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I dedicate this book to George Altman, who alone of all the ballplayers of his 
generation pestered by my queries never voiced a suspicion that I was seeking

sensationalism rather than truth.  His confidence was one of my greatest rewards 
for this labor.  Hard times make hard men—but the best men somehow refuse to 

let external calluses spread deep within their soul.

They are not here.  And we, we are the Others
Who walk by ourselves unquestioned in the sun
Which shines for us and only for us.
For They are not here
And are made known to us in this great absence
That lies upon us and is between us
Since They are not here.
Now, in this kingdom of summer idleness
Where slowly we the sun-tranced multitudes dream and wander
In deep oblivion of brightness
And breathe ourselves out, out into the air—
It is absence that receives us;
We do not touch, our souls go out in the absence
That lies between us and is about us.
For we are the Others,
And so we sorrow for These that are not with us,
Not knowing we sorrow or that this is our sorrow,
Since it is long past thought or memory or device of mourning,
Sorrow for loss of that which we never possessed,
The unknown, the nameless,
The ever-present that in their absence are with us
(With us the inheritors, the usurpers claiming
The sun and the kingdom of the sun) that sorrow
And loneliness might bring a blessing upon us.

                 
Edwin Muir,  “The Absent” 
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Part One

Ground Rules: Pointing a Microscope
Half a Century into the Past
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I

Baseball for Breakfast: Growing Up White,
Upwardly Mobile, and Clueless in the Early Sixties

The Italian poet Giovanni Pascoli once wrote that everything painful is strangely pleasant
in being recollected, and everything pleasant strangely painful.  I don’t know which of those two 
categories explains the gilding of childhood memories.  I was not a particularly happy child.  
There were few kids my own age on the block, we lived at very close quarters in the sort of 
house which was mass-produced for demobilized GIs, my father often had a short fuse after a 
day of being a cog in General Dynamics’ vast machine, the Texas summers beat hot on a brown 
plain as flat as an anvil, and—worst of all—the early rumblings of “upward mobility” were 
throwing me among kids at school who could buy my entire Christmas list with their pocket 
change.  Maybe all this misery explains the golden haze through which I see the fifties now: 
maybe Pascoli was right.

But then, you don’t really know that you’re miserable when you’re a kid.  You have 
nothing to which your day’s misery may be compared.  Maybe I perceive those times as 
predominantly gloomy, despite their present gilding, because I now know that they must have 
been so.  Only the adjustment to private school struck me as a hellish torment while it was 
happening.  The rest… I may even have enjoyed it.  We would soon move into a more 
accommodating house—and I would quickly lose my brother and sister as inseparable friends 
(though puberty may have been the primary villain in that loss).  I don’t really recall the heat 
with any anguish: I recall, rather, Kool-Aid in the shadows of a chinaberry tree and afternoons 
splashing in a plastic pool which must have held all of two feet of water.  As for that flat vista 
rumpled by oak and cottonwood outcrops here and there, I miss it to this day: I feel that my adult 
surroundings have cheated me of the sky.  And my father’s short temper, as far as I knew, was 
standard issue for fathering.  I wouldn’t find out otherwise for a long, long time.

I begin my book about baseball and the men who played it with these whimsical musings
because, it seems to me, they are part of the game.  When you think about baseball (if you are a 
typical American male of a certain age), you think about the first back yard or park you can 
recall, and about summer, and about Dad.  The playgrounds, the summers, and (God knows) the 
dads are different in every individual case… yet together they yield something like an objective 
response.  Pascoli might well have become baseball’s premier philosopher if his parents had 
thought to emigrate from San Mauro.  With all of its frustrations (baseball is full of failure: the 
pitcher who wins half his starts and the hitter who beats the throw to first one in three times both 
end up in the Hall of Fame), the game charms those who play it and those who watch it for a 
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lifetime after the Fat Lady sings.  Yet it also produces fallen eagles and zeniths which descent 
must follow—an inexhaustible supply of matter  for proving that heroes die tragically and that no 
fingers can hold the sands of time.

