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Note from the Editor

Many of the best conversations I’ve had at SABR conventions—and at ballparks around the world—begin

with the question “Did you know…?” Nearly every baseball fan knows some amazing story or fact about the

game, the players, or the team. Some of them are even true. And no matter how well read or knowledgeable

about the game I may be, there’s always something I haven’t heard before.

Sometimes it’s because the story comes from the misty past. Check out the examples of early scorecards in

Stew Thornley and Bob Tholkes’s article on the evolution of the official scorer in this issue. Or Paul Doutrich’s

recap of the 1885 postseason series between Chicago and St. Louis, a precursor of the World Series. Did you

know bad umpiring in that series provoked the fans to storm the field and umpire David Sullivan to need a

police escort back to his hotel for his own safety? 

Other times the novelty is because the story comes from the margins, from an unexpected source, like the

Bush Library. Herm Krabbenhoft presents here an exhaustive study of former president George H. W. Bush’s

collegiate baseball career. Did you know that while he was Vice President, Bush played in an old-timers

game with the likes of Warren Spahn, Tony Oliva, Ernie Banks, Moose Skowron, and Brooks Robinson? Then

there are the tales from the bushes: Rich Arpi brings us inside a 1914 prison in Minnesota to see the birth

of the “Sisal Sox,” and Bob LeMoine takes us to the farm where Cy Young retired. Did you know that at age

67 Cy Young went on a barnstorming tour? 

And sometimes we learn something new about something we thought we knew. Sometimes we learn a new

way of thinking about something old, or we re-think in the face of new information. Jose Luis Lopez and a team

of researchers from Venezuela prove beyond much doubt that Andres Galarraga did indeed hit a homer well

over 500 feet at Pro Player Stadium. Two Canadian researchers, Lori Livingston and Susan Forbes, challenge

the notion that amateur umpires quit because of the negative image and verbal abuse heaped on them. Did

you know that although hitting for the cycle is a rare feat, hitting for the “quasi-cycle” (like a cycle but 

replace the single with an extra-base hit) is even rarer? Herm Krabbenhoft is at it again, identifying all 

88 instances of the quasi-cycle since 1876 (compared with 318 regular cycles). 

I’ve arranged this issue roughly chronologically, from the nineteenth century to the present. Next time you

go to the ballpark, you’ll have plenty of did-you-know’s to share, if you just keep turning these pages. 

– Cecilia Tan

Publications Director
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From Recorder to Judge
The Evolution of the Scorer in the Nineteenth Century

Stew Thornley and Bob Tholkes

5

Official scorers in baseball make
judgments about the game—
whether a play is a hit or an

error—that influence individual statistics.
This gives the official scorer more promi-
nence in baseball than in other sports. The
pay is greater, the attention more penetrat-
ing, the controversy often intense. Today’s
official scorers sit in the hot seat, but until
the 1870s, hits and errors were not rou-
tinely distinguished in game summaries.

In most early cases, scorers were
merely recorders, not judges—although in
the era before leagues, the scorers for the
club teams did keep track to an unknown
extent whether a batter reached base with
a clean strike or if he got on because 
of poor fielding. Such records could be
used by a club captain or committee to 
determine which players earned first-team
status. Figure 1 shows the simplest of
scoresheets, from a Knickerbocker intra-
squad game on October 6, 1845, two
weeks after the Knickerbockers estab-
lished their rules on September 23, 1845.
The numbers of outs, either at the bat 
or on the bases, and runs scored by 
each player were all that were recorded.
(Teams weren’t required to have nine
players; five per side were enough to get a 
game going.)

A scoresheet of a match game of the
Knickerbockers vs. Empire October 6, 1858,
contains greater detail. (See Figure 2.)1 In
match games, each team designated its
own scorer, who kept a tally of what tran-
spired. Such was the case in 1858 when
selected players from New York and
Brooklyn played a series of games on 
the Fashion Course Racetrack in Queens.
The scoresheet from the second of these
games survives.2 It contains the familiar
grid for batters and innings. Figure 3 shows
the outcomes of the plate appearances for

FIG
U
R
E
 1 A

N
D
 2: A

U
T
H
O
R
’S
 C
O
LLE

C
T
IO
N

Figure 1. 

Figure 2. Note that the numerals on the right for the run totals don’t match the
number of hash marks in the column to the left. A note on the scoresheet indicated
the events of the Knickerbockers’ ninth inning were wiped out because the inning
wasn’t completed before the game was stopped by darkness, which explains the
different totals.



Masten, Pidgeon, and Price, the first three strikers for
the Brooklyn nine. 

The shorthand and notations were not yet present.
The description of Dickey Pearce’s at bat in the fifth 
inning, is merely, “Ground Ball Right Field Made 
1st Base.” (See Figure 4.)

A game in which the Knickerbockers beat the 
Empire club, 59–33 on Wednesday, August 11, 1859,
generated a game story that noted “unusually bad
catching” and a section that included “Bad Misses

During the Game.”3 Though such detail wasn’t the
norm at the time, this account in the New York Sunday
Mercury included a list of players and their “bad
misses,” which totaled 15 for the teams combined.
However, the main portion of the game summaries
contained only outs and runs scored for each player
in the batting order.

Scoresheets took on a different look in the 1860s as
Henry Chadwick developed a new scoring system,
which appeared in the 1861 Beadle’s Dime Base-Ball

Player: A Compendium of the Game,
edited by Chadwick. (See Figure 5.)

The numbers in the scoring grid
note the sequence of a hand lost in
an inning, as is the case for Masten,
Creighton, and Pearce in the first
inning. A number in the first line
of an entry refers to the fielder,
which is based on the batting order
of the opposing team. The oppos-
ing team batting order in this case
was as follows:

1. Leggett, catcher
2. M. O’Brien, pitcher
3. McKinstry, short stop
4. Price, first base
5. Brown, second base
6. Beach, third base
7. P. O’Brien, left field
8. J. Oliver, center field
9. Whiting, right field

The letters carry meanings: A for
first base, B for second base, C for
third base, H for home base, F for
catch on the fly, D for catch on 
the bound, L for foul balls, T for
tips, K for struck out, R for run out
between bases, HR for home runs, 
LF for foul ball on the fly, TF for
tip on the fly, TD for tip on the
bound. Chadwick had a semblance
of order for the letters: the first
three letters of the alphabet for the
first three bases; the first letter in
the words Home, Fly, and Tip, and
the last letter in the words Bound,
Foul, and Struck (which, of course,
gives us the K for strike out that 
remains today).
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Figure 3.

Figure 4.

Figure 5.
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In the scoresheet shown, Masten was put out when
his fly to center was caught on the fly by Williams, the
eighth batter in the order for his team. Creighton was
put out at first by Price (assists were not tallied, so
there is no indication if another fielder threw to Price).
Pearce made his base but was out when he was not
able to reach second safely on a batted ball by Pearsall.

Since Pearce was the final hand out in the first,
Pearsall was the first striker in the second (even
though he had been the final striker in the first) and
was put out taken on the bound by Beach. Oliver 
was put out when his fly was caught on the fly by 
P. O’Brien. Smith tipped out on the bound to Leggett.4

Box scores of the period noted the number of
hands lost (H.L.) and runs by each striker along with
fielding statistics, such as the box score for the “Great
Silver Ball Match” between picked nines from New
York and Brooklyn on October 21, 1861. (See Figure 6.)5

When did the function of a scorer change from
recorder to judge? It couldn’t have been until the 
concept of hits and errors was developed.

“The history of how the error was scored is 
complicated and would drag on for decades,” says
nineteenth-century expert Richard Hershberger. “My
suspicion is that the error’s move from an occasional
bit of opinionating in the summary to an integral part
of the box score with a column of its own will relate
to the idea of the base hit. Those early box scores
copied from cricket, with a column for runs scored but
none for base hits. This is because there is no such
distinction in cricket between a run and a hit. 1868 is
the breakout year for this, though not immediately uni-
versally accepted, of course. Once we are recording
how many times the batter gets to first, it becomes
more important to assign credit or blame.”6

By the latter 1860s, hits and errors had worked
their way into box scores and were acknowledged by
Chadwick, who in 1869 wrote, “The scorer of a base-
ball match has either to perform a very simple task, or
he has a duty to attend to which requires his close 
attention to every movement of the players in the 
field.…To record the simple outs and runs of a match 
requires only the use of the figures 1, 2, and 3 for the
purpose of recording the outs made by each player;…
To score a game, however, in such a manner as to 
provide correct and reliable data for a true estimate of
the skill of each player at the bat and in the field in a
game, involves considerable [sic] more work.…The
only true estimate of a batsman’s skill is that based 
on the number of times he makes his bases on hits,
not by errors of the fielders, but by what is known as
‘clean hitting.’”7 Figure 6.
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The following year Chadwick elaborated on the
method for noting a clean hit for a batsman in a score-
book: “If the batsman hits a ball and makes his first
base, or has his first base given him on three balls, then
the scorer has to place his dots on the left-hand side, on
a line with the batsman’s name. Thus, if the batsman
makes his first base by his hit, and not by a dropped
fly-ball, an overthrow, or a palpable muff, a dot is
placed under the head of “times first base on hits.”8

By the time the National Association of Profes-
sional Base Ball Players took professional baseball to
the next degree of development by launching a cham-
pionship competition in 1871, errors were appearing
in the game summary.

The concept of an official scorer with the power 
to influence statistics was becoming entrenched. Yet,
official scorers were employed by the home teams, 
and how independent they were is questionable. The
home-town influence may have even gone farther than
added generosity in crediting a hit to a home-team 
batter. The scoring decisions, when made, were not
known, leading to box scores in different newspapers
containing differing statistics. The “official” statistics
usually weren’t known until published in an annual
guide at the end of the season.9

Hits and errors joined runs as the primary numbers
used for game summaries, and eventually a scoreboard
line score concluded with the familiar R-H-E. However,

the National League tried to spare
the feelings of fielders in 1880.
“The Enquirer serves notice that it
will not use the ‘chances offered’
or ‘c.o.’ column in its scores of
League games this summer, but
will retain the old ‘error’ column,”
reported the Cincinnati Enquirer.
According to the new style the
putouts and assists have to be
added and the sum subtracted
from the chances offered before
one can discover how many errors
have been made.”10

On the eve of the 1880 season,
the Providence Evening Press said
the league edict was “evidently
adopted to soothe the feelings of
over sensitive players, who could
not bear to see any number from
one to half a dozen debit marks, as
it were, opposite their names.
There is no other earthly utility in

the innovation that we can see, and we have as yet
seen but one paper adopt it.”11

Feelings aside, the role of an official scorer for a
game, rather than a statistician from each team, was
necessary to provide one account that distinguished 
a clean hit from a time reached base on a misplay. 

“As statistics became an important part of baseball,
a single person assumed the function of official scorer,”
wrote Peter Morris in A Game of Inches: The Game 
behind the Scenes. “It was not long before onlookers
were second-guessing his decisions. The Cincinnati
Enquirer [of May 3, 1878] noted in 1878, “The Cincin-
nati ‘official scorer’ gets more and more demoralized
every day. His score of Wednesday’s League game is
full of errors.”12

The scorers weren’t necessarily independent, as
they were often appointed by the teams. Eventually
scorers became employees of the leagues (and now
Major League Baseball). Although they are assigned
to the team in their area, scorers are expected to be
impartial and not favor the home team, as was often
the case in the 1800s.

The role of official scorers has evolved in many
forms over the last century-and-a-half. However, the
distinction between hit and error remains subjective,
and the decisions by official scorers still generate dis-
agreement. �

Figure 7. A box score of a game between Atlantic and Mutual, which appeared in the 1869
Beadle’s guide, contains columns for first base by hits and total bases by hits.
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For more than a century the World Series has 
been an integral part of American culture. It has
become a final celebration of the more than 2,700

games that connect the early spring with the late fall.
The annual ritual of the best team in the American
League facing the best of the National League has taken
place every season since 1903 except in1904 when John
McGraw refused to play his American League rivals and
in 1994 due to a players’ strike. However, one of the ear-
liest blooms of the World Series as we know it flowered
eighteen years earlier, in 1885. Two strong-willed and
fiercely competitive team owners—Christian von der
Ahe, president of the St. Louis Browns, and his Chicago
White Stockings counterpart, Albert Spalding—each
ponied up $500 and agreed to a winner-take-all series 
of games. The seven games that followed marked a 
significant step toward the institutionalization of today’s
annual competition to determine which team and
league carries the title as the world’s best.1

In October 1885, Chris von der Ahe found himself
on the verge of notable success. His American Associ-
ation champion St. Louis Browns team was about to
begin a series with the National League champion
Chicago White Stockings that both club owners had
agreed would be baseball’s world championship.
Chicago was among the charter members of the 
National League, which was the premier professional
baseball league. Most considered the American Asso-
ciation a distant second.

