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Robin Evan Roberts’ baseball travels 
took him from Springfield to where 

everyone who ever played our great game 
hopes to end up, with a plaque in the 
Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, 
New York.  In a remarkable 18 year major 
league career, mostly with the Philadelphia 
Phillies and Baltimore Orioles, Roberts 
won 286 games.  He was a dominant 
pitcher in the 1950’s and his durability is 
the stuff of legends.  He won 20 or more 
games for six consecutive years, topped by 
a 28-7 record in 1952. He threw over 300 
innings in a season six times and was the 
starting pitcher for the National League 
All-Star team five times.  Even more 
remarkable was his record of 28 straight 
complete games during the 1952 and 1953 
seasons.  

Ninety years after his birth, fifty since his 
final major-league pitching win, and forty 
since his election to the Baseball Hall of 
Fame, what Roberts accomplished both on 
and away from the playing field remains 
admirable and inspiring.

He was born in Springfield in 1926, the 
fifth of six children to Tom and Sarah 
Roberts.  Mr. Roberts had immigrated 
to central Illinois from Wales in 1921, 
looking for work in the coal mines.  Robin’s 
dad and his brothers had considerable 
mechanical ability, but Evan had none.  He 
did, however, have some natural athletic 
ability.  Once, when Evan was about nine 
he and his brothers were playing softball 
against neighborhood kids.  Evan’s oldest 
brother Tom was 15 and playing shortstop, 
with Evan playing about ten feet behind 
him.  The batter hit a rocket right at short 
and Tom ducked to avoid getting hit.  Evan, 
right behind him, reached up, caught it 
and flipped it to his astounded brother. 

Young Evan’s mother was as loving and 
accommodating as her husband was hard-
working and multi-talented.  Overseer of a 
comfortable home and, in Robin’s words, 
“…a great cook,” Sarah Roberts also served 
as the family chauffeur. Tom Roberts did 
not drive, but away from the coal mines in 
which he toiled, he was never idle because 
his plumbing, carpentry, and mechanical 
skills consistently improved or expanded 

Remembering Springfield’s
Hall of Fame Pitcher

Robin Evan Roberts
By Bob Reising and Paul Rogers

the modest structure his close-knit family 
occupied. “I suppose we were poor,” Robin 
later reflected, but self-sufficiency and 
family warmth handsomely disguised the 
possibility.

Springfield was a great fit for a family that 
could never quite concede that poverty was 
their plight. Robin attended elementary 
school at the two-room East Pleasant Hill 
School, starting fifth grade as a new teacher 
named C.B. Lindsay arrived on the scene.  
Lindsay was a new minted grad of Illinois 
Normal College (now Illinois State) and 
had a profound influence on young Evan, 
both inside and outside the classroom.  He 
encouraged Evan to participate in county 
dramatic and humorous readings and math 
competitions, where he won blue ribbons 
in each area.  Lindsay fostered Evan’s 
interest in poetry and Rudyard Kilping 
in particular.  Evan even memorized the 

lengthy “Gunga Din” and was happy to 
have an excuse to recite it for the rest of his 
life.  Lindsay also organized school softball 
and basketball teams, which were right up 
Evan’s alley.  

The first time Evan had his picture in 
the Springfield newspaper, however, had 
nothing to do with academics or athletics.   
One evening someone shot two people at 
a tavern near the school.  The morning 
paper reported that the assailant had 
thrown his gun away near the school while 
trying to escape the police.  Evan and his 
friend Tommy Fahrenbacher decided to 
get to school early to look for the gun.  They 
couldn’t find it on the shoulder of the road, 
but, sure enough, when Tommy climbed 
up the bank and over the fence, he found it 
in the pasture.  The boys tied Tommy’s red 
farmer’s handkerchief around the handle 
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and carried it back to the school.  Lindsay 
took the boys directly to the police station 
and the next day, their picture was on the 
front page of the Illinois State Register.

When he was nine years old, Evan got 
to meet Bob Feller, who although still 
a teenager, was already a phenom with 
the Cleveland Indians.  Feller was in 
Springfield to throw out the first pitch for 
the final game of the Illinois State Amateur 
Baseball Championship.  Evan managed to 
get an autograph on a slip of paper before 
the game, but, alas, lost it somehow before 
he got home.

At East Pleasant Hill, Mr. Lindsay 
stressed good sportsmanship and good, 
clean competition, qualities that Roberts 
embraced for the remainder of his life.  
It’s no surprise that Evan’s early sports 
heroes were Lou Gehrig and Byron 
“Whizzer” White, star running back at 
the University of Colorado who became a 
U.S. Supreme Court Justice.  A little later 
Otto Graham, who starred in three sports 
at Northwestern and played in the band, 
became a Roberts’ favorite.  Altogether, 
Evan played at East Pleasant under Lindsay 
for four years, from fifth through eighth 
grades, and never missed a game.  

Lindsay organized a sports banquet at 
the end of Evan’s eighth grade year and 
arranged through an acquaintance for 
Grover Cleveland Alexander, winner of 

373 major league games with the Phillies, 
Cubs, and Cardinals, to speak at the 
banquet.   Alexander was down on his 
luck and staying in at the St. Nicholas 
Hotel in Springfield as the guest of the 
proprietor, John Connor, who was trying 
to look after “Ol’ Pete.”   At the banquet, 
Roberts recalled that when it was time for 
Alexander to speak, he got up and spoke 
for about twenty seconds, telling the boys 
to enjoy sports, but to not take to drink, 
“because look what it has done to me.” 
Then he sat down.

Of course, young Evan had no idea then of 
the irony of that evening, but in 1958 when 
he won his 191st victory as a member of the 
Philadelphia Phillies, he broke Alexander’s 
team record of 190 wins.  Then, in 1976 
Roberts became the second Phillies pitcher 
elected to the Hall of Fame, following 
Alexander. 

Evan was anything but an overnight 
sensation when he started ninth grade 
at Springfield High School.  He was only 
about 5’4” and 105 pounds and played 
on the freshman football and basketball 
teams, although there was no freshman 
baseball program.  He’d grown a couple of 
inches and gained about 20 pounds by his 
sophomore year, so he went out for varsity 
football.   He attended every practice for 
the entire season, but never got to dress 
for a game.  Instead, he watched his varsity 
teammates from the stands, along with 
parents and classmates.

Springfield High was way across town 
from where the Roberts’ lived, so after 
practice he would take a late bus and arrive 
home about 7:30.  His mother would ask, 
“Why don’t you quit?” because he wasn’t 
even dressing for the games.  But Evan 
was stubborn and refused to.  Instead, 
he looked forward to Sundays when he 
would show up in a pasture and play tackle 
football with adults without any pads. 

Evan also went out for basketball and was 
cut after the second day.  Instead he played 
for an intramural team and in the final, 
played before a varsity game, he scored 
22 points.  Afterwards the varsity coach 
asked why he hadn’t come out for varsity 
basketball.  Evan said, “I did.  You cut me 
on the second day.”

The same man coached varsity baseball 
and Evan did make that team, playing first 
base most of his sophomore year.  Then 
the school board changed the school 
boundaries, enabling Evan to transfer to 
Lanphier High, which was much closer to 
his home.  He had grown to 5’10” and 165 
pounds by his junior year and played end on 
the football team, forward on the basketball 
team, and third base on the baseball team.  
Under Coach Don Anderson, Lanphier 
won the city title in football, defeating the 
defending champion Cathedral High 26-0.  
Evan was good enough in basketball to be 
named to the all-city team.

By his senior year Roberts was 6’0” and 
185 pounds.  Lanphier’s football team, 
led by Billy Stone who went on to star 
at Bradley University and play for the 
Chicago Cardinals, went undefeated with 
only a tie marring their record.  Evan 
was good enough to be offered a football 
scholarship to the University of Illinois, 
but he turned it down because he saw 
his future in basketball.  He led Lanphier 
to a 17-6 record, but they lost in the state 
sectionals to Jacksonville.  In the closing 
seconds, an opposing guard stole the ball 
from Evan and scored the winning basket, 
an embarrassing moment Roberts never 
forgot.

During baseball season Roberts played 
third and pitched every other game for 
Coach Ted Boyle, striking out as many as 
16 in a seven-inning game, and showing 
considerable power at the plate.   Cleo 
Hopp, the track coach, even asked him to 
throw the shot put in the city championship 
and Evan threw it almost 40 feet to win 
first place in the first track meet he’d ever 
participated in.  

World War II was going full tilt when 
Roberts graduated in 1944.  He thought he 
wanted to be a fighter pilot and qualified 
for the Reserve Air Corps program, which 
sent him to Michigan State University for 
six months of classes and training before 
he was to be inducted into the regular 
Air Corps.  He eventually was stationed 
at Chanute Field, about 90 miles from 
Springfield, where he played for the camp 
basketball team before he was discharged 
shortly after the war ended.  

He decided to return to Michigan State to 
play college basketball, and in 1946 he was 
so effective on the Spartan hardwood that 
the DETROIT FREE PRESS named him 
“Michigan Collegiate Player of the Year.”  
After basketball season, Roberts decided 

Robin Roberts and Paul Rogers who co-wrote 
several books with Robin in 1992
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As Springfield celebrates its 150-anni-
versary as a baseball town, it seems 

fitting that the sports venue is going 
through a re-birth of sorts. Robin Roberts 
Stadium at Lanphier Park, located on the 
north side of Springfield near Old Route 
66 and the Lincoln sites, is 
sporting a fresh coat of turtle 
green paint and a new atti-
tude.

The 5,000-seat stadium 
was built in 1928 and 
includes a 100-car parking 
lot, office, team clubhouse, 
and maintenance building. 
Originally named Reservoir 
Park, it came to life just two 
years after the birth of the 
man who would eventually 
become its namesake, Evan Robin 
Roberts (1926-2010.) Roberts, a Lanphier 
alumni and pitcher for the University of 
Michigan and the Phillies, was inducted 
into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1976. 
Shortly after, the stadium was renamed in 
his honor.

During its 88-year history, the stadium’s 
natural turf field has been scuffed and 
criss-crossed by the feet of a myriad of ball 
teams that have included minor league 
teams such as the Springfield Cardinals 
and Sultans as well as the Lanphier High 

School Lions and Benedectine University 
ball teams. Several special baseball tour-
naments are held there each year.

It has undergone major renovations 
through the years, with the most recent 

that of resurfacing the field in 2008 and 
the purchase of a new electronic score-
board in 2011. Though the park is owned 
by the Springfield Park District, many of 
the recent improvements were made by 
Benedictine University which has a re-

ciprocal agreement with the 
District.

Since 2008, the stadium has 
hosted the Springfield Sliders, 
a collegiate baseball wood bat 
Prospect League team. Games 
are family friendly with a 
youthful, high energy team 
playing the field and major fun 
off the field with giveaways, 
promotions, entertainment, 
and the ongoing antics of the 
loveable team mascot, Speedy 

the Turtle. The team’s new owner, Todd 
Miller, hopes to make the stadium a 
family destination by bringing in 100 
special events each year such as concerts, 
circuses, and Disney productions.

by Robyn Bouillon
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to try out for the baseball team.  The way 
Roberts remembered it, Michigan State 
baseball coach John Kobs asked him, 
“What position do you play?”  

Robin responded, “What position do you 
need?”  Kobs said, “I need pitchers,” and 
Robin said, “Then, I’m a pitcher.”  A scant 
two years later Roberts was pitching in the 
big leagues .

Foes on the diamond but friends away from 
it, Kobs and Ray Fisher, baseball coach 
at the University of Michigan, combined 
to develop Robin’s pitching skills, the 
former with the Spartan Varsity  during 
two springs, 1946 and 1947, the latter in 
a Vermont summer league those same 
summers.  Robin remained indebted to 
both veteran mentors, once calling Fisher 
“a phenomenal guy, ” while applauding 
Kobs for leading his alma mater to winning 
seasons characterized by exemplary team 
morale.  A few months ago, the lone living 
teammate of Robin’s, ninety-three-year-old 
Bud Erickson, recalled that the star hurler 
possessed “a wonderful personality….and 
was great to be around.” Eric Rosekrans, 
President of the University’s Bullpen Club, 
was equally quick to add how completely 
Robin enjoyed Michigan State reunions in 
the years preceding his death. “He loved it 
here,” proclaimed the Spartan fan proud 
to call Robin “friend.”  And in yet another 
2016 conversation, Dick Idzkowski, an 
MSU pitcher in the early 1950’s, indicated 
how proud Robin was of the East Lansing 
institution when in 1959 Spring Training 
in Florida, he sought out the Chicago 
White Sox minor leaguer just to shake the 
hand of a fellow Spartan.

Unquestionably, his parents, Springfield, 
and Michigan State were crucial in 
providing the foundation that led Robin to 
eighteen seasons of major-league success. 
But his talents and energies dare not be 
minimized.  Robin was a tireless worker 
with such character and commitment 
that James Michener the internationally 
acclaimed author of numerous bestsellers 
including SPORTS IN AMERICA (which 
he co-dedicated to Robin), labeled him 
“his ideal athlete:

…he reared back and slammed in his 
high hard one and to hell with the 
consequences, left baseball with an 
honorable chain of records, and then 
became a Philadelphia businessman 
with a delightful, outspoken wife and 
four sons. He made himself into a 
civic leader, a patron of the zoological 
gardens, a member of the board 
running a distinguished private school, 
and a coach of young boys (289).

Roberts, who passed away in 2010 at 
the age of 83, also met the love of his life 
in Springfield, although she was not a 
Springfield girl.  Mary Ann Kalnes was 
a young school teacher in Springfield 

who hailed from McFarland, Wisconsin.  
After her graduation from the University 
of Wisconsin in Madison she applied for 
teaching jobs in Denver and Springfield, 
the latter because of her fascination with 
Abraham Lincoln.  

When Roberts came home to Springfield 
for the winter of 1949 after his rookie 
season with the Philadelphia Phillies, he 
met Mary through his sister Nora and 
never went out with another girl.  They 
were married the following winter, the 
beginning of a marriage that lasted 55 
years until Mary’s death in 2005.  Robin 
always said that he didn’t make much of 
a first impression on Mary, however.  His 

Michigan State basketball team had played 
at Wisconsin and Mary had been at the 
game, but she didn’t remember him.

Although Roberts moved from Springfield 
shortly after he broke into major league 
baseball with the Philadelphia Phillies in 
1948, he never forgot his roots and was 
always proud to call Springfield home.  
While he gained fame as “Robin” Roberts, 
if someone shouted out “Evan” from the 
stands when he was pitching in any big 
league city, he knew someone from his 
hometown was close at hand.

~SSM~