Baseball is poetry.  In a dog-eat-dog, utilitarian culture of loud motors and louder 
billboards, it is sometimes the only poetry we males ever see.  When I try to recollect that tiny 
house where five of us competed for one bathroom and one crackling black-and-white TV 
(Marshall McLuhan, insisting that television forces the imagination to complete its images, must 
have had our set in mind), I think of baseball cards at once.  I can see myself seated at the one 
table where we ate all our meals, staring at the back of a Post cereal box as I munch away.  I can 
once more see the summer sunlight filtering through a curtain, so that I have to turn the box 
away in order to read it.  I half-believe that I learned the love of reading from those boxes.  I 
certainly learned to appreciate mathematics more than I had before.  There were six cards to a 
box, if memory serves—maybe eight on a large box—and all were actually part of the back 
panel.  You clipped them out with scissors when you had emptied the box’s contents (not a bad 
motivation for making little boys eat their Oat Flakes)  I’m sure the stock boys at Safeway must 
have grown mildly irritated on occasion as I displaced their hard work toward summer’s end, 
looking for a box that displayed just one new card.  Heaven help me—how many duplicates must 
I have thrown away!  Imagine tossing out an extra Al Kaline in the joy of snipping around Don
Buddin!

Much my clearest memories, however, are of the faces.  Since the cards were one-sided, 
the players’ faces appeared above their stats and beside a brief description of their 
accomplishments or expectations.  To this day, I like not having to flip a card over in search of 
season or career numbers.    I’ve also noticed (and I don’t think this is just another of my 
grumpy-old-man prejudices) that more recent cards disdain to show the player’s face in a 
humane, hand-shaking sort of close-up.  Instead, you get bodies in action, frozen by hi-tech 
photography as they execute a swing or a throw in an actual game.  The players are finely tuned 
robots, not thinking, feeling men with a stern or mild or faraway look in their eyes as they await 
the next burst of action.  Frankly, that look, for my money, is closer to the truth; for as baseball is 
full of failures, so it is full of waiting—and the way a man waits tells a lot about how he plays.

I didn’t know that as I sat chewing my cereal, though—or perhaps only intuitively.  What 
I saw were men whose eyes I was not afraid to search—who would not suddenly grow angry, 
like my father, or suddenly denounce me for staring, like the rich kids at my new school.  In 
some ways, they may have been my best friends.  I connected a few of them to people in my 
small circle of acquaintance whom they may remotely have resembled, but whose twins I took 
them to be.  Harmon Killebrew, I decided, must be related to our minister, both because they 
looked alike to me and because the Reverend’s last name was Harmon.  (I didn’t see any 
inconsistency in the reasoning.)  Henry Aaron (the cards all called him Hank) had a sister or 
close cousin, I was convinced, who lived in our city and came over to do our ironing after my 
mother took a job to help pay for the new school.  The “cousin’s” name was Bonita, and I loved 
her faint, modest smile—just like Hank’s.  I do not recall being impressed in any way whatever 
by the darker skins of some players.  They simply had darker skins.  In fact, the cards didn’t 
always betray a difference between black and white, both because some of the black players 
were fair-complected (e.g., Billy Bruton and “Sad Sam” Jones) and because some of the photos 
were shot in ambiguous lighting (e.g., Vada Pinson’s).  I didn’t learn that the men named 
parenthetically above were of African extraction until years later.
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I repeat, however, that it wouldn’t have mattered to me one way or the other back then to 
have possessed such knowledge. Only after attending my new school for a year or two did I 
come to realize that there was something “dangerous” about being dark-skinned—or come to 
realize, I should say, that people around me perceived a danger.  The blonde-haired, blue-eyed 
girl I was head-over-heels in love with for years (and to whom I addressed perhaps a dozen 
words in all those years) once said something to someone about “colored town”: something 
about having to drive through there quickly, about having to be careful.  To be honest, “colored” 
wasn’t quite the word she used.  I remember feeling as though I had been dealt a swift blow in 
the diaphragm.  I couldn’t imagine how such a sentiment could have taken wing from my 
goddess’s glorious lips, and I soon decided that others had primed her—that she really didn’t 
know what she had said.  Not that I was coached at home in civil rights like Scout in To Kill a 
Mockingbird; but if my father was no Atticus, neither was he a beer-guzzling red-neck.  Our 
next-door neighbor had conferred upon the “n” word a privileged place in his hundred-syllable 
vocabulary, and his son (my brother’s playmate) employed it against his sister whenever she 
vexed him… but no one in our house ever repeated it.  I don’t recall ever being threatened about 
the matter.  We just didn’t use it: we didn’t even want to use it.

Perhaps, too, I had learned first-hand what it means to be “dark” and to be despised for it.  
I sported very broad, very black eyebrows over my deep brown eyes when I was young.  (Age 
has since decimated my supercilliar shrubbery.)  I would discover years later, through travel, that 
people of Welsh lineage often have such features, and that indeed I could easily blend into a 
crowd in Aberystwyth (on those rare occasions when its streets collect a crowd).  But at my new 
school, I was constantly scolded for frowning when I was not, or for staring when I was not.  A 
photo in the yearbook taken shortly before I graduated caught me unawares in a classroom as I 
glanced over the shoulder of the girl seated in front of me.  The photo carried the caption, “John 
Harris contemplates violence,” as if I were about to assault the girl.  All because of my dark 
eyes.  The photo and its caption bothered me for years, in a way that I’m sure none of my 
classmates could begin to understand.

Maybe that’s why I was so smitten with a golden-haired girl—because she represented 
the photographic-negative opposite to my own suspicious appearance.  And maybe that’s why, 
having become her thrall, I could seldom muster the courage to peep out a word in her presence.  
I was not worthy: I was dirt under her divine step.

It is not altogether impossible, you see, for a white man to understand something of what 
a black man goes through in American society.  There’s more than one way to skin a cat—and 
there’s more than one way to make a person feel embarrassed about or ashamed of his 
appearance.  And invariably, these ways are after the fact: those who would embarrass you have 
already taken a disliking to you for other reasons, your physical appearance supplying a mere 
pretext for the deeper hostility.  I would re-discover this truth years later as a teacher, when I was 
frequently criticized at my more chintzy places of employ for having a gentle voice incapable of 
those thrilling modulations much affected by charismatic preachers.  My audibility was never in 
question during these “cut-down” sessions before contracts were issued.  I was simply being 
intimidated for having the voice God gave me so that I would not protest my nugatory raise.  
Other teachers were bled for other reasons: all of us got eviscerated.

On such fully adult occasions, I would sometimes ask myself why I hadn’t pursued 
baseball as a profession.  After all, they can’t hold you back if you hit a steady .333 or zip the 
ball past the opposition’s line-up.  In baseball, accomplishment speaks for itself.  You might 
have horns and a tail, but somebody will still give you a contract for your hot bat.  Owners want 
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to win, they want players who will help them win, and they don’t really give a damn about how 
many shades of the rainbow are represented in the dugout.

I suppose I carried forward this naïve vision of baseball’s equality, fostered by the Jackie 
Robinson story, because I did not in fact have the chance to play much formal baseball.  My new 
school dissolved our team rather early on (just my luck: with the quick wrists I had inherited, I 
was our heavy hitter).  A command decision was made to throw all resources into football—for 
football is the de facto religion of Texas, informing even the kind preached in churches.  When 
we do play baseball down here, we play it as though it were football, refusing to keep calm, 
swinging viciously from the heels so as to “impose our will” upon the pitch.  After a brief and 
forced exposure to football on our campus (everyone was expected to try out), I decided that I 
bitterly detested the Dionysiac orgy—the berserk mania—which fuels the game, and I retreated 
further than ever into my books.  Baseball virtually disappeared from my life: life proceeded to 
lose its poetry.

I have since recovered my devotion to the game (I won’t say “passion”, for emotional 
debauch belongs to football).  I’ve spent years learning how to pitch from both sides and at all 
angles so that I can expose my son to The Lefty and The Submariner, and I have worn myself out 
on tee and hitting machine in search of The Stance With the Fewest Holes.  Lately, too, I have 
unearthed my baseball cards once again.  If I were to take a stroll through my house right now, a 
few of those Post cereal cards in a glassed frame would be the single relic of my early childhood 
which has not been confined to a dark closet.  (The dozen moves around the country which I 
endured for my career as a professor pretty much scattered or destroyed all my other keepsakes: 
ballplayers and soldiers aren’t the only ones who get shuffled from state to state.)  Very lately, I 
have learned that the Post cards, in particular, fetch a great deal of money on e-Bay.  I don’t 
know why they wouldn’t: most of them must have been thrown away with the cereal’s empty 
wrapper, or else jettisoned later as too “cheap” to preserve.  The boys at school all scoffed at me 
for collecting them (as opposed to bubblegum cards).  Now I have about four hundred in 
excellent condition, mostly from the 1961 and 1962 seasons.  After our move to the new house, I 
apparently never clipped another card again: perhaps Post had discontinued production by then.

Impressed with my new-found treasure, I undertook the insertion of all the cards into 
plastic sleeves which would keep them clean and uncreased.  As I did so—as I looked at these 
hundreds of faces for the first time in decades—I was struck by how many had vanished without 
a trace from baseball’s corridors of glory.  Several are still iconic, to be sure.  Any fan of more 
than adolescent years must surely recognize Mays’s mug, or Aaron’s, or Mantle’s or Yogi’s or 
Sandy’s.  But back in 1962, who would have dared to assert that Tommy Davis or Norm Cash or 
Rocky Colavito would be a mere footnote in baseball history?  My exercise of triage grew rather 
sad, as Pascoli promises us such exercises must always be.  In the words of another poet, where 
are the snows of yesteryear?

I might have left my reflections there: vanitas vanitatum, sayeth the Preacher.  I don’t 
know why I didn’t… but for some reason, I started looking more closely at the “footnotes”.  
Norm Cash had a good career, in fact—just not up to sustaining his 1961 batting average, which 
exceeded his lifetime average by about one hundred points.  Tommy Davis was more troubling: 
he seemed to fall off slightly after winning two consecutive batting titles, and then to be traded 
around with the dizzying speed of a clown caught in a revolving door.  My research indicated 
that he had declined irrecoverably after a badly broken leg, and I accepted that verdict at face 
value—for the time being.  But what about Vada Pinson?  His numbers compared favorably with 
those of Ernie Banks or Eddie Mathews, yet he came to be passed around almost as feverishly as 
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Davis.  And what about Leon Wagner?  I could vaguely recall seeing Leon hit on our dim black-
and-white TV during the 1962 All-Star Game (the first one—they had two), a contest which he 
won with a homer.  Leon’s highly distinct three-inch space between the hands (which I could 
plainly make out on the 1962 Post cereal card) had always fascinated me.  Every coach I have 
ever known has rejected hand-spacing contemptuously: most call it childish, or even “girlish”.  
Yet Leon hit long home runs, and lots of them.  He had logged 211 of them when he hung it up 
after only about 4400 at-bats.  He had been on a Hall of Fame pace, and he had simply quit.  
Once again, Internet sources volunteered the answer confidently.  Leon was a lousy fielder—he 
butchered too many plays on defense for his offense to earn him a perpetual free pass.  Yet I 
found no evidence of exceptional incompetence in his fielding record; and since when was a man 
coordinated enough to hit .300 not coordinated enough to shag flies or play first base?

The deeper I dug, the more journeys to glory I found inexplicably waylaid.  Charlie Neal, 
Gold Glover and owner of a new Dodger record for homers by a second baseman… Bill White, a 
steady 100-RBI-per-year powerhouse who suddenly disappeared from the Cardinal line-up… 
Jake Wood, a rookie who led his league in triples and then vanished… Wes Covington, a 
slashing speedster who was also zapped off the screen as if by a laser….  Most of these 
unaccountable casualties were black.  Were they casualties of being black?  I had always been 
led to believe by popular lore and documentary truism that Jackie Robinson broke the color 
barrier, and that talent thereupon came trickling in, slowly but with irresistible acceleration, from 
the Negro Leagues—so much so that these leagues had soon perished.  Could it be that the 
problem for young black players in the generation immediately following Jackie was no longer 
getting to the Majors, but staying there?  Was effort now being expended not to keep them out, 
but to keep them from settling in?

I should quickly add that white players were sometimes “victimized”, as well (if I could 
call these men victims whose stories, at the time, I could only guess at).  Dick Stuart and Don 
Demeter, for instance, seemed headed for great things when Post pasted their photos and stats on 
the backs of cereal boxes.  Stuart had some awe-inspiring power years with Pittsburgh, while 
Demeter showed that magical combination of power, speed (reflected in extra-base hits), and 
average which I had noticed in Vada Pinson.  Yet the careers of both men were short-circuited, it 
appeared, by their having been forcibly packed off where they probably didn’t want to go.  Some 
of us are more sensitive to our surroundings than others.  The notion of having to pull up stakes 
and move across country may be exciting to certain young men—but to others it can be 
completely demoralizing; and to older young men with families, it can mean domestic chaos—
wives torn from their blood relatives and children from their schools and friends.  Maybe I was 
just observing in retrospect the “winnowing out” of homebodies and conscientious fathers from 
the pool of Major League ballplayers.

But I don’t think so.  As I have looked into this subject, I have grown steadily convinced 
that its “victims” indeed deserve the name, and that they are predominantly black.  I now believe 
that the generation of players following Jackie Robinson into the big leagues faced a fairly 
widespread kind of hazing whereby the new recruit was given few at-bats to test whether or not 
he was in fact equal to the pressures of an elite existence.  Naturally, a kid who sees batting-
practice fastballs six days a week and then the Major League variety on the seventh is unlikely to 
perform well, particularly if he understands (and how could he not?) that his future rests on those 
few pinch-hit appearances and spot-starts.  The pattern also seems to suggest that players like 
Pinson and White who met the challenge and won themselves regular starts throughout the year 
were prime targets for ambitious trades if they proceeded to turn in All-Star performances.  What 