A year before, the National League champion Prov-
idence had agreed to play the American Association
winner, the Metropolitans, in a hastily arranged series.
Advertised as a “Championship of the United States,”
the matchup was the first time that the two league
winners had ever met for a championship. Though
more games were initially considered, the three that
were played did not turn out well for the American 
Association team. On three cold, late October after-
noons, in front of disappointingly small crowds, the
Grays demonstrated their superiority in all phases of
the game and handily dispatched the Metropolitans.
The games clearly established the National League’s
superiority. Now it was the Browns' chance to prove
that wrong.2

No one loved winning more than Chris von der
Ahe. His had been a success story from the time he
first stepped onto a New York City dock in 1867. Then
he was a German teenager, alone, with empty pockets
and no prospects. The city fed on young, unsophisti-
cated immigrants like him. But in just eighteen years,
through luck and pluck (mostly pluck), he had climbed
from grocery clerk to successful St. Louis entrepreneur
and community leader. At the core of his enterprises
was a very popular saloon and beer garden in the heart
of his city’s ever growing German district.3

When he became the Browns' president in 1880,
von der Ahe knew little about baseball.4 What he did
know was how to turn a profit, and he saw in his new
endeavor an opportunity to make lots of profit. The
Brown Stockings had been a professional team since
1878, but von der Ahe explored ways to make them a
moneymaker. In 1881 he joined more than a dozen 
others in forming the Sportsman’s Park and Club Asso-
ciation and investing in a neighborhood sporting park
(Sportsman’s Park).5 Encouraged by one of his bar-
tenders and long-time professional ballplayer, Ned
Cuthbert, Association president von der Ahe became a
guiding force in rejuvenating professional baseball 
in St. Louis. 

After reconstructing the park (including adding a
beer garden in right field) in 1881 and enlisting the 
assistance of Alfred Spink, a local newspaper reporter
and later a founder of Sporting News, von der Ahe made
his next move in monetizing the Browns. Encouraged
by a summer of numerous successful exhibition games,
he and Spink joined five other baseball financiers in
establishing the American Association the following
winter.6 Composed of clubs from cities excluded by the
National League, the Association sought to rival the
National League if not in talent at least in entertaining
patrons and in generating revenue. And eventually rev-
enue would attract talent.7

During the league’s first three years von der Ahe’s
club built a respectable record. After finishing a dis-
mal fifth during the inaugural season, the Browns
came within a game of the league championship the
following season. In 1884 the team finished fourth,
eight games back, in a league that had expanded to

Champions, Tantrums and Bad Umps
The 1885 “World Series”

Paul E. Doutrich
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twelve clubs.8 Despite his team’s competitiveness, von
der Ahe was not satisfied. 

The Browns’ president was not a particularly patient
man. By 1885 he expected a championship. Fortunately
an unforeseen change late in the 1884 season proved 
to be a crucial step in that direction. Throughout the
season von der Ahe’s relationship with manager Jimmy
Williams had been fraying. In early September, Williams
resigned. It was a scenario reminiscent of the previous
season when Ted Sullivan—considered to be among the
most knowledgeable men in the game—had quit as
Browns manager during a roaring late-night argument
with his employer. In both cases the source of the con-
flict was von der Ahe’s insistence on making crucial
decisions both on and off the field, even though he 
still knew little about the game. In 1884, as he had 
done when Sullivan left, the Browns’ president shifted
managerial responsibilities to his young first baseman,
team captain Charlie Comiskey. This time, however,
Comiskey retained his new duties. 

When he officially became player-manager,
Comiskey was only twenty-five years old—younger
than most of his teammates. He had, nevertheless,
earned their respect. A fierce competitor, he was ready
to do whatever needed to be done to win games.9 As
manager he relentlessly sought to pressure opponents
into mistakes. He employed aggressive play on the
base paths, pushing his players to take an extra base
or steal a base whenever it was advantageous.

In the field Comiskey expected defensive excel-
lence. He was also one of those who introduced a
change that revolutionized the way his position was
played. Previously first basemen had played close to
the bag at all times. Comiskey instead played well off
the bag and several steps toward second, enabling him
to be more active defensively. Within several years
Comiskey’s style of play became the standard posi-
tioning for first basemen (and, of course, still is).10

Off the field he was a true student of the game who
diligently studied opposing hitters, pitchers, and field-
ers, constantly looking for weaknesses that could be
exploited. His tactics also included needling opponents
and “kicking” (assertively disputing) umpire decisions.
His club developed some of the era’s most notorious
bench jockeys. In terms of his personal demeanor,
Comiskey was a disciplined ball player whose lifestyle
was designed to prepare him for games. Postgame
carousing, a standard endeavor of many ballplayers,
was something he spurned—much to the satisfaction
of von der Ahe, who considered off-the-field discipline
essential for a winning team. 

Von der Ahe got what he had hoped for with

Comiskey. In 1885 the Browns dominated the Ameri-
can Association. During the first two cold, dreary
weeks of the season, the team won as many as it 
lost. However, as the St. Louis weather heated up in
late April, so did the Browns. The team concluded 
its first home stand by splitting a pair of games with
the Louisvilles and defeating Pittsburgh. The loss to
Louisville was the last time Comiskey’s crew would
lose a home game until July 18, a streak of 27 games.
By the time the Sportsman’s Park winning streak
ended, the Browns, despite winning only 17 of 31
games on the road, had built a comfortable 9½ game
lead over the rest of the league. That lead grew to 16
games by the end of the season.11

But the League championship was not enough for
Chris von der Ahe. Eager to parlay his team’s success
into something bigger, he challenged Spalding and the
White Stockings. The Metropolitans and Grays' three-
game series the year before had not been sanctioned
by their leagues and, therefore, was not considered a
championship series by either league despite being 
advertised as such. The 1884 games were simply post-
season exhibition games, arranged to generate a little
extra revenue. Von der Ahe’s motives were more 
encompassing. He proposed that the series would de-
termine the best team in the world. He saw an
opportunity to promote the American Association as
well as his own status as one of baseball’s preeminent
executives. Spalding considered the proposal to be a
brash challenge to his White Stockings and the National
League, but he recognized it was a challenge that
could not be dismissed. Smugly confident his team
could not lose to the upstarts, he accepted von der
Ahe’s proposal. Later he would claim that he consid-
ered the games to be merely potentially profitable
exhibitions from the beginning.

Unlike von der Ahe, Albert Spalding was a baseball
man. He grew up in a fairly affluent family eighty
miles west of Chicago—in Rockford, Illinois, where he
learned the game as a youngster. His climb through
baseball’s hierarchy began when he was seventeen
and pitched his local team to a notable victory over
the Nationals of Washington, one of the better teams
outside New York and the first eastern team to travel
west. A few years later he was hired by the legendary
Harry Wright to pitch for his Boston Red Stockings 
in the new National Association. Spalding became the
game's preeminent hurler. With the creation of the 
National League in 1876, he jumped to the Chicago
White Stockings where he became the team captain,
later the team secretary, team president, and ultimately
the team’s principal owner. Meanwhile, he had begun



12

The Baseball Research Journal, Fall 2017

to build a sporting goods empire. By the time of von
der Ahe’s challenge, Spalding was among the most 
influential men in baseball.12

Aside from their entrepreneurial nature, the two
team owners had sharply contrasting personalities.
Spalding was a nativist Republican who intended for
his game to help fortify core American moral princi-
ples. He advocated traditional family values, Christian
ethics, and temperance while denouncing behavior he
considered inappropriate. A German immigrant who
wrestled with the English language, Von der Ahe was
a staunch Democrat and a saloon keeper intent on 
entertaining his customers. The Browns’ impresario
was well suited for a population entranced by P.T. 
Barnum. Trumpeting a flamboyant personality, von der
Ahe’s trademark promotions included flashy pregame
parades and postgame shows. Several weeks before
challenging Spalding, von der Ahe had hired Buffalo
Bill’s Wild West Show to entertain patrons following
two games with Cincinnati. And of course there was
the beer garden in right field and tolerance for a bit 
of rowdyism in the stands. To Spalding such shallow
diversions and untoward behavior were beneath the
respectability that baseball ought to embody.

Spalding felt certain his team could easily dispatch
von der Ahe’s club and once again embarrass the 
upstart league. In 1885 most regarded the National
League as far superior to the American Association;
therefore the league champion White Stockings were
considered the best team in baseball. Led by Adrian
“Cap” Anson, Chicago had an even better year than
the Browns, winning 87 games while losing only 25.
George Gore’s .313 and Anson’s .310 topped a team
batting average that was almost twenty points higher
than the Browns. The White Stockings also hit more
than three times as many home runs as their rivals.
The only Brown to lead his league in any offensive 
category was shortstop Bill Gleason, who was hit by
more pitches than anyone else.13

In the pitcher’s box, the Browns’ two hurlers, Bob
Caruthers and Dave Foutz, combined for 73 wins,
ranking first and third in their league.14 But Chicago’s
two regular pitchers did even better: Ace John Clark-
son won an incredible 53 games and had an earned
run average .22 runs lower than Caruthers. The other
regular White Stockings pitcher, Jim McCormick, had
a lower earned run average than did Foutz, and though
he had won thirteen fewer games than Foutz, he had
started twenty-two fewer. The White Stockings lineup
also featured the player many considered to be the best
in baseball, Mike “King” Kelly, along with several
other acknowledged stars.

The one clear advantage St. Louis had was its field-
ing. Comiskey demanded excellence in the field and his
1885 Browns boasted what was arguably the best field-
ing team that had ever been assembled. Meanwhile,
three Chicago infielders, first baseman Anson, second
baseman Fred Pfeffer, and shortstop Tom Burns, led the
National League in errors at their positions. Third base-
man Ned Williamson was second at his position.15

The two owners hastily arranged a twelve-game
barnstorming series that would open with a game in
Chicago’s impressive new Congress Street Grounds fol-
lowed by three in Sportsman’s Park.16 The final eight
games were scheduled to be played in five other Amer-
ican Association cities.17 Adding spice to the contests,
von der Ahe and Spalding each put up $500 that would
go to the winning team. It was also agreed that the
teams would split all gate receipts.

Little did either owner expect what was about to
follow.18 Rather than contests between the best two
teams in baseball, the games were characterized by
controversial umpiring, sloppy play, and increasingly
disgruntled fans.

The series opened in Chicago with several pregame
challenges, including a ball throwing contest and a
foot race around the bases.19 In the game that fol-
lowed, the Browns built a 5–1 lead through seven
innings, but in the eighth Chicago scored four times,
the last three on a home run by second baseman Fred
Pfeffer, to tie the game. Because of the delayed start,
by the time Pfeffer crossed the plate twilight had 
descended. Between innings, umpire David Sullivan—
who had been hired to officiate the series after
umpiring 69 National League games that season—de-
cided it was too dark to continue play and ended the
game in a 5–5 tie. 

The next afternoon a disappointingly small crowd
of only 3,000 St. Louis fans (known as “cranks” in the
late nineteenth century) filed into Sportsman’s Park
for the second game.20 A notable figure who was not
in attendance was Chicago’s leading hitter and star
center fielder, George Gore. After the first game, team
captain Anson was so upset with Gore's “indifferent
playing and indulging too freely in stimulants” that he
told Gore to stay in Chicago.21 Meanwhile there were
rumors that “[Gore] has been playing for his release.”22

Spalding denied the reports. Instead the team presi-
dent contended that his center fielder was simply tired
from a long season. After the series had concluded,
Spalding implicitly referred to Gore, among other play-
ers, arguing that after winning the National League 
his club had been worn out and had not taken the
Browns seriously. 



Provoked by several controversial calls early in the
second game, the home-town supporters raucously
challenged umpire Sullivan. The complaints mounted
to crisis proportions in the sixth inning. With a runner
on third, White Stockings slugger “King” Kelly smacked
a ball that shortstop Gleason bobbled before throwing
to first. Sullivan, anticipating a close play at the plate,
lost track of Kelly and called him safe at first when he
was obviously out. Even the Chicago Tribune acknowl-
edged that Kelly was out “by at least ten feet.”23 The 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch was more frank, labelling 
Sullivan’s call “…out-and-out robbery.”24 Upon hearing
the call, Comiskey instantly charged Sullivan, launching
a blistering rebuttal and ultimately threatening to pull
his club off the field. After fifteen stormy minutes 
during which Sullivan reversed his call several times,
play was resumed with Kelly on first. Amid continuing
hoots and hollers, Kelly immediately stole second, and
a pitch later scored the tying run on a single by Anson. 

Two batters later, the go-ahead run scored on yet
another disputed call. With Fred Pfeffer on third, Ned
Williamson chopped a pitch down the first-base line.
Initially the ball landed in foul territory but then spun
back onto the playing field. Though he thought it had
been called foul by Sullivan, Browns first baseman
Comiskey picked the ball up and casually tossed it to
his second baseman who was covering first. However,
Williamson had hustled down the line and beaten
Comiskey’s throw. Sullivan called him safe. Angrily
confronted by Comiskey, Sullivan reversed his call and
ruled it foul after all. With that Anson, Kelly, and 
several of their teammates jumped off the bench to
confront the umpire. Intimidated by the charge, Sulli-
van again changed his decision. With that, a couple
hundred Browns’ partisans, enraged by the second re-
versal, surged onto the field and headed for Sullivan.25

Fortunately for Sullivan, amid the swirl of protests
security officers interceded and whisked the belea-
guered umpire away. Later—from the safety of his
hotel room—Sullivan declared the game a Browns’ for-
feit because Comiskey had pulled his team from the
field. Whether the Browns were pulled from the field
or instead left at the same time as the White Stock-
ings, Sullivan’s decision became the source of a heated
debate throughout the remaining games of the series.26

When the two teams met again the next day, 
umpire Sullivan was gone. Instead Harry McCaffrey,
who had played for the Browns in 1882, took over the
umpiring duties. This time the game was played with
little controversy. In front of another disappointingly
small crowd of only 3,000, the White Stockings im-
mediately “went to pieces in the field” flubbing away
the game in the first inning when a two-out error led
to five unearned St. Louis runs.27 From there on, the
two pitching aces, Caruthers and Clarkson, dominated,
with Caruthers and his teammates eventually prevail-
ing, 7–4. 

The last game scheduled for St. Louis included a
new storm of protests. Before the first pitch Anson 
demanded that McCaffrey be replaced by an umpire
with no ties to the Browns. After some discussion, 
Anson relented, but by that time the sting of his criti-
cism had offended McCaffrey so thoroughly that he
refused to officiate. After a 45-minute search, a local
sportsman, William Medart—who apparently met
Anson’s standards—was plucked from the stands to
call the game.

It didn’t take long before the White Stockings’ 
manager regretted upsetting the apple cart. From the
beginning every close call reflected the new umpire’s
avid support for his hometown team. In the fifth, a
Medart mistake cost Chicago a run. Even the St. Louis
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papers acknowledged Medart’s bias.28 Despite it all,
the White Stockings were only down, 3–2, as they 
batted in the ninth. With one out and Tommy Burns
on first, Chicago pitcher Jim McCormick lifted a pop
fly to shallow right field that Comiskey dropped. Pick-
ing the ball up, the Browns’ first baseman dashed over
and tagged McCormick who had rounded the bag but
was clearly back on first. Nevertheless, Medart called
the runner out. Enraged, McCormick rushed the um-
pire. Fortunately Anson was able to block his path. At
the same time, future evangelist Billy Sunday leaped
up off the Chicago bench with fists clenched and
charged toward the umpire. Reacting quickly, Mike
“King” Kelly, not usually known as a peacemaker,
grabbed his teammate just short of Medart. Once order
was finally restored, the game ended on a pop foul. 

During the scheduled four-day hiatus that followed,
the umpiring controversy was resolved. John O. 
“Honest John” Kelly was hired to officiate the remain-
ing games. Kelly combined experience in both leagues
with an impeccable reputation and, most importantly,
the respect of both Spalding and von der Ahe. Unfor-
tunately the resolution did nothing to enhance the
competition. The trip to Pittsburgh generated little 
interest among locals. Additionally, the fifth game was
played on an exceptionally cold mid-autumn afternoon.
Consequently only 500 paid to watch the contest.
Rather than the hard-nosed play that had character-
ized the first four games, onlookers watched two
sloppy teams lumber through the afternoon, during
which Anson’s crew methodically pecked their way to
a 9–2 victory. 

Circumstances did not improve during the follow-
ing two days in Cincinnati. Like their Pittsburgh
counterparts, local Red Stockings fans showed little 
interest in games between the Browns and the White
Stockings. The Cincinnati Enquirer described game six
as “one of the bummest games seen here this sea-
son.”29 The two teams committed a total of 17 errors,
half of which “were what are known in base-ball 
parlance as ‘rotten.’”30 Aside from another 9–2 win,
the afternoon’s saving grace for the White Stockings
was Jim McCormick’s two-hit pitching. 

Amidst sagging attendance and players anxious to
move on to postseason endeavors, the two owners
agreed that the second game in Cincinnati would be
the last game in the series.32 However, whether game
two should be counted as a St. Louis forfeit remained
an unresolved issue. If it counted, Chicago was up, 
3–2. If not, the series was tied. In either case some—
like the St. Louis Post-Dispatch—lamented that without
additional games “the question as to which club is 

superior [remains] entirely in the dark.”33 Despite the
concerns, the two team captains, Comiskey and Anson,
came to an agreement. Chicago’s leader, confident
after two relatively easy victories, comfortable with the
current umpire, and eager to boost attendance, agreed
to drop the disputed game. The winner of the last game
would be recognized as the winner of the series.34

Anson would regret this decision.35

The final game started well for the White Stock-
ings, but the team fell apart quickly. Up two runs after
an inning, Chicago’s defensive woes reemerged in 
the third. Four hits, two errors, and a passed ball 
that allowed two runners to score, led to four St. Louis 
tallies. At that point the “slaughter” was on. Errors,
misplays, and poor pitching marked the rest of the 
afternoon for Anson’s crew. Six more Browns runs in
the fifth put the game out of reach. The Cincinnati 
Enquirer called it “one of the worst games ever played
in Cincinnati...yesterday’s exhibition, on the part of
the Windy City men, was simply disgusting.”36 In the
end St. Louis came away with a 13–4 rout and a claim
to being the world’s best baseball team. 

As expected, a very unhappy Albert Spalding
wasted no time in snubbing the claim. The following
day he explained to Chicago Tribune readers that “[it]
is widely contended that the series just finished has
been contested to decide the championship of the
world. That is nonsense.”37 He stressed that the for-
feited game should be considered a Chicago win and,
therefore, the series ended with each team having won
three games. Spalding insisted that he would never
have agreed to play games in American Association
cities using American Association rules and umpires
had he considered it a world championship. Instead
the games had simply been postseason exhibitions as
in the previous year. Additionally, his players, who he
acknowledged did not play well, didn’t care about 
the games because they recognized that as a result of
the poor attendance they were not going to receive
much compensation for their efforts. Instead Spalding
blamed “the enterprise of the newspapers” for pro-
moting the games as a world championship.38

Spalding’s opinions were quickly echoed by sev-
eral sources. In addition to The Chicago Mirror—which
was acknowledged to be Spalding’s media “organ”—
Sporting Life, a weekly paper published in Philadelphia,
seemed to share Spalding’s assessment. However, 
several of the Sporting Life reports, filed under the pseu-
donym “Remlap,” were submitted by Harry Palmer,
who covered baseball for the Chicago Tribune and was
quite sympathetic to his hometown team. At the be-
ginning of the series, the weekly described the games

14

The Baseball Research Journal, Fall 2017



15

DOUTRICH: Champions, Tantrums and Bad Umps

as merely a postseason exhibition between two cham-
pions. The paper argued that “the greatest difficulty
usually is that it is hard to awaken enough interest on
the part of the [National] League players to do their
best” when playing games after the championship sea-
son.39 Throughout the series, Sporting Life continued
to downplay the games while at the same time 
acknowledging that “the Browns are without a doubt
a very smooth organization and can play with the best
of them. Had they been in the League instead of the
American Association…[they] would quite likely have
ranked other than last in the race.”40

Immediately after the series, the paper concurred
with Spalding. In rhetoric clearly influenced by 
Spalding, Sporting Life listed the various reasons that 
St. Louis should not be considered world champions.
The paper’s conclusion was: “The St. Louis men were
bound to win by hook or by crook for the glory of 
beating the League champions and the local umpires
were bound to help them.”41 A week later, under a col-
umn titled “The World’s Championship,” the weekly
modified its view a bit, reporting that “the Chicago Club
is much chagrined…[about] the loss the ‘world’s cham-
pionship,’ a title which amounts to little…”42 However,
in the end Sporting Life came down solidly on Spald-
ing’s side. In a final assessment, the weekly concluded
that “Spalding is right…that Chicago is entitled to the so
called drawn game in St. Louis [and] the series as orig-
inally arranged was not completed.”43

Other papers were not as eager to embrace the
Spalding defense. Even the Chicago Tribune introduced
its account of the final game by announcing: “Chicago
Badly Beaten By The St. Louis Browns—The Latter
Now Champions Of The World.”44 The following day,
beneath Spalding’s defense, the paper reprinted an 
article from the Cincinnati Commercial-Gazette which
defended the Browns’ right “to lay claim to the cham-
pionship of the world.”45

Not surprisingly, the St. Louis papers also de-
scribed the Browns as world champions. The Missouri
Republican agreed with the St. Louis Globe-Democrat
announcement that “the game to-day…was the deci-
sive one in the series between these two clubs for the
championship of the world, and resulted in an easy
victory for the St. Louis team.”46 Another to side with
the Browns was the 1886 edition of Reach’s Official
American Association Baseball Guide, which cites um-
pire Kelly’s pre-game announcement that the two
managers had agreed that the winner of the seventh
game would be considered the winner of the series.47

A fitting assessment of the series came from Henry
Chadwick. The most influential baseball writer of an

earlier era, Chadwick was still a voice to be considered.
Writing in the New York Clipper, he commented that
“as it stands the St. Louis Club team are unquestion-
ably the champion team of the United States for 1885
and nothing can prevent them from legally claiming
the honor.”48 He also proposed that a championship
series between the champions of the American Asso-
ciation and the National League ought to be made a
regular closing series.

A month after the final out, Sporting Life returned
to both Spalding and von der Ahe the $500 prize
money that each had promised to the series winner.
Maintaining that the second game had been forfeited
and therefore the series ended in a 3–3 tie, the weekly
announced “The championship of the United States
remains in abeyance.”49 By accepting the return, von
der Ahe was, in effect, acknowledging that his team
could not conclusively claim victory. Instead he began
preparing for the 1886 season, which he hoped would
include another clash with the National League cham-
pions and an undisputed world championship. 

Whether the Browns won the series or it ended in
a draw remains unresolved even today. Most sources
agree with Albert Spalding that the series concluded
in a three-game tie.50 Others hold to the argument that
by winning the final game the Browns won the series.51

The real significance of that 1885 series, however, is
not who won but rather that the series served as the
second step toward instituting the tradition of a post-
season world-championship series. Building upon 
the games played by the two league champions the
previous year, the 1885 games further established
guidelines toward the evolution of the World Series as
it exists today.

A year later the same two teams again won their
leagues and arranged another postseason series. This
time, hoping to avoid some of the unresolved issues
from the 1885 series, both teams agreed that the win-
ner would be considered baseball’s world champion.
Each year until after the 1891 season when the Amer-
ican Association folded, the two leagues continued to
play an end of the season world championship series.
Even after the demise of the American Association, the
National League maintained the evolving tradition.
Though the championship series was suspended 
during the early twentieth century while the National
League wrestled with the new American League, the
union of the two leagues in 1903 fostered the resump-
tion of a world championship series which we
continue to enjoy today as the pinnacle of baseball
competition. �
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Broadcasting Red Sox Baseball
How the Arrival of Radio Impacted the Team and the Fans

Donna L. Halper, PhD

In the early years of the American League, Bostonfans had a lot to smile about—World Series victo-
ries in 1903, 1912, 1915, 1916, and 1918—but after

that, everything changed for the worse. Not only was
Babe Ruth infamously sold, but the Red Sox began a
string of losing seasons. Faced with teams that seldom
left the cellar, fans tried to find reasons for hope—
occasionally, the team would get timely hits or win a
double-header1—but with no chance of a pennant in
sight, attendance at Fenway Park suffered.2

But even in good times, only a small number of
fans could watch a game in person. During the team’s
winning years, the games at Fenway Park were often
sold out (although not in the 1918 World Series)3 and
even when there were seats available, many fans 
couldn’t get the day off from work to attend, or 
couldn’t afford the tickets. Although ticket prices cost
far less in 1918 than today, they were still an extrava-
gance for many working-class people. Day-of-game
box seats for the 1918 World Series were being sold for
$3.30, grandstand seats for $1.65, and pavilion seats
$1.10.4 To put those prices in perspective, the average
annual family income in Boston around that time was
$1,477, or about $28 a week.5 The City of Boston’s 
Official Record showed that stablemen, watchmen and
janitors were making $3 a day, while plumbers and ma-
chinists received $3.50 to $4 a day.6

Whether rich or poor, fans all had the same prob-
lem: if they couldn’t be at Fenway Park—or if the team
was on the road—getting up-to-the-minute informa-
tion was nearly impossible. In the 1910s, there were a
limited number of ways to find out what was going on.
Fans had to rely on their local newspaper, which would
publish multiple editions throughout the day and into
the evening as they received reports by telegraph from
the ballpark. During the World Series, as each game
progressed, the latest score was posted on the front
page, at the top, in bold type. 

The most enthusiastic fans in the Boston area
would make a pilgrimage to lower Washington Street's
“Newspaper Row.” One of Boston’s busiest thorough-
fares, Newspaper Row was home to the Boston Globe,
the Boston Evening Transcript, the Boston Post, the
Boston Daily Advertiser, the Boston Evening Record,

and, until it went out of business in 1917, the Boston
Journal. Herbert Kenny worked for two of the papers
(the Post and the Globe). In his 1987 book about News-
paper Row, he compared lower Washington Street to the
ancient Greek agora, an open meeting place that served
as the center of public life.7 Fans would gather to so-
cialize and talk sports while eagerly awaiting the scores,
or hoping one of the sportswriters might come by and
chat. As soon as any information became available by
telegraph, newsboys would write it on chalkboards,
which were positioned in front of the offices of the
Globe, the Post, and several others. Sometimes results
would be announced by megaphone. Fans would cheer
loudly each time the news was good.8

But although the Red Sox teams of the 1920s
weren’t giving fans many reasons to cheer, an easier
way to find out what was happening at the ballpark
was emerging. An amazing technology called radio
made its debut in the summer of 1920, a life-changing
invention for anyone who loved sports. (Even though
many textbooks have perpetuated the myth that KDKA
in Pittsburgh was the first radio station, and that its
November 2, 1920, broadcast of the presidential elec-
tion returns was the first broadcast, neither of these
claims is true.9 There were stations on the air months
before KDKA, including one each in greater Boston,
Detroit, Montreal, and Madison, Wisconsin.)

In 1920 and 1921, greater Boston only had one
radio station—its name was 1XE (the X meant the 
station was considered experimental, which is what
most people thought radio was back then). 1XE only
had about fifty watts of power. Owned by a local com-
pany called AMRAD, its studios were located at
Medford Hillside, near what is today Tufts University,
about five miles from downtown Boston. The far bigger
and better-known WBZ, owned by Westinghouse,
would go on the air in mid-September 1921 in Spring-
field, about 85 miles from Boston. WBZ did not open
a Boston studio until early 1924.

In 1921, radio wasn’t even called radio—most news-
papers called it either the “wireless telephone” or the
“radiophone” and there were only a handful of stations
nationwide—no more than fifteen commercial stations
on the air in the entire United States. But despite the



fact that only about 2000 people in greater Boston
owned radio sets in 1921, radio was already doing
amazing things for baseball fans.10 In October, the
World Series was broadcast; KDKA was one of the 
stations that provided listeners with the opportunity
to hear this important sporting event.11 For the first
time, fans who lived far from New York, where the
games were taking place, could follow the play-by-play
in real time, as if they were actually there, and not
merely following a recreation. Radio was the first mass
medium to provide real-time access to an event as it
was happening. For those unable to receive the game
from the few stations broadcasting it, ham radio oper-
ators stepped up, relaying the scores from the ballpark
to anyone who wanted them.12

By the summer of 1922, the radio craze was sweep-
ing the country, and several hundred new stations went
on the air. Among them was WNAC, owned by Boston
department store owner John Shepard III. He installed
a studio for his new radio station in the Shepard 
Department Store in downtown Boston. His brother
Robert ran the Shepard Department Store in Providence,
which became the home of station WEAN. Many sta-
tions provided up-to-date sports scores on a regular
basis.13 A small number of stations also experimented
with remote broadcasts, occasionally putting sporting
events on the air live, including boxing matches and
the 1922 World Series. 

The games were once again on the air from New
York, but this time the Series had a much larger radio

audience. By some accounts, about five million people
tuned in, and fans on three continents heard the
broadcasts.14 Radio was also a democratizing influence,
bringing the same broadcast to listeners regardless of
race. Unfortunately, not only were all the major league
teams segregated, so were some of the ballparks.
White fans often received far better seating than black
fans, some of whom were only allowed to sit in the
bleachers.15

Though only a limited number of baseball games
were broadcast in 1922, a few baseball stars were 
beginning to do radio interviews, and even give talks.
Among them was Babe Ruth, who spoke on Denver 
station KFAF in late October 1922.16 (Ruth also gave a
radio testimonial during the 1928 presidential election—
he was an enthusiastic supporter of Democratic
candidate Al Smith. The Babe took part in a broadcast
on behalf of the New York governor, whom he called
“the greatest friend of American sports.”17 Despite the
Babe's kind words, Smith lost to Herbert Hoover.)

The public’s love affair with radio put the news-
papers in an awkward position: as interest in radio
expanded, many print publications worried that the
new mass medium would take people away from read-
ing the paper. Editors were unsure what to do about
radio—should they ignore it or should they embrace
it? Some tried to pretend radio didn’t exist, refusing 
to write about it or mention it. Others hired someone
with ham radio experience to write columns of a
mainly technical nature, and occasionally comment
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about what was on the air at a local station. But a few
newspaper editors saw real potential in aligning their
publication with a radio station; they wanted to use
radio to promote their reporters, the way the Detroit
News did with their pioneering station 8MK/WWJ. In
greater Boston, the Boston American was the first to
make such an agreement. In mid-February 1922, re-
porters from that newspaper began working with 
WGI (formerly 1XE), making it possible for listeners
to hear daily news reports, sports scores, and other 
information.

The newspapers needn’t have worried about losing
readership; sports fans wanted more, not less, infor-
mation. Baseball fans still wanted to read their favorite
baseball writers, to get analysis, and they still enjoyed
their favorite sports cartoonists—every major news-
paper had at least one. The Boston Traveler was the
sister paper to the Boston Herald, and one of the first
of the dailies to enthusiastically embrace radio, pro-
viding coverage of the new mass medium beginning
in February 1921. The Traveler hired its own radio 
editor, Guy Entwistle, and he wrote a column about it
three times a week. (Three years later, both the Herald
and the Traveler would become even more involved
with radio: they entered into an agreement with WBZ,
when the Westinghouse station opened a Boston studio
in early 1924.) The Traveler was known for its hard-
working sports staff. Among the writers who covered
baseball was Augustus J. Rooney—better known as
Gus, but using the byline “A.J. Rooney” at that time.
He covered college sports when baseball was not in
season. And the Traveler had two sports cartoonists—
Abe Savrann, who signed his work SAV, and Charles

(Charlie) Donelan, who also wrote an occasional
sports column. Both Gus Rooney and Charlie Donelan
would soon become very important in the history of
baseball on the radio in Boston, while Abe Savrann
would play a part in (perhaps) solving a long-time
mystery: who was the play-by-play announcer of the
first baseball game to be broadcast on Boston radio? 

Some of the earliest interactions between the Red
Sox and radio occurred in 1923. No, the games weren’t
on the air (which, given yet another losing season,
was probably a good thing), but for perhaps the first
time, the manager was. That courageous gentleman
was the newly hired Lee Fohl. A former catcher who
had only played five major league games, Fohl had
managed successfully in the minors, as well as for the
Cleveland Indians and St. Louis Browns, before being
named Red Sox manager for the 1924 season, succeed-
ing Frank Chance.

Fohl was optimistic about his new job in Boston—
in fact, not long after he was hired, he was scheduled
to give a radio talk about the upcoming season, via the
Shepard station, WNAC. On November 7, 1923, not
long after he arrived in Boston, he was introduced to
the local baseball writers. His talk was called “The Red
Sox Prospects for 1924.”18 Unfortunately for modern-
day historians, no recording exists of the broadcast; in
fact, there are very few recordings from broadcasting’s
first decade. Audiotape had not yet been invented and
even electrical transcriptions did not make their debut
until 1929.19 Some newsmakers, such as an influential
member of Congress or the president, might have
made a phonograph record of an important speech,
but it would not have been cost-effective or easy to 
do this for a baseball game (or most other sporting
events of that time). Thus, while you may hear some
(allegedly) early broadcasts online, many of them are
reenactments, since few if any actual 1920s sports
broadcasts were ever recorded or preserved.20 Fohl’s
willingness to go on the air was somewhat out of char-
acter for him, and not just because radio was new.21 By
most accounts, Fohl didn’t like the limelight.22 It was
probably exciting for the fans to hear from Fohl, in his
own voice—in an era when access to newsmakers was
limited. Under Fohl's leadership there was a slight im-
provement in how the team did: the Red Sox left the
cellar and finished seventh in 1924.

There were still no local broadcasts of Red Sox
games in 1923 or 1924. In early October 1924, Boston’s
newest station, WEEI (owned by the Edison Electric
Illuminating Company), had arranged to link up with
New York station WEAF to broadcast the first game of
the World Series from Washington, as the Nationals
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battled the Giants.23 The play-by-play announcer would
be Graham McNamee, a name and voice very familiar
to fans in many cities, Boston among them. Because the
1920s were a time when DXing (listening for distant 
stations) was a popular pastime for anyone who owned
a radio, it was not uncommon for fans in one city to 
listen to broadcasts from other cities. WEAF’s signal
was easily heard in Boston. Local baseball fans had 
discovered WEAF broadcasting some New York Giants
games, and even though they weren’t supporters of that
team, they enjoyed hearing a ballgame on the radio.
And they especially enjoyed Graham McNamee’s 
announcing; reporters and fans alike praised him.24 Mc-
Namee was already a radio veteran by 1924, having
announced the 1923 World Series along with sports-
writer William McGeehan. Despite not being local,
McNamee became so popular as a sports broadcaster
that greater Boston charities invited him to be their
guest speaker.25 The versatile radio star also came to
Boston to perform as a vocalist. A talented baritone, he
sang at Symphony Hall in December 1925 before a large
and appreciative audience.26

For those eager to hear local baseball on the radio,
things progressed in 1925. The Red Sox still weren’t
winning, and the games still weren’t being broadcast,
but something new came to Boston radio: baseball
talk. Earlier, I mentioned a popular sports cartoonist
for the Boston Traveler, Charlie Donelan. But he was
more than a cartoonist and an occasional sports
columnist, he was also a story-teller and a comedian.
Donelan had brought his comedy act to many local
vaudeville theaters and civic events, and he had even
performed on several Boston radio stations. (He was
known for his fictional character “Russett Appul.”) In
early April 1925, Donelan received a new opportunity:
he got his own sports-talk radio program on WEEI.
Twice a week during much of 1925, Charlie would talk
baseball and give fans inside tips, as well as discussing
people he had met while covering all the teams.27

By most accounts, WBZ seems to have aired the first
live baseball in Boston, but it wasn’t a Red Sox game.
Rather, the station broadcast the opening game of the
Boston Braves season from Braves Field on April 14,
1925. As I mentioned earlier, one of the mysteries about
that game is who did the announcing. I am WBZ’s 
unofficial historian and I was given some of the sta-
tion’s archival notes compiled by the late Gordon Swan,
whose long career with the station included being an
announcer and production manager at WBZ Radio, and
later a program director during the early years of 
WBZ-TV. But while the notes list WBZ’s accomplish-
ments year by year beginning in 1921, and state that

WBZ’s Boston studio was first to broadcast a baseball
game, the announcer’s name is curiously omitted. It is
also omitted from the few newspaper mentions of the
event—including the Herald and Traveler, the two pub-
lications aligned with WBZ back then. 

Some people have suggested that the announcer
might have been Charlie Donelan, but I have found 
no evidence to support that theory. Donelan did broad-
cast Braves games later that year, but over station
WNAC.28 And that brings me to SAV, Boston Traveler
sports cartoonist Abe Savrann. Born in Russia as Abra-
ham Savransky in 1898, he and his family emigrated to
the United States in 1902. A talented illustrator even in
his teens, he graduated early from Rindge Technical
High School in Cambridge, and was immediately hired
by the Boston Post in March 1916.29 He then joined the
Traveler circa 1918, covering news and sports, and 
he was still there when the baseball season opened 
in 1925.

Fast forward to 2016, as I pored over microfilm of
the Traveler in preparation for a talk about sports 
cartoonists (much of the Traveler still isn’t digitized).
I found a cartoon of SAV’s from April 15, 1925, show-
ing the highlights of the Braves home opener. In that
pre-television era, sports cartoonists often provided
these highlights for those who couldn’t attend the
game in person. The last panel of the cartoon praised
Joe E. Brown for having announced the game on WBZ.
Brown was a big name at that time, a popular vaude-
ville and film comedian who had played baseball prior
to his entertainment career; he wasn't a local to Boston
nor a WBZ employee, but at a time when there was
no official play-by-play announcer for either Boston
team, it would not have been unusual for a celebrity,
a businessman, or a local print reporter, to give broad-
casting a try.

Could Brown have been that mystery announcer?
Abe Savrann knew Brown personally, and the Elks
Lodge to which SAV belonged was about to honor
Brown; in fact, SAV was on the committee that arranged
the event.30 Also, Brown was in the Boston area during
the week of that Braves game—he was starring in the
live stage performance of “Betty Lee,” which opened on
April 11, 1925 at the Majestic Theatre. Thus, the last
panel of SAV’s April 15, 1925, Traveler cartoon about
the Braves game may have solved the mystery. The 
caption reads, “the inimitable Joe E. Brown broadcast
the game for WBZ.” It’s not definitive proof, but 
circumstantially at least, it does look like Brown was
the person who did the play-by-play. 

When WNAC got permission to air other Braves
games in 1925, this was considered very controversial
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by some of the teams, who feared that making base-
ball available on radio would cause attendance at the
games to decrease. As with the fears of newspaper
owners that radio would make fans lose interest in
reading the paper—which did not happen—the fears
of team presidents were equally overblown; fans who
could attend did so, and everyone else appreciated
being able to follow the game. (In fact, in the decades
since the portable radio was invented, fans have 
done both, bringing a radio to the park to listen to the
play-by-play during the game.) Once the details on
permission to broadcast were worked out, the first 
announcer WNAC used was Benjamin R. Alexander
(newspapers incorrectly said Benjamin H). Alexander
was not an announcer per se—in fact, he had a long
career working for the Chamber of Commerce, which
sponsored the first game on WNAC. Subsequently, the
Braves games were announced by Charlie Donelan. Like
McNamee, Donelan was praised by local reporters for
being knowledgeable and enthusiastic. Fans seemed to
agree, and attendance at his talks and appearances
continued to increase. 

Red Sox fans were still waiting patiently. Those
who had a good radio tuned in to stations in other
American League cities, because sometimes those sta-
tions broadcast a game where their team was playing
against the Sox. WRC in Washington, DC, then affili-
ated with the Washington Times newspaper, broadcast
some of the Washington Nationals’ road games, and
that included a three-game series versus the Red Sox at
Fenway Park in early October 1925.31 The Nationals
had already won the pennant, and didn’t play like
champs.32

It is not surprising that WNAC got permission to
broadcast the Red Sox games in 1926. Station
owner John Shepard III loved sports, and he
loved radio; he also loved being in the limelight.
Once again, when seeking an announcer, Shep-
ard turned to the Boston Traveler, where Gus
Rooney still worked. Gus had tried his hand at
broadcasting when he announced a boxing
match, so Shepard asked if he wanted to be the
announcer for the Red Sox opener on April 13,
1926. Gus agreed, but had he known what he
just signed up for, he might have asked for com-
bat pay. The weather was windy and cold, and
the Red Sox were just as miserable, trailing early
11 to 1, causing many fans to head for the exits.
But Gus persisted in trying to make the game 
interesting for the WNAC audience. He told 
stories of the old days, he discussed baseball
strategy, and in the late innings the Sox began to

mount a comeback. While they came up short in the
end—losing 12–11 to the Yankees—it turned out to be
an exciting game after all. Unlike today when a play-
by-play announcer has assistants and sidekicks, Gus
Rooney had nobody; the game dragged on for three
hours, during which he was the only person talking.
His colleagues at the Traveler noted that the next day,
he was so hoarse he could barely speak at all.33 That
didn’t stop him from doing several other ballgames in
subsequent weeks; throughout much of 1926 he could
be found doing play-by-play, although more often for
the Braves.

Back on Newspaper Row, newspapers were still try-
ing to figure out how to integrate the public’s interest
in listening to the games with reading about sports. By
the time of the 1926 World Series, radio coverage had
continued to expand. That year, the games could 
be heard on a 21-station chain which covered much 
of the East and Midwest: WEEI in Boston, WTAG in
Worcester, and WJAR in Providence, through the 
courtesy of flagship station WEAF in New York. 
The announcers were Graham McNamee and Phillips 
Carlin.34 With no Boston team in the Series, and the
games being broadcast on radio, crowds were smaller
on Newspaper Row, and as a Globe reporter noted,
fans seemed “quiet” and “apathetic,” even though
about a thousand still gathered. The Globe had its own
radio studio, and it re-broadcast the game; but the
newspaper also had Frank Flynn, an experienced 
telegrapher, ready to step in, just in case WEEI’s signal
failed (signals that faded in and out were a constant
problem in early broadcasting). An employee with a
megaphone was also ready to shout out the scores.
Megaphone and telegraph weren’t necessary—the
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“modern” technology worked fine, although the crowd
was as fascinated by how quickly the telegrapher
could send and receive information as they were with
the game itself.35

Meanwhile the Red Sox continued to lose. Lee Fohl's
tenure as manager continued through 1925 and ’26,
two more years in last place. Fohl was then replaced by
Bill Carrigan. This was a very popular decision with
the fans, who remembered Carrigan’s successful
tenure managing the Sox 1913–16. Carrigan had left
baseball and gone home to Lewiston, Maine, where he
had an equally successful career as a banker, but Red
Sox owner Bob Quinn lured him out of retirement.36

Of course, the Red Sox lack of improvement had
been a constant topic in all of the Boston newspapers,
and by 1927 hearing the manager or a well-known
sportswriter opining on the season was becoming a
radio staple. On April 13, 1927, Boston Globe sports-
writer Melville E. Webb Jr., who had been covering
baseball for several decades, gave a talk about the Red
Sox via WNAC. He acknowledged that Carrigan had
“no easy task” ahead of him; in fact, Webb noted that
it was unclear what Carrigan could do to improve 
the Red Sox’ fortunes. He was unfortunately correct.
Carrigan didn’t do much better than Fohl—in 1927,
the Sox finished fifty-nine games out of first (and
would continue in last place 1928–29 under Carrigan).

There is little debate among Boston media histori-
ans that the first local baseball announcer to gain a
huge following was Fred Hoey. However, there is some
debate about when he first began broadcasting the
games—some sources say 1926, although I have found
little evidence of that. Most modern scholars, includ-
ing Curt Smith, believe that he was on the air doing
Boston Braves home games beginning in 1927; it
would be a few more years before road games would
be broadcast.38 Hoey was not the only sports announcer
at WNAC that year. Gerry Harrison also did play-by-
play for some of the Braves games, and announced
some Red Sox baseball too.39 Harrison had worked at
WLEX in Lexington, Massachusetts, and was experi-
enced at announcing hockey, boxing, football, and
even professional wrestling.40 (WLEX is long since de-
funct, and its call letters eventually ended up in
Lexington, Kentucky.) Harrison went to work for John
Shepard III, who, by that time, owned other stations;
Gerry Harrison later became general manager of radio
station WLLH in Lowell, Massachusetts.

But by 1928, it was Fred Hoey who was usually 
behind the microphone whenever there was a base-
ball game at either Fenway Park or Braves Field. Hoey
was already becoming Boston’s best-known and most

trusted baseball announcer, even though as a young
man, his passion had been hockey.41 He played 
forward for a local amateur team, and later did some
managing; he also wrote about schoolboy sports for
the Boston Herald, before finding a new career doing
baseball play-by-play on radio. During the 1928 
season, he announced both the Braves and Red Sox
home games on WNAC, while Gerry Harrison focused
on broadcasting college sports, especially football 
and hockey. 

Whether the Red Sox were winning or losing (and
in the 1920s, they were usually losing), Hoey made the
games come alive. Fans adored him—especially female
fans, who found his explanations of baseball’s finer
points both understandable and interesting. Some 
reporters believed it was thanks to Hoey that more
women were coming to the games.42 Given his popu-
larity, Fred was asked to expand his role at WNAC, the
way Charlie Donelan had done in 1925. Donelan by
this time had gone back to reporting and cartooning,
and he was still a popular guest speaker. His grandson
noted, when I spoke with him in early January 2016,
that Charlie’s eyesight was never very good; perhaps
he realized he would be more effective as a cartoonist
and an entertainer, rather than sitting in the press box
trying to report on what was happening down on the
field. As for Gus Rooney, whose eyesight was fine, he
too had returned to print journalism—interestingly, 
he would eventually go into the public relations field.
When the new Suffolk Downs racetrack opened in
1935, Gus was their publicist.43

Fred Hoey debuted his own sports-talk program on
WNAC on May 10, 1928. One of his first guests was
Sox manager Bill Carrigan, who discussed the outlook
for the season. Carrigan was no stranger to radio. He
was a big fan, and back home in Maine, he and his
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family enjoyed listening to their favorite program. In
December 1926, he had been part of a charitable event
that was broadcast by WEEI, raising money for dis-
abled veterans.44 Hoey told the press that he planned
to have weekly interviews with other members of the
teams and his next one, the following week, was with
Red Sox pitcher, and Massachusetts native, Danny
MacFayden.45

But as mentioned earlier, while we can read the
newspaper and magazine accounts of that era, it is 
disappointing that few of these early programs have
survived. We have no idea how most of the early 
announcers sounded. Some audio of a few 1930s base-
ball broadcasts are found on YouTube. One recording
features Fred Hoey announcing the 1936 All-Star game,
along with the Yankee Network’s Linus Travers. Al-
though the quality is poor by today’s standards, it
provides an inkling of how the games sounded. Curt
Smith has interviewed several veteran broadcasters
who grew up listening to Fred Hoey. Ken Coleman 
recalled that his name recognition was very high—it
seemed just about everyone, fan or not, knew who he
was; Coleman also remembered Fred’s ability to con-
vey a love and respect for the game, even though he
used an understated style that was never flamboyant
or showy.46 Hoey’s player interviews also seem to have
been well-received, and soon he was interviewing
members of the Boston Braves, in addition to the 
Red Sox.47

Newspaper Row was still a gathering place for big
news events throughout the 1920s, but there were
fewer times when baseball brought out the large
crowds. People gathered to find out election results
and in September 1926 the Globe broadcast updates
from the heavyweight championship boxing match 
between Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney. Locally, the
match was heard on both WBZ and WEEI, but many
fans (some estimates said as many as ten thousand)
still preferred to gather in Newspaper Row to listen to
the updates as they were broadcast by the Globe’s
radio service, with reporter Willard DeLue doing the
local announcing, augmenting network coverage by
Graham McNamee.48 Perhaps with the Red Sox doing
so badly, and the Braves not doing well either, few
baseball fans were motivated to make the trip to News-
paper Row. It was sufficient to listen at home to the
broadcasts that could be heard from various cities,
enjoy the speculation and the interviews, and wonder
when, if ever, the team would turn things around.

In late 1926, the National Broadcasting Company
(today known as NBC) made its debut—the first 
national radio network. By September 1927, there was

a second when the Columbia Broadcasting System
(today known as CBS) got up and running. This was
wonderful news for baseball fans, since there were now
two equally good options for hearing the 1927 World
Series. NBC went with its well-tested and much-loved
duo of Graham McNamee and Phillips Carlin, heard in
Boston on both WEEI and WBZ, while CBS utilized
their own veteran sports announcer J. Andrew White,
heard in Boston on WNAC. Radio sports were now
well accepted. By some estimates, more than twenty
million people tuned in for the first game of the 1927
World Series, listening via the fifty-three network-
affiliated stations that carried the games (forty-three
on NBC and ten on the much newer CBS).49 It was a
far cry from the 2,000 listening in greater Boston back
in 1921, and further proof of how important radio had
become in a relatively short time. 

Being able to hear a few games on the air did not
discourage fans from coming out to Fenway Park; a
losing team did that. Low attendance meant the Sox
lost money throughout most of the 1920s.50 One thing
the Red Sox hoped would boost attendance a little 
was the arrival of Sunday baseball. Boston’s influential
clergy had long opposed allowing baseball to be
played on the Sabbath, even though many in the pub-
lic would gladly have attended on their day off from
work.51 Just before the start of the 1929 season, both
the Red Sox and Braves received the okay to play on
Sunday.52 Fred Hoey was scheduled to broadcast when
the Braves played the Giants on Sunday, April 21, but
the game was rained out; he later broadcast several
other Sunday Braves and Red Sox games. Unfortunately,
being on the air on Sundays didn’t help either team’s
fortunes. The Red Sox ended up 58–96, and the Braves,
56–98. And as it turned out, despite Sunday baseball,
attendance went down in 1929.

From the perspective of the devoted Red Sox fan of
the 1920s, it may have been a decade to forget; but
from the perspective of media historians, it was truly
a transformational decade. Thanks to the arrival of
radio, fans who could not get to the ballpark could still
enjoy a game in real time, from the comfort of their
home; they could also hear their favorite players being
interviewed, and listen to analysis from baseball 
experts. The arrival of the National Broadcasting Com-
pany and the Columbia Broadcasting System, the first
national networks, meant the great announcers from
various cities could also be heard in Boston, as could
the World Series, no matter where it was being played.
During the 1920s, play-by-play announcing became an
art form, appreciated in cities from coast to coast.
Whether it was a local announcer like Fred Hoey, or
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nationally-known network announcers like Graham
McNamee, Major J. Andrew White, or Edward “Ted”
Husing (two veteran broadcasters who worked for
CBS), experienced professionals could describe the
scene at the ballpark so realistically that listeners felt
they were there. Graham McNamee became so well-
known nationally that he made the cover of Time
magazine. Years later, his distinguished career, which
included broadcasting the World Series for twelve 
consecutive years (1923–34) and being the network 
announcer during such major news events as Charles
Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight, earned him the 2016
Ford C. Frick Award.53

The growth in availability of baseball broadcasts
throughout the 1920s meant one other thing changed—
the expectations of the audience. In 1921–22, baseball
broadcasts were a novelty, offered by only a handful of
stations, and heard by very small numbers of listeners.
No one expected a smooth and professional sound; the
announcers were as new to it as the listeners. Ongoing
technical difficulties were also part of the radio experi-
ence in those early years. Listeners were often frustrated
by static caused by atmospheric interference, or dis-
tant signals suddenly fading out (usually at a critical
time in their favorite program). Even the best engineers
of the early 1920s were unsure whether this could be
prevented.54 But while these problems were annoying,
they were bearable, and most listeners were grateful
for the entertainment and information their radio 
provided. By 1929, the technology had improved con-
siderably. And the existence of two national radio
networks, along with hundreds of local stations, meant
listeners from coast-to-coast regularly had access to
the biggest newsmakers and most famous performers.
Baseball fans grew accustomed to hearing the games
broadcast by talented and experienced announcers.

But what hadn’t changed was the fans still appre-
ciated being able to read about their favorite players in
the local newspapers. In fact, it was still a golden age
for sports journalism, and every city had its own well-
regarded reporters. In Boston, as elsewhere, baseball
cartoons were popular; by the end of the 1920s Gene
Mack of the Boston Globe and Bob Coyne of the Boston
Post were receiving the most acclaim. Many popular
baseball reporters provided thorough analysis of every
game, including Jim O’Leary of the Boston Globe, 
Paul “Herbie” Shannon of the Boston Post, and Burt
Whitman of the Boston Herald. There was little if any
animosity between the sportswriters and the broad-
casters. In fact, in 1931, when Fred Hoey was honored,
Bob Coyne created a cartoon tribute to Fred’s career,
and several sportswriters praised his outstanding

work.55,56 Fans of the late 1920s still made the pilgrim-
age to Newspaper Row now and then, hoping to meet
one of the writers and talk some baseball. But by this
time, standing out on Lower Washington Street had
been replaced by sitting in the comfort of the “radio
room” and waiting for the game to begin. �
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The underlying aggressiveness in rivalries be-
tween baseball teams has been recorded in the
annals and burned into our memories for

decades. Fans hear yarns about Ty Cobb’s boiling tem-
perament and witness bench-clearing brawls. When
that explosive competitive spirit spreads from the field
to the fanatics in the streets, the result can be drunken
fist-fights at the local pubs as fans defend their favorite
teams and players. The most serious and deadly fracas
of its kind took place in 1931.

On a warm October evening, in a back-alley
speakeasy buried in the borough of Brooklyn, two
baseball fanatics vocally and physically defended their
opinions regarding the 1931 World Series. For those
readers above the riff-raff culture of the 1930s, a
“speakeasy” was a place where one could locate 
alcoholic beverages during Prohibition. Patrons were
warned to speak “easy” while occupying the bar, in
order to avoid drawing the attention of the police.

The quiet clanking of whiskey glasses and beer bot-
tles echoed in a dark corner of Sunset Park on October
5, 1931. The Sunset Park neighborhood was a hectic
sector of Brooklyn, settled by young families and older
adults. The tenants had their domestic problems and
usual complaints of vandalism, theft, and violence.
Owners of un-muzzled dogs were given citations, ped-
dlers with no licenses were pinched, and the local
youths accused of stealing crates of live chickens were
sentenced with fines. Between these common crimes
and the occasional bootlegger brawl spiced up with
Thompson automatics (a.k.a. “Tommy Guns”), the
coppers from Brooklyn’s 66th Precinct of the New York
City Police Department had their hands full.

As October 4 bled into the wee hours of Monday,
October 5, Brooklyn lost one of its residents and the
borough gained notoriety as the stage for a terrifying
tale that would be perpetually linked to the National
Pastime. Four days earlier and about one thousand
miles away in the State of Missouri, the St. Louis Car-
dinals welcomed a visit from the Philadelphia Athletics
for Game One of the 1931 World Series at Sportsman’s
Park. Philly’s Robert “Lefty” Grove defeated the Cardi-
nals with a 6–2 victory on October 1. The following day,
St. Louis returned the favor to Connie Mack’s Athletics

with a 2–0 win awarded to the Cards’ speedy southpaw,
“Wild” Bill Hallahan. 

The tied teams spent the next two days planning
their strategies to take victory in Game Three on 
October 5. The evening before the game, St. Louis
manager Charles “Gabby” Street spent most of his
night pacing the floor of his suite at Philadelphia’s
Benjamin Franklin Hotel. The boss flipped a Buffalo
nickel in his hand to calm his decision-making pres-
sures. As the coin rotated in the air several times, the
Cardinals boss decided to let fate choose his starting
pitcher for Game Three. Street limited his choices 
to spitball hurler Burleigh Grimes or reliable right-
hander Sylvester “Syl” Johnson. As reported in the
Syracuse Journal, “Before tossing the coin, Gabby said
to himself; if it comes down heads I’ll use Grimes, if
tails, Sylvester Johnson will get the pitching assign-
ment. It was heads after rolling around the floor a bit
and that settled Street’s mind whom he would pitch.”1

Meanwhile, a 35-year old carpenter named Gustave
A. Johnson was seated comfortably at a table in a
Brooklyn speakeasy. The Swedish laborer shared 
identical tensions with Gabby Street, as he spoke bois-
terously to fellow patrons about the Cardinals’ pitching
plans. Gustave boldly insisted that Street should have
no second thought to choose Sylvester “Syl” Johnson,
Gustave’s favorite pitcher. The saloon’s clientele clearly
understood that Gustave shared not only a surname
but Swedish heritage with Sylvester. Gustave adamantly
proclaimed that his blood and namesake, Syl Johnson,
should be chosen as the Cardinals’ starter for Game
Three.

Also in the speakeasy that night was a 32-year-old
man named John Leonard, who did not enjoy hearing
his fellow bar attendee sing Johnson’s praises. Leonard
yelled at Gustave, “I’m tired of hearing you talk about
that Swede, Johnson! Connie Mack is a good Irishman
and can beat St. Louis any time he wants to!”2 Gustave
quickly stood up from his table to retort. The brawl
began around two AM. The speakeasy bartender, Michael
Grillo, made attempts to stop the fight but the verbal
argument turned quickly to fisticuffs between the two
men. Leonard threw a closed right-handed fist that
crashed into the side of Gustave’s face. 

Fanatic Fatality
One of the Most Violent Baseball Arguments In History

Matthew M. Clifford
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The Swedish customer lost his balance and his 
175-pound body fell backwards. During the fall, the left
side of Gustave’s skull slammed against a cold marble
table. Leonard looked down at his opponent, who lay
lifeless on the speakeasy’s filthy tile floor. The bar filled
with silence as Grillo stared into John Leonard’s eyes. 

The iron-fisted Athletics fan panicked and fled, 
disappearing into the shadowed alleys of Brooklyn. A
customer ran to a public phone nearby and called the
police anonymously to report a homicide at 813 41st
Street. The coppers from the 66th Precinct and a
Brooklyn ambulance arrived at the address moments
after receiving the call. 

Johnson was declared dead at 3:15AM by the ambu-
lance surgeon, and NYPD Detective George McGowan
entered the scene. The small, first floor apartment 
included three marble tables, six chairs, and a 25-foot
bar counter. Patrolman David Harris spoke with Grillo
about the incident. The bartender agreed to provide a
statement of what he witnessed, which was dictated
as: “Deponent is informed by Michael Grillo and ver-
ily believes that the said defendant did on the 5th day
of October 1931 in the County of Kings, at 813 41st
Street, feloniously strike one Gus Johnson (deceased)
a violent blow with his fist upon the body and as a 
result of said blow effected the death of said Johnson.
On violation of the penal law of New York.”3

Steel handcuffs were drawn by Patrolman Harris as
Grillo provided details of the homicide he had wit-
nessed. The silver bracelets were slapped on Michael
Grillo’s wrists since he was in obvious violation of the
Volstead Act. Three bottles of whiskey were seized
from Grillo’s speakeasy, chased by the confiscation of
seventy-six bottles of homebrew beer. But Grillo didn’t

ride solo to the slammer in NYPD’s paddy wagon.
John Leonard’s moments of freedom were short-lived
when he was found walking nearby. The police pinched
him for the crime of killing Gustave Johnson and
Leonard denied any misdoing. When asked for his 
residential address, the accused fibbed and gave his
brother-in-law’s home address, which was conve-
niently located at a nearby Brooklyn gangway.

The lie was quickly discovered, with the assistance
of Grillo’s testimony. Leonard was a popular fixture 
at the 41st Street speakeasy and his accurate address
was also on 41st Street, just a few doors down from
Mr. Grillo’s illegal bar. A search of police records
proved that this wasn’t John J. Leonard’s first tango
with the NY lawmen. On September 20, 1926, he 
had been arrested for petit larceny. His sentence for
the property theft conviction was suspended on Janu-
ary 11, 1929, by the New York City District Attorney. 

Leonard was taken to the 66th Precinct with Grillo
and both were booked for their criminal acts. Leonard
was held without bail. Gustave Johnson’s body was
taken to the United Israel Zion hospital.

A few hours later, the Philadelphia Athletics met
the St. Louis Cardinals at Shibe Park to resume the
1931 World Series. Burleigh Grimes took the mound
for St. Louis. Gabby Street told the press that he had
intentions of putting Johnson in Game Three since
Sylvester had been unable to work in Games One and
Two due to a rash he had developed on his arms after
brushing against the poison ivy while picnicking with
his wife and their four-year-old daughter Beverly in 
St. Louis. Street proudly spoke of the fateful coin that
put Burleigh Grimes on Shibe’s pitching mound while
Syl patiently sat on the visitors’ bench and itched 
his wings. The Buffalo nickel proved its superstitious
magic as Grimes pitched a masterpiece. The Cardinals
defeated the Athletics 5–2, on October 5, 1931. The late
Gustave Johnson’s pitching opinions were proven…
dead wrong.

The Brooklyn newspapers printed the box scores
of Game Three along with details of the violent base-
ball argument. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle shared the
headline story: “Speakeasy Row Over Series Cost Life
Of Bay Ridge Man. According to Detective McGowan
of the Borough Park station, Johnson and a group of
friends were seated at a table in the speakeasy, dis-
cussing the game at Philadelphia. Johnson is said to
have maintained loudly that Street would be crazy 
to start any pitcher except his namesake, Sylvester
Johnson. Leonard was seated with friends at a nearby
table. According to witnesses, he arose and approached
Johnson. He swung a right to Johnson’s jaw, which
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broke it and Johnson, in falling fractured his skull
against a table.”4

The police investigation continued while John
Leonard waited in a jail cell for his court call. He
claimed his innocence by pleading not guilty to the
criminal charge of murder. Detectives identified the 
address of the deceased and they made contact with
Gustave’s wife, Ella Johnson, to inform her about the
argument and its horrific outcome. The widow identi-
fied her husband, noting the romantic tattoo on his
right forearm that consisted of a shield incorporating
calligraphy of the words “True Love” with a pair of
clasped hands and a five pointed star. New York’s
Deputy Chief Medical Examiner Emmanuel E. Marten
began the autopsy of Gustave Johnson on October 6,
1931. Dr. Marten’s report noted that Gustave Johnson
had been born in Finland to Swedish parents, John
and Wilhelmina Johnson, and had lived in the State
of New York since 1911. The deceased stood approxi-
mately five foot-nine inches tall, weighed 175 pounds,
had copious light chestnut-brown hair, blue eyes, and
Nordic facial features.

The hype over the Brooklyn speakeasy brawl fell
quiet as another headline began captivating the New
York papers. On October 4, 1931, the NYPD concluded
a two-month manhunt for an Irish gangster named
Vincent Coll. The coppers discovered the hood hiding
out in a Bronx hotel. The hunt had begun on July 28,
1931, when Vincent’s submachine gun was involved in
a drive-by shooting of Joseph “Tough Joey” Rao. Coll’s
mark on Tough Joey stemmed from a long time clash
with Rao’s boss, Arthur “Dutch” Schultz. Vincent
opened fire on Tough Joey on the hot July afternoon as
the bootlegger walked fearlessly on a public sidewalk
also occupied by four small children. Coll opened fire
and one of his bullets killed a five-year-old boy named
Michael Vengalli. New York City mayor Jimmy Walker
heard the news of the deranged shooting and immedi-
ately tagged Coll with the nickname “Mad Dog.”

The New York press ran with the sensational story
concerning the manhunt and capture of Vincent “Mad
Dog” Coll while Brooklyn’s “World Series murder”
faded away. The press coverage turned to Game Four
of the World Series. On October 6, 1931, Gustave’s 
favorite pitcher, Syl Johnson, opened for St. Louis and
was defeated by Athletics’ hurler George “Moose”
Earnshaw. The fans at Shibe Park screamed in joy as
Philadelphia scored three runs off Johnson while the
Cardinals produced blank scorecards. The ’31 Series
was tied, two all. 

While the Philly fans were cheering, the commu-
nity of Brooklyn’s Sunset Park was outraged. On

October 7, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle noted the unrest.
Similar to today’s Neighborhood Watch groups, Brook-
lyn’s “Sunset Civic Association” voiced a gripe against
the 66th Precinct’s captain, Bernard Rourke. They were
adamant that the captain realize the severity of 
the recent speakeasy homicide. The group reported
that Michael Grillo’s bar was open for business on 
October 6, despite a patron dying there a day earlier.
Speakeasies and their problems were a perennial 
subject of columns in the Brooklyn newspapers
throughout 1931, especially during the month of 
February. At that time, the police authorities had 
requested assistance from the federal government to
help with locating, investigating, and permanently
closing speakeasy establish  ments. 

Seven speakeasies in Brooklyn and six in Queens
were in serious trouble during the late weeks of Feb-
ruary 1931. As the police had done with Michael Grillo
the night of the murder, the coppers confiscated what-
ever alcohol was discovered and each bartender was
hit with a hefty fine. But with the addition of federal
assistance, the New York courts added the ornament of
a steel padlock to the door frames of all thirteen prop-
erties. The message of the federal padlock order spread
loudly to the owners and residents of Brooklyn and
Queens: “We’ll take your booze and your building.”

The 1931 Sunset Civic Association attempted to
sway Captain Rourke to make contact with the Feds
and get a padlock affixed to the doorway of 813 41st
Street, especially since a man had recently been killed
there. The press announced: “Capt. Rourke Seeks Fed-
eral Aid After Murder in 41st. Place. Following protests
made Monday night by the Sunset Civic Association
that an alleged speakeasy at 813 41st St. had been 
permitted to operate in spite of the fact that a man 
had been murdered there less than 24 hours before.
Capt. Rourke of the 66th precinct declared last night
that he had requested the Federal authorities to pad-
lock the premises.”5

As Michael Grillo read about the neighborhood 
ordering his new doorknocker on October 7, the Series
continued. St. Louis defeated Philadelphia in Game
Five, 5–1. The fans at Shibe Park were saddened as
Gabby Street sent “Wild” Bill Hallahan to defeat
Philly’s Waite Hoyt and take the lead in the Series, 
3–2. The two teams took the next day off for travel 
and relaxation. The Series continued on October 9 at
Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis. Many miles away in
Brooklyn, Dr. Marten’s autopsy report citing the 
details of Gustave Johnson’s death was finalized and 
the documents were sent to the courts. The report 
explained that poor Gustave’s morbid demise was
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blamed on more factors than a debilitating blow to 
the head.

Dr. Marten’s report declared: “I hearby certify that
on the 5th day of October 1931, I made an autopsy of
the body of Gustave A. Johnson now lying dead at the
morgue and upon investigation of the essential facts
concerning the circumstances of death and history of
the case, I am of the opinion that the cause of death
was cerebral apoplexy; acute alcoholism.”6

The doctor’s report also stated that there was no
external evidence of injury, implying that the severe
crash his skull suffered from the edge of the marble
table didn’t leave any external cuts or bruising. The
accused, John Leonard, remained incarcerated in his
Brooklyn jail cell while the courts reviewed the details
of the case. Meanwhile, Game Six began at 1:30 in the
afternoon on October 9. The Cardinals’ Paul Derringer
dueled against Philadelphia’s Lefty Grove and the first
four innings produced blank scorecards for both sides.
In the fifth inning, the Athletic trounced Derringer and
delivered four runs. In the sixth inning, the Cardinals
third baseman Jake Flowers hit a double. With the 
assistance of second baseman Frankie Frisch and right
fielder Wally Roettger, Flowers scored the only run in
St. Louis’s favor. In the top of the seventh, the Athlet-
ics’ bats kept swinging to collect four more runs. Game
Six ended with an 8–1 victory for Philadelphia. The
Series was deadlocked again at three games apiece.

Hours after the game was completed, the evening
edition of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle were thrown in
bundles at the corner newsstands, containing the fol-
lowing regarding New York’s States Attorney: “United
States Attorney Howard W. Amell has promised im-
mediate consideration of the complaint against the
alleged speakeasy at 815 41st St., where a murder was
committed on Monday. When asked what his office
would do about it, Amell declared that he would call
the matter to the attention of the proper authorities
without delay.”7

The next day, October 10, the morning edition of
the Daily Eagle printed the details of the World Series
tie in addition to an update of the borough’s sensa-
tional homicide court case: “Hearing Set In Fatal World
Series Fight. John Leonard, 32, a laborer, who gave a
fictitious address at the time of his arrest last Sunday
morning, following the death of Gustave A. Johnson,
36, in a restaurant at 815 41st St., is to have a hearing
in homicide court Tuesday.”8 Leonard was scheduled
to appear in court on October 13 before the Honorable
Judge George M. Curtis Jr. Dr. Marten’s detailed autopsy
report would be included as evidence. At half-past 
one PM on October 10, the final game of the 1931 World

Series began at Sportsman’s Park in St. Louis. Cardinals’
spitball pitcher Burleigh Grimes opened for the home
team while George Earnshaw defended the Athletics.
The seven-game series ended in St. Louis’ favor with
the final score 4–2.

John Leonard’s October 13 court case was contin-
ued to October 19, 1931. The court records noted that
Dr. Marten was absent and his medical report was sup-
pressed. Dr. Marten’s report reflected that Gustave
Johnson’s cause of death was a stroke linked to acute
alcoholism. It was clear that poor Gus’s clock was 
already ticking short before he stepped in the ring 
with John Leonard on October 5. The autopsy notes
reflected that the marble table was merely the acces-
sory to the death that was scheduled to commence
regardless of the fist fight that had occurred. 

Whether he was punched that night or not, Mrs.
Ella Johnson was going to be meeting with an under-
taker to discuss funeral arrangements for her husband
sooner rather than later. The fight and the result of a
blow to the head merely advanced Gustave’s lethal
medical condition. Since Dr. Marten’s autopsy proved
that Leonard was not responsible for the death of 
Gustave Johnson, the case was dismissed by the grand
jury on November 13, 1931. Leonard was declared not
guilty and was set free. When he made his way back
to 41st Street, he discovered that his favorite tavern
was closed for good. As the October 28 edition of the
Daily Eagle reported, Grillo’s bar was shut down per-
manently: “Announcement was made that the alleged
speakeasy at 813 41st St., in which a man was killed
several weeks ago, had been closed. At a recent meet-
ing of the Association, the charge was made that the
resort had continued to operate after the murder had
been committed there, and the immediate padlocking
of the place was demanded.”9

When the homicide charge initially ran in the New
York newspapers, it was recognized as a sensational
headline. But with the exciting publicity of Mad Dog
Coll’s capture, arrest, and trial, the details of one of
the most violent baseball arguments in history fell to
the wayside. The press neglected to mention any fur-
ther details about the homicide and the status of the
case after October 10, 1931. The end of the story was
determined by examination of copies of the original
autopsy report, the original police reports, and the
original court records. 

Not before or since the unfortunate death of 
Gustave Johnson has any other aggressive baseball 
argument made such a morbid news story. However,
thirty-three years (and five days) later, the New York was
the stage for another horrific incident tied to a World
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Series contest and a homicide. In 1963, a Central Park
neighborhood resident named Mark Fein placed a hefty
$7,000 bet on the Yankees to beat the Los Angeles
Dodgers in the 1963 World Series. After Fein lost the
wager, his Brooklyn bookie, Reuben Markowitz, went
to see Fein to collect. 

On October 10, 1963, when Reuben arrived at
Fein’s address, Mark decided to reach for a firearm 
instead of his wallet. Markowitz was shot dead and
his remains were dumped into the Harlem River. After
the body resurfaced, the police authorities caught up
with Mark Fein for questioning. The gambler was con-
victed of second-degree murder and sentenced to
thirty years in prison. He filed fourteen appeals of his
conviction while he was housed at Sing Sing Correc-
tional Facility in New York. Some of Fein’s appeals
were concocted by the expensive and popular attor-
ney, F. Lee Bailey. Fein was paroled in 1977.

St. Louis pitcher Sylvester “Syl” Johnson passed
away in Portland, Oregon, in February 1985. According
to a 2012 interview with Syl’s surviving children, the
pitcher had never told them about the 1931 Brooklyn
brawl that was initiated by his name, his heritage, and
his career as a baseball pitcher. Johnson’s eldest
daughter, Beverly, upon being told of the events, said,
“What a story! My daddy never told me about that. I’ll
bet he never knew that it happened. He would have
told us about that. Who wouldn’t? A man got killed
for bragging about him. I just can’t believe it.”10

Although Gustave A. Johnson expired due to his
own poor health, the story of two baseball fanatics 

fist-fighting to the death to defend their baseball opin-
ions was a memorable headline. Gus had used his final
breaths to defend the name, heritage, and talents of
his favorite pitcher. Sadly, he would never know that
the crux of his most deadly argument was settled by a
flipped coin in a Philadelphia hotel suite. �

Acknowledgements
Special thanks and credit to the New York Police Department, 
Ivy Marvel at the New York Public Library, Old Fulton Postcards, 
Retrosheet.org, Baseball-Reference.com, Pat Storino and his website
NYPDHistory.com, Bernard Whalen, Rob Frydlewicz and his website
TheStarryEye.typepad.com, the Kings County Records Division and
the family of the late Sylvester Johnson.

Notes
1. Syracuse (NY) Journal, October 6, 1931 “Toss of Coin Put Grimes In 

Box For Cards.”
2. Brooklyn Standard Union, October 5, 1931 “Speakeasy Row Over 

Series Costs Life Of Bay Ridge Man.”
3. Taken from the original Felony Report for the City Magistrates’ 

Court of the City of New York completed and signed by Detective 
George J. McGowan on October 5, 1931.

4. Brooklyn Standard Union, October 5, 1931, “Speakeasy Row Over 
Series Costs Life Of Bay Ridge Man.”

5. Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 7, 1931, “Asks Padlock For Alleged
‘Speakie.’”

6. Taken from the original Autopsy Report created by Chief Medical 
Examiner Dr. Emmanuel E. Marten.

7. Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 9, 1931, “Home Talk.”
8. Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 10, 1931, “Hearing Set In Fatal World 

Series Fight.”
9. Brooklyn Daily Eagle, October 28, 1931, “The Item.”
10. 2012 phone interview with Beverly Johnson conducted by Mathew M. 

Clifford.

31

CLIFFORD: Fantatic Fatality



One aspect of amateur baseball that is largely
unexplored is the baseball played in our 
nation’s prisons. Prison games are easily over-

looked by historians because few in the general public
witnessed these games and they are seldom docu-
mented. One exception is the Stillwater State Prison in
Stillwater, Minnesota, whose prison newspaper—The
Prison Mirror, managed and edited by the prisoners—
documented nearly 1,300 games between the prison
team and outside opponents between 1914 and 1972.
Most of these games were played against amateur
teams from Minneapolis, St. Paul, and neighboring
towns in Minnesota and Wisconsin, but as the years
wore on, high school and American Legion teams pep-
pered the schedule, as did an occasional appearance
by the professional St. Paul Saints and Minneapolis
Millers of the American Association.

The first territorial prison was awarded to Stillwater
in February 1851 by the Minnesota Territorial Legisla-
ture, which simultaneously awarded the capitol to 
St. Paul and the University of Minnesota to St. Anthony.1

At the time, it was uncertain whether any of the three
cities had a compelling case for hosting any of the 
institutions, all three being small frontier towns.
Nonetheless, Stillwater was thrilled to get the prison. 

Stillwater, about fifteen miles east of St. Paul, is 
situated on the St. Croix River, which forms the bound-
ary between Wisconsin and Minnesota. Stillwater is
often referred to as the birthplace of Minnesota, because
it was the site of the territorial convention of 1848,
which paved the way to territorial status a year later. The
town was incorporated on March 4, 1854 (the same day
as St. Paul), and much of its early history was dominated
by the lumber industry. Several lumber mills cut millions
of board feet of lumber per year there for decades.
Even so, the city never grew very large; the 1900 cen-
sus figure of 12,818 was the highest population until
1990 when the figure reached 13,882. The prison was
coveted since it would add jobs to the local economy
in security, food preparation, and administration.

Construction on the prison commenced in the spring
of 1851, carved into the limestone hills just north of
downtown and a stone’s throw from the St. Croix. The
prison was completed in 1853 and began taking 

prisoners. A house for the warden and his family was
also completed in 1853 on a ledge of the hill over-
looking the prison.

When Minnesota became a state in 1858, the Still-
water prison became the Minnesota State Prison, and
as the years passed, buildings were added and the 
capacity expanded. But the prison was hemmed in by
the hillside, which formed a natural barrier, and the few
acres east of the prison that led down to the St. Croix
River were owned by the Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul
and Pacific Railroad. In 1890 a twine factory, which 
relied exclusively on prison labor, was built inside 
the prison walls. Quickly the prison became crowded,
with the prisoner’s cells small, cold, and damp. Venti-
lation was poor and cockroaches and bedbugs were
everywhere. The prison courtyard was a small space
that had no room for recreation other than a few yards
for walking.

Need for a new prison was recognized as early as
the 1880s, but it was not until just before World War I
that a new prison was built and ready for use. The new
facility was built three miles south, on the flat plain
above the river bluffs in Bayport. The first prisoners
were transferred to the new prison in January 1909.
However, population at the new facility remained at
60–70 prisoners for the next four years. Possibly these
men helped to build the prison, but more likely they
were employed by a department of a valuable prison 
industry whose new facilities were ready for use. The
new prison population did not exceed 200 individuals
(only about one-fifth of the total prison population)
until December 1912. Most of the prisoners were trans-
ferred in 1913 and the early months of 1914. By early
summer of 1914 the entire population of around 1,000
men and about a dozen women had been transferred.
While the new buildings were close to one another, as
in any other prison, room was left for a ball field in the
north part of the complex. Warden Henry Wolfer
granted some new rules and privileges, which included: 

1) Inmates will be permitted to talk to those
sitting beside them at Sunday dinner.

2) Music will be furnished by the Prison 
Orchestra during the noon meal every 
Sunday.
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3) Two picture shows will be given in the 
auditorium each week—on Tuesday and 
Friday afternoons.

4) Baseball and athletic events will be 
played on the prison Green every Saturday
afternoon.2

Henry Wolfer, a trained penologist, started his 
career at the Joliet state prison in Illinois in the 1870s
before coming to Stillwater in the mid-1880s as deputy
warden. On June 7, 1892, Wolfer became warden at
the Stillwater State Prison, and except for a 15-month
period in 1899-1901, he held that post through October
1914. Wolfer continuously advocated for reforms that
would make prison life more civilized and would 
provide opportunities for inmates to have a chance in
the outside world upon release. 

The prisoners wasted little time implementing the
new rules, as the prisoner newspaper reported in the
next issue, “The crack of the bat as it struck the ball;
the yell of the umpire and the enthusiastic cheers and
yells of the fans, was heard for the first time within
prison walls in Stillwater last Saturday when over six
hundred delighted inmates of the new prison gathered
on the prison green to enjoy the new rules recently 
announced by Warden Wolfer. It was a grand sight,
one never to be forgotten by those beholding it. Men
who have been prisoners here for long terms—some of
them who have seen thirty and thirty-five years of
penal servitude, could not repress the tears that
coursed over their cheeks; and all they could say as
they went about clasping the hands of their fellows,
was ‘Aint it grand –oughtn’t we be thankful.’”3

While the guards had occasionally played baseball
with other teams from outside the prison walls begin-
ning in 1908, allowing the prisoners to play baseball
was a new privilege, as was permission to be outside
in open air for any extended period of time. The pris-
oners quickly divided themselves into teams. One
team represented the prison newspaper employees and
another the band and orchestra members. Another
team, The Green Sox, soon became the dominant
prison team, and by September challenges went out to
outside teams. Local clubs from Stillwater who faced
the Green Sox included the Starkels, a team of bakery
employees, and Simonet’s, a furniture and carpet com-
pany. Clubs from as far away as LeSueur and Hinckley,
Minnesota, came in for games. The season, which
ended in November, left the prison team with a 3-6
record against outside clubs.4

A successful 1914 season laid the groundwork for the
baseball program at the prison to continue. The biennial

reports of the warden from 1916 through the late 1940s
provide snippets of information on the baseball program,
usually only a few sentences, but illuminating nonethe-
less. Warden J.J. Sullivan, in the 1923–24 report, writes,
“During the baseball season the score and standings of
the major league clubs is posted daily on the large score-
board in the dining room. The men are appreciative and
it is no question but that these weekly diversions have
a tendency toward good conduct.”5 Warden after war-
den repeated the thought that baseball improved morale
and conduct because only those prisoners who were 
in good standing could participate on the teams or 
watch the games, which were held between three and
six o’clock on Saturday afternoons and on holidays.

Dorothy and Harold Seymour in their book, 
Baseball: The People’s Game, devote the following
paragraph to baseball at the Stillwater prison: 

Baseball became incorporated into the unwritten
by-laws at the Stillwater, Minnesota, State Peni-
tentiary with the appointment of Charles S. Reed
as warden in October 1914. Although inmates
had played one or two games before his arrival,
Reed encouraged the baseball spirit supposedly
“inherent in every man”. He put up a huge score-
board at the front of the dining hall, where
everyone could see it. Each day before the noon
meal he had the scores of all major-league and
double-A minor league games posted. The men
received permission to converse at the table every
other day, and comments on the deeds of Cobb,
Speaker, Johnson and other stars filled the air. In
an even more radical move, Reed continued the
pay of Stillwater men working in the prison 
industries when the shops shut down for the ball
games. Although this policy cost the prison an 
estimated $1,200 per game, or from $5,000 to
$6,000 a month, Reed believed the money well
forfeited. “We try not to forget,” he said, “that the
purpose of the industries is not to make goods
and revenue for the state, but to make better men
of the inmates, while at the same time protecting
society.” Inmates at Stillwater fielded both a first
and second team, and the prison’s weekly news-
paper published accounts of games, played every
Saturday afternoon and on holidays, and at-
tended by all inmates except those deprived of
the privilege for misconduct. High walls and
buildings bound the field, and balls hit over them
were lost. Although four iron lamp posts stood 
in the outfield no accidents ever occurred. An
outsider, usually a Stillwater citizen, umpired
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games. All costs of uniforms and equipment came
from a quarter admission fee charged visitors.6

The monetary amounts stated by the Seymours in
the above paragraph may overstate the financial loss
somewhat. Prison industries probably worked at least
a half day on Saturday and possibly up to a half hour
before game time, and since most industries during
this time worked a five-and-one-half-day week, the
prison industries were not at a competitive disadvan-
tage. Also the twine factory had a virtual monopoly,
since there wasn’t a private firm locally that provided
this product needed by farmers of the upper Midwest.
The prisoners, like other private industries, wouldn’t
have worked on holidays, either. Continuing the nit-
pick: probably just the American Association, the
league of the nearby St. Paul Saints and Minneapolis
Millers, and the American and National League scores
were posted; balls hit over the fence or on the roofs of
buildings could easily be retrieved; and evidence of an
active second nine that played outside teams regularly
does not exist, although there were plenty of players
ready to step in and play the prison nine when a 
visiting team cancelled at the last minute. 

Although the prison ball team was mentioned 
occasionally in the Stillwater Gazette, the town’s daily
newspaper, and the St. Paul Pioneer Press, compre-
hensive coverage of each game was recorded in the
Prison Mirror. Established in 1887, the Prison Mirror
is the oldest continuously published prison newspaper
in the country. It was published weekly on Thursdays
between 1887 and 1955, biweekly between 1956 and
August 1993, and monthly September 1993 to date.
While prison newspapers are not unusual, significant
runs of prison newspapers have not been widely
archived, cataloged, and made available, but the 
Mirror is an exception and is available on microfilm at
the Minnesota Historical Society. Managed and edited
by the prisoners, its masthead stated, “It aims to be a
home newspaper; to encourage moral and intellectual
improvement among the prisoners; to acquaint the
public with the true status of the prisoner; to dissem-
inate penological information and to aid in dispelling
that prejudice which has ever been the bar sinister to
a fallen man’s self redemption.”7

Prisoners received copies delivered to their cells
and were expected to place it at the foot of the bed the
next morning for disposal. Each prisoner was also 
allowed to send one copy home to family members or
to a friend for free. The paper was not shy in critical
commentary or analysis of each ballplayer’s perform-
ance on the field. Weekly columns, bearing bylines of

“Bobbles,” “Diamond Dust,” or “A Fan," on events in
the major leagues and the American Association were
as detailed and informative as any newspaper, includ-
ing the daily St. Paul Pioneer Press or Minneapolis
Tribune. Rosters of the Federal League teams were pro-
vided, as were news of player transactions. In the days
before photographs became commonplace in newspa-
pers, humorous artwork peppered the game accounts. 

While the 1914 prison team was known as the
Green Sox, that name quickly faded, and for the next
twenty years the prison team was known as the Greys,
the Stars, or just the Minnesota State Prison (MSP). In
1936, the prison officials decided to hold a contest
among the prisoners to come up with a new name for
the team that had more color and meaning. Hundreds
of suggestions poured in, and among the names 
considered were these: Hermits, Spinners, Minnesota
Binders, Rebels, Interstate Comets, Fagans, Walled City
Gophers, Racqueteers, Sinners, and Jaybirds. Names
of birds, beasts, and insects were also popular as were
names of such natural disasters as hurricanes and 
cyclones. Several entrants adorned their entries with
clever drawings, and one entry was a poem indicating
the valor and ability of the local nine. Officials set up
a convoluted voting procedure to weed the suggestions
down to a popular few. The name Sisal Sox was 
chosen, in nod to the twine factory which used sisal 
as a raw product. Sisal Sox became the name of Still-
water prison’s all-star team that played outside teams
and pickup prison teams until its demise after the 1972
season.8 For the rest of this article, I will refer to the
Stillwater prison team as the Sisal Sox, even if years
prior to 1936 are under discussion. 

Between 1914 and 1972, the Sisal Sox played 25 to
30 games per year, and results of nearly 1,300 games
against outside opponents are recorded in the Prison
Mirror. Playing as an independent club for most of
their history, the Sisal Sox compiled a 689–546–43
record against outside clubs. For a few years in the late
1950s and 1960s, the Sisal Sox were a member of the
Friendly Valley League, and played a 14-game league
schedule in addition to numerous non-league games.
The most common opponents were the Bayport—or
South Stillwater—town team and the Stillwater town
team, the prison’s closest neighbors. The Sisal Sox
compiled a record of 66 wins, 60 losses, and one tie
between 1915 and 1954 against the Bayport-South 
Stillwater team and a record of 31–17–2 between 1931
and 1947 against Stillwater, with a 7–10–1 record
against the Stillwater Loggers between 1948 and 1960.

Other local opponents were Oak Park 1915–19 
(9–2) and the Omaha Railroad Shops from Hudson,
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Wisconsin, 1921–41 (25–19–1). Common St. Paul oppo-
nents were the St. Paul Fire and Marine Insurance
Company team 1922–37 (5–7), the Knights of Colum-
bus (15–3) 1923–29 and the Lorence Recreation Club
1946–58 (5–10). Frequent Minneapolis opponents
were the American Linen Supply Company 1916–59
(24–23–2) and the West End Athletic Club 1926–35
(14–8). The most common college opponent was the
River Falls, Wisconsin, Teachers College, who faced
the Sisal Sox 1915–52 (9–12–2 record for the Sox).

When an outside team would cancel, the Sisal Sox
would play a prison all-star team. Their record between
1915 and 1966 against the “second string” team was a
stellar 19–1–2, implying the Sisal Sox truly did recruit
the best baseball talent in the prison.9

Among the managers who brought teams to the
prison, Bill “Sully” Sullivan is notable. He managed
the American Linen team and numerous all-star teams
from Minneapolis from 1922 through 1972. Umpires
were often prison guards or officials, but quite often
mayors and businessmen of neighboring Stillwater and
Bayport performed yeoman service. The field at the
Minnesota State Prison at Stillwater was dedicated 
as Swanson Memorial Field on August 17, 1957, in
memory of Roy G. “Swanny” Swanson, a man who
had devoted twenty years to scheduling baseball, foot-
ball, basketball, and softball games at the prison as
well as taking his turn as the plate umpire every 
Saturday. Sisal Sