession took hold of me and never let go. My seat behind the mike has given me an unobstructed view of the game. From 1948—my first year broadcasting in the major leagues—to 1993, a lot more than just 45 years have passed. I’m not one to talk about the good old days . . . I think the good days are right now. But I do recognize change. And over the years there have been many changes in baseball.


In 1948 there was no artificial turf—plain old green grass was good enough for everybody. There was no designated hitter—the pitchers did their own batting. We didn’t see ballplayers travelling in jeans—they all wore suits and ties, or at least sports coats. Most of the trips were by train, at a leisurely pace—now they fly everywhere.


In 1948 the pay was different. If a player made $15,000, he was in big money. Now the average pay of a big leaguer is more than $1 million. The lawyers and the agents at that time had not discovered baseball players. There were no mascots—no chickens, birds, or grown men dressed in animal clothes. We saw no ballgirls and no exploding scoreboards.


In the clubhouse in 1948 there was no after-game spread of food for the players . . . no hair dryers, no personal cellular phones, and no constant music from the stereo. The players couldn’t watch themselves on the replays over the clubhouse television set.


If anybody in those days said anything about drugs, you knew he was sick and talking about some kind of medicine. A high-priced steak cost $6 and the fans came to the game to watch the players and not be performers themselves for the TV cameras.


In 1948 Jackie Robinson had just broken the color line, and the few black players in the majors were facing a lot of unwarranted harassment from both fans and players.


There were only 16 major league teams—not 28 like we have today—and the schedule called for only 154 games.


Talk shows hardly existed in 1948, and there was almost no TV. The girlfriends of the players came on trips, but secretly. Now when they travel with the players, the women are not a secret; they even get their pictures in the papers.


Yes, life changes, and baseball with it. The old glory days are surely gone, but each year we add new stories to our great saga—stories of the heroes, the journeymen, the bit players and the supporting cast off the field who help bring this American spectacle to life each summer. It’s been a great life for me, and I hope to share a little bit of it with you on these pages. Here’s to baseball! And here’s to that old tennis shoe, wherever it may be!




They Also Serve . . .
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A Day at
the Office


“It isn’t easy carrying a golf bag around
with you on those road trips.”—By Saam


My first player interview was a bust.


Still in high school, I had been the Atlanta correspondent for The Sporting News for a year and a half. The paper had printed a few of my articles, but my information came from rewrites of the local papers. I had not yet worked up enough nerve to interview any players.


However, in March 1936, I took the plunge. The Philadelphia Athletics came through Atlanta to play the Crackers in a spring exhibition series. The A’s had a rookie outfielder named Wally Moses. He hailed from Vidalia, Georgia, and had debuted in 1934 with a .325 average. I contacted Baseball Magazine and suggested Moses as the subject for an article. The editor gave me the assignment.


The morning of the first game I phoned Moses at the Georgian Terrace hotel.


“No, I can’t see you after the game or tonight,” he said. “Come by in the morning and I’ll talk with you.”


This was a big step for me. I was shy, naive, and really didn’t know what to expect. I was still a hero-worshipper and major league stars were practically gods to me.


I arrived early in the hotel lobby, waited as long as my nerves would permit, and then called Moses’ room.


“Yeah,” he answered with the enthusiasm of one keeping a dental appointment. “Come on up. I’ll talk to you.”


When I reached Moses’ room, I found him on the bed, talking with his roommate Bob Johnson and Pinky Higgins. He greeted me with a grunt and immediately turned his attention to his teammates. I sat there with pen and note pad, ready to ask the questions I had rehearsed the night before. I don’t recall how many I was able to ask. Maybe two or three at the most.


The three players—my heroes—paid no attention to me. They were too involved in a raucous recounting of their sexual conquests of the night before. I got little baseball information; but I did get a quick insight into nighttime ramblings of ballplayers on the loose. There were vivid descriptions of the ladies who entertained them with almost a play-by-play account of their various accomplishments.


Embarrassed and disillusioned, I said a hasty goodbye and went home.


I did write the article. Using a few of Wally’s reluctant quotes and a mass of statistics, I managed about 1,500 words. Baseball Magazine printed my article in June 1936, and sent me a $10 check. It was the first article I had written for a national magazine. And it was the first time I personally discovered that ballplayers were human beings and not gods.


I never saw Bob Johnson again. Pinky Higgins was always cooperative and friendly when he managed the Boston Red Sox. I travelled with Wally Moses four years (1967-70) when he was a coach with the Tigers, and we became good friends.


We often talked about our Georgia backgrounds, and once I brought him a copy of that Baseball Magazine article. But I never mentioned that he was my first player interview. Maybe the memory—even then—was too painful.


[image: image]


As much as my Wally Moses interview changed my perception of ballplayers, a trip to Chicago gave me a new insight into sportswriters.


In mid-boyhood the reality that I was not skilled enough with bat and glove switched my ambition from playing baseball to writing about it. The sportswriters of that era became my idols. I still looked up to the players, but names like Grantland Rice, Westbrook Pegler, Damon Runyan, and Tom Meany were as meaningful to me as Babe Ruth or Rogers Hornsby.


Through studying The Sporting News I knew that H.G. Salsinger covered the Tigers, Denman Thompson wrote about the Washington Senators and Ed Burns and Irving Vaughn were Chicago correspondents.


In 1935 my uncle, Lauren Foreman, invited me to visit him in Chicago. I was still in high school, but had been working on the sports desk of the Atlanta Constitution for one summer. Knowing that I was going to Chicago, I asked our sports editor, Ralph McGill, for a letter of introduction to the Chicago Tribune baseball writers, Ed Burns and Irving Vaughn.


So, letter in hand, I visited the famous Tribune Tower. I entered the sports department and asked for Burns or Vaughn.


“Vaughn’s on the road with the White Sox,” one of the workers told me. “But Ed Burns is over there with those other guys.”


I glanced to the area where the worker had pointed. Burns and the others were jumping around and shouting as they shot a ping-pong ball from an air gun. The ball would bounce off the wall, back to the player, and he would try to catch it in the gun. It was the kind of game you’d expect from 12-year-olds.


I had gone to the famed Tribune Tower expecting sedate and hard-working sportswriters and I got this.


Later, a group of New York writers reaffirmed the same image. The Yankees came to Atlanta for a spring exhibition series at Ponce de Leon Park. As The Sporting News correspondent, I was seated in the Cracker office when the writers arrived to interview Cracker president Earl Mann. There were four or five in the group. They had water pistols, party hats, and fake mustaches. They invaded the office and staged a scene worthy of the Marx Brothers.


Later, as a Dodger and Giant broadcaster, I traveled with this same group, and they never seemed that zany. Maybe it was the impressionable days of youth that made them seem so wild. But I learned quickly to be ready for the meeting of the ideal and the real.
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Baseball and radio have coexisted for more than 70 years. Before these two American institutions came on the scene, fans had only newspapers to depend on for news about their diamond heroes.


Radio coverage of baseball began in the ’20s; television emerged in the late ’40s and now has taken a dominant position. But there will always be a place for radio and baseball to be together.


My first radio-baseball memory goes back to the 1926 World Series. My older brother, Davis, had a crystal set in our basement in Atlanta. With great pride he would move the little piece of wire called a cat whisker over a dab of mercury and pull in a station from Pittsburgh or some other farther city. There wasn’t a loudspeaker—only a pair of earphones. Davis would put one of the phones over his ear and give me the other one. I heard that famous seventh game of the ’26 World Series when Grover Alexander fanned Tony Lazzeri in the seventh inning with two outs and the bases loaded, and the Cards went on to beat the Yankees.


From then on I was hooked on radio. In a few years, local stations began to broadcast the Atlanta Cracker games. Our family didn’t have a radio then, so I would walk through the neighborhood until I heard the baseball broadcast coming through a window. Then I would camp under that window as long as I could without arousing the suspicions of the household.


The Atlanta announcers didn’t travel with the Crackers. When the team was on the road they re-created the game in a studio. This lasted in the minors for many years and is still done in some markets. The major league announcers gave up re-creating in the early 1950s.


The Midwest was far ahead of the eastern cities in baseball broadcasting. In Pittsburgh, on August 5, 1921, Harold Arlin broadcast the first baseball game ever on radio. By the late ’20s, Detroit, Chicago, and other cities were covering their teams on a regular basis. Ty Tyson in Detroit had been on the air 11 years before any of the New York clubs aired their games. The Yankees, Dodgers, and Giants had a pact in which they agreed not to broadcast because they felt it would hurt attendance. After Larry MacPhail took over the Dodgers, he broke that agreement in 1939.


Broadcasting is still a big item everywhere. Despite the popularity of TV, radio lives on in cars, on beaches, in shops and homes. Across the landscape of America, in the afternoon, evening, and night, there are and always will be voices on the airwaves bringing baseball to the people who love it.
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If there is one aspect of baseball life that can drive people into early retirement, it is the travel. They get weary of the constant wear and tear from flying from city to city and dragging into hotel lobbies at 3 or 5 A.M.


Two managers who were friends of mine reflected that general opinion. The late Paul Richards used to tell me: “I like going to the ballpark and being a part of the game, but I can’t stand the loneliness of a hotel room.”


Earl Weaver felt the same way. “It drives me nuts,” he said. “I can’t stand the travel.”


Sparky Anderson reports to the ballpark around 1:30 in the afternoon for 7:30 games. Many of the players leave their soap operas and other TV inducements for an early arrival at the stadium.


I didn’t feel the way they do. I looked at travel as a chance to see my friends in the major league cities twice a year. And somebody else was paying for me to stay in modern, well-appointed hotels and eat in famous restaurants. When I started with the Dodgers in 1948, announcers had just begun to travel with their teams. So I was on the road as long as any other announcer, and I always enjoyed it.


Travel in baseball is very important. It may not have the 80 percent importance rating of pitching, but we all know that travel is 50 percent of baseball.


Here are some observations, hints, proverbs, definitions, and questions—all personal, just one man’s opinions—from my 45 years of big league road games:


• Proverbs: Never call home; there is sure to be a crisis . . . Never eat at any place called Mom’s . . . The higher the altitude of a restaurant, the worse the food . . . Quality of a meal varies inversely with the height of the pepper shaker . . . Never change planes in Chicago or Atlanta.


• Packing hint: Put all your clothes on one bed. Put all your money on another. Reduce the clothes by half and double the amount of money.


• Questions: Do maids and housekeepers take college courses in how to yammer loudly in hotel corridors at 7:30 A.M.? Is there anything dimmer than a hotel room light bulb? Why do airline ticket agents spend five minutes on a computer when they could write a ticket in half the time? Why are there no real clocks in airports? Who teaches voice training to airline flight attendants?


• Definitions: “Catch of the day” is whatever the wholesaler offered to the chef as a good deal . . . “Garden view” means a room that looks into a light well . . . An “airline snack” means a pack of 18 salted peanuts.


• Pet peeves: Card keys to hotel rooms—you get to your room on the 36th floor, the key doesn’t work, and you have to return to the front desk for another . . . The servi-bar in your room—only $8.50 for a small pack of cashews. I wonder whether the hotel owners realize what a temptation the bar might be to an alcoholic by himself in a lonely room.


• Travel in the world of literature: Patrick Dennis quoted two observant employees in his novel Pink Hotel. The chef: “Thank God for white cream sauce. It can cover any culinary mediocrity.” The telephone operator: “If I don’t like a guest, I sock him with a few more phone calls on his bill.”


• Waiter joke: Customer asks, “Who’s gonna win the big game?” Waiter answers, “Sorry, sir, this is not my table.”


• Worst travel scenario: “Sorry, but we’ve cancelled your flight.”


• Worst travel scenario No. 2: “There’s a convention at your hotel. It’s the National Association of High School Cheerleaders.


• Worst travel scenario No. 3: There is heavy construction outside your window . . . the air hammer tunes up at 6:45 A.M.


• More questions: Does anybody ever fill out those suggestion questionnaires? Why do most hotels ignore climatic conditions and set their thermostats according to the calendar? You get heat on a warm winter day and cold air conditioning when it’s cool in the spring.


• Final hints: Never eat or shoot craps above the ground floor . . . Never trust a guy who wears his jacket off his shoulder . . . To ward off pickpockets, wrap your money with a rubber band. Any dip can get into your pocket, but the rubber band creates friction, and the dollar bills can’t be removed without your feeling it.
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The Tigers’ first scheduled off-day of the ’93 season arrived early—a Tuesday, the day after the night opener in Oakland, California.


Usually, baseball travelers prefer off-days at home. But if there’s a road off-day, Oakland is a good place to have it because across the bay is San Francisco, almost everybody’s favorite city.


I made no special plans and anticipated an easy, do-nothing kind of off-day. I only scheduled a dinner with coach Dick Tracewski at Mulhern and Schachern’s, a great San Francisco restaurant owned by a friend. I invited Tiger announcers Rick Rizzs and Bob Rathbun to join us. Dick was bringing Gene Roof.


Here is a sketchy timetable of the off-day:


• 6:25 A.M.—Radio station calls for short interview.


• 7:05 A.M.—Breakfast at coffee shop.


• 7:50 A.M.—Read article from Upper Room magazine and passage from Genesis about Abraham and Isaac.


• 8:10 A.M.—Phone Leo Merta, a friend in Half Moon Bay. He accepts dinner invitation. Will pick us up at 5 p.m.


• 8:40 A.M.—Phone home. Lulu tells me John Lowe’s game story made the Detroit Free Press despite game’s late end. We discuss my “Entertainment Tonight” interview and when it might run.


• 8:50 A.M.—Read two chapters of great new novel Second Fire by Robert Wilson, a Tigers fan from Redford.


• 9:00 A.M.—Phone Scott Nickle at Tiger Stadium. He’s in meeting and will call back.


• 9:20 A.M.—Phone Gene Myers at Free Press to discuss column deadline.


• 10:15 A.M.—Rick Rizzs phones. He and Bob might not join us at dinner. They are going to San Francisco early and might not stay that long.


• 11:30 A.M.—Take 25-minute walk to movie theater. Eat banana and apple on way.


• Noon—Begin watching Born Yesterday—alone. Three more people drift in.


• 3:00 P.M.—Walk back to hotel for 20-minute nap.


• 3:30 P.M.—Do stretching exercises in room and jump rope.


• 3:45 P.M.—Scott Nickle phones and reads off list of play-by-play on Ernie Harwell cassette for Tigers April 15 giveaway.


• 3:50 P.M.—Watch end of Roy Firestone’s “Up Close.” Free Press columnist Mitch Albom is on.


• 4:00 P.M.—Take warm bath.


• 4:10 P.M.—Dave Newhouse of the Oakland Tribune phones. Has written column about our broadcast and wants a tape.


• 4:25 P.M.—A call from lobby. A young man named Tim from Santa Clara says he is an aspiring announcer and wants to talk with me. He visits room and we discuss his career possibilities.


• 5:00 P.M.—Dick, Leo, and I leave for restaurant.


• 5:35 P.M.—We arrive at restaurant.


• 6:00 P.M.—We talk baseball.


• 7:40 P.M.—Ed Moose, who owns nearby restaurant, joins our group. He’s a Cardinals fan.


• 8:20 P.M.—Finish great salmon, return to hotel.


• 8:30 P.M.—Watch baseball on ESPN—Toronto at Seattle.


• 8:45 P.M.—Todd Miller of Mayo Smith Society phones to confirm interview with Rick, Bob, and me.


• 9:15 P.M.—Start San Francisco Chronicle crossword puzzle.


• 10:20 P.M.—KMPC of Los Angeles calls; I do interview about Tigers.


• 10:30 P.M.—Back to crossword puzzle; 71-across asks: “And—————” Pepys sign-off.


• 10:31 P.M.—I write in answer: “So to bed.”


• 10:33 P.M.—I take hint, and so to bed.
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Baseball announcers are in the business of asking questions. They ask them in their quest for information to use on their broadcasts. And they ask them in interview programs before or after the games.


Yet, there’s a turnaround, too. For, indeed, there are a lot of questions posed to announcers. Here are some of those questions—the most frequently asked—along with my answers:


Did you travel with the team?


Yes, I did. I was with them on the plane, in the hotel, on the team bus. Wherever they went, I went. Sometimes it was a grind, but it was much easier than traveling on my own.


Did you ever get tired or bored?


Sometimes tired. Never bored. A stretch of consecutive doubleheaders may have tired me, but I tried to get enough rest to fend off that feeling. I wasn’t bored by the games. Even a bad game was different and had some interesting aspect to it.


What’s the hardest play to broadcast?


A home run. There’s usually doubt about whether the ball is catchable or whether it’s a homer. The call requires enthusiasm, but to call a drive a home run and then have it caught is deadly to an announcer. Also, there’s often the question of fair or foul in the home run call.


Who paid you, the ball club or the station?


I was paid by the club. But it makes little difference. Any announcer must keep several groups happy. He must please the team, the station, the sponsors, the ad agencies, and the fans. If any of those groups wants him fired strongly enough, he’ll be on his way.


How did you get started in broadcasting?


My ambition was to be a sportswriter. I was Atlanta correspondent for The Sporting News while I was in high school at the age of 16. Later, I worked six years on the Atlanta Constitution while in high school and college. But when I graduated from Emory University, I couldn’t find a newspaper job. I auditioned for a sports announcer’s spot at WSB-Atlanta and was lucky enough to land the job.


Did you prefer broadcasting on radio or TV?


I enjoyed radio more. On TV the camera is Mr. Big. And the director calls the shot. On radio nothing has happened until the announcer says so. However, the intensity of TV is terrific. I think the ideal for the announcer is to combine the two during a game.


Who is the most exciting player you’ve ever seen?


Jackie Robinson. My first year in the big leagues was 1948 when Jackie was the Brooklyn Dodgers’ second baseman. He could upset the opposition better than any player I ever watched. Jackie was the most competitive player I ever saw and was also the player who got the most out of his abilities.
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Nothing I’ve ever done compares with visiting the White House. I’ve been there four times, and the aura of the place is overwhelming. It is awesome to know that you’re standing where the most powerful man in the world rules our government.


On my first visit to the White House, I never got inside—a cause of great embarrassment to one Michigan senator. It happened during the baseball season of 1971. Senator Bob Griffin of Michigan gave a luncheon for the Tigers in the Senate dining room. Eight or 10 players, a couple of Tiger executives, and broadcasters Ray Lane and I attended.


After lunch, the group was invited to the White House to meet President Richard Nixon. Senator Griffin had arranged for the President to greet us. Griffin led us around to the Rose Garden, and our group dutifully waited for the President. After some 20 or 30 minutes, the senator left our group and went into the White House. He returned with an embarrassed look on his face.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “The President very much wanted to come out to meet you, but he is working on a very important speech and won’t be here. He asked me to send his best.”


The Presidential snub frosted the senator. He kept on his best political face throughout the rest of our visit. However, several weeks later each one of us received through the mail a baseball autographed by President Nixon.


In my second White House visit, I not only ventured inside the White House but also got to meet and chat with President Ronald Reagan. And that came as a complete surprise to me.


Dale Petroskey, who was assistant press secretary to the President, arranged the meeting. Dale is one of the founders of the Mayo Smith Society, the leading Tiger fan group.


“Come over from Baltimore,” he suggested. “I want to show you around the White House. You’ll get to see how a press conference works and meet some of our staff.”


I asked Tommy Davis, the Baltimore sports announcer, and Vern Plagenhoff, who covered the Tigers for the Booth chain of Michigan newspapers, to go with me. We arrived early in the morning, went through security at the west gate, and met Dale in the White House.


He showed us around. We met the staff and many of the TV and radio newsmen who covered the White House. I was amazed by the cramped quarters of even the star network TV reporters. Near the end of the tour, Dale called me aside.


“I’ve a surprise for you. President Reagan is a great baseball fan, and he wants to meet you. Come with me and wait in the Cabinet Room. We’ll get you into the Oval Office in a few minutes.”


I waited in that august Cabinet Room until I was summoned. What a thrill to enter the Oval Office. The President greeted me, and we talked about baseball and broadcasting for about 10 minutes. He was most gracious.


There was picture-taking—both video and the still variety. When the time came to leave, I gave the President an autographed copy of my first book, Tuned to Baseball. I wrote on the flyleaf, “Best wishes to the President, who was able to overcome being a baseball announcer.”


Then President Reagan autographed a copy of my book for me. He later sent me a photo of the two of us in the Oval Office. He wrote on the photo, “From one ole ’teller who’ to another. Every good wish and very best regards, Ronald Reagan.”


A few months later I was back in the White House—this time with a group of writers and broadcasters. It was during the World Series of 1986. President Reagan staged a luncheon in the Cabinet Room for the writers and announcers who had been inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame at Cooperstown, New York.


A group of 15 attended, augmented by members of the President’s cabinet and staff. When President Reagan entered the room, he looked around and saw a lot of gray hair.


“It’s great to be here, playing with kids my own age,” he said. We had a lively discussion about baseball broadcasting. The President reminisced about his own broadcasting days for WHO-Des Moines, when he did re-creations of Cubs games.


“It was through baseball that I got into the movies,” he recalled. “I had gone to spring training with the Cubs at Catalina Island. Somebody suggested that as long as I was that close to Hollywood, I should take a screen test. I did, and that’s how I got into films.”


I sat next to Vice President George Bush that afternoon. The ex-Yale first baseman and captain took a good deal of kidding about his baseball career. He seemed as much interested in the game, the writers, and the broadcasters as the President.


Ironically, when Bush began his campaign for President, he used in his campaign literature a picture from this baseball luncheon. The photo showed Bush talking with Mel Allen, Jack Brickhouse, and me. The text said something about business leaders, not acknowledging that this was a lunch for folks who loved baseball.


My fourth White House trip was the most fun of all, because Lulu and my daughter Julie were with me. This visit was part of a full day in Washington. It was October 4, 1991, what we thought at the time was my final year of Tiger broadcasting. Five Michigan members of Congress (Senators Donald Riegle and Carl Levin; Congressmen John Dingel, William Broomfield, and Dale Kildee) headed a group to honor Paul Carey and me with a luncheon in the Russell Senate Caucus Room.


Prior to the luncheon we met with President Bush at the White House. Congressman Broomfield greeted us at the White House and arranged a special private tour. Then, Paul and Nancy Carey, Julie, Lulu, and I went to the Oval Office. We chatted 15 minutes and went through the usual picture-taking.


All of us were impressed by the President’s warmth. He also seemed much taller and thinner than he appeared on TV. He gave Paul and me a set of Presidential cuff links and presented the ladies stickpins with the Presidential seal.


We left the Oval Office with that glow only a visit to the White House can bring.
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Covering the Bases


“If I had my life to live over, I would have
liked to have ended up as a sportswriter.”—Richard M. Nixon


Sportswriters have always chased the elusive “scoop.” Sometimes they land an exclusive story; sometimes they miss it.


This is about a miss. It’s a story told to me by the man who made the miss, Harold Parrott. Harold was the first big league traveling secretary I knew. I traveled with him when I broke in with the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1948. Not only was he competent in his job, but he had been an outstanding sportswriter.


Yet, he missed a scoop on Casey Stengel getting the Dodgers’ managerial job.


In 1934, Parrott was a boy genius, covering sports for the Brooklyn Eagle. All of a sudden he found himself appointed to cover the Brooks’ spring training in Miami. There was one drawback. Harold was still living with his mother, who ruled his life with an iron hand. Mother didn’t want son Harold to go to Miami and live with those sunburned sinners along the beach.


Parrott enlisted the help of two sportswriters—Tom Meany of the New York Telegram and Bill McCullough of the Brooklyn Times. Both telephoned Harold’s mother and told her that they would watch over him. Besides, they added, all the baseball writers were so busy they never had a chance to drink or carouse.


McCullough also promised that his wife, Gladys, would see that no evil befell Mrs. Parrott’s young son.


Gladys McCullough did keep an eye out for Harold. She came looking for him every evening about six o’clock because her husband, Bill, was too drunk to write his story. So Harold had to write not only his own story, but also one for the incapacitated McCullough.


The big story that spring revolved around the Dodgers’ manager. Max Carey was soon to be fired. There was much speculation about his successor. McCullough was drinking heavily and couldn’t write his stories. Parrott continued to cover for him. Branch Rickey, then with the Cardinals, talked McCullough into a pledge to quit drinking.


A week later, Rickey revisited the Dodgers’ camp.


“Bill isn’t drinking anymore?” he asked hopefully.


“No, Mr. Rickey,” Gladys answered, “But not any less, either.”


Big names were being mentioned as the new Dodgers’ manager. Parrott would give one the inside track when he wrote his story for the Eagle. Later that night when he ghosted for McCullough, he would name some different manager for the Brooklyn Times.


Early one morning while still sober, McCullough received a postcard from Glendale, California. The message was: “Leaving for Brooklyn on business.” It was signed Casey Stengel. Bill didn’t show the postcard to Parrott, and Harold thought it odd that McCullough wrote his own story that night for the first time in more than a week.


McCullough broke the story that Stengel would be named the new Brooklyn manager within a day or two.


He scooped the other 11 Dodgers reporters—including Parrott, who had written most of his stories all spring. It was one of the few stories McCullough wrote all spring, but it was the biggest one of the year in the chronicle of the Dodgers.


Parrott missed the scoop because the man he had befriended finally turned out a story of his own.


[image: image]


Sometimes, baseball writers can be tough even on the good guys. Charlie Grimm was always considered one of the most likeable men in all of baseball. During his long career as player, manager, and executive, Charlie always had a smile and a laugh for just about everybody.


But one year—1935—when he was managing the Chicago Cubs, he had a feud going with one particular Chicago sportswriter. If Charlie made mistakes, the writer hopped on him hard. If Charlie did something right, the writer still somehow found fault with him. That season the Cubs were in the pennant race, fighting the Cardinals and the Giants in the final weeks for the National League championship.


Under Charlie Grimm, they became one of the hottest stretch teams in baseball history. They stole the pennant from New York and St. Louis by staging a spectacular drive in September. Grimm’s Cubs won 21 straight—a great streak that carried right up to the end of the season and the pennant.


The writer still wouldn’t give Grimm credit. After the Cubs lost the next game, he said: “See, Charlie, I knew you couldn’t keep it up.”
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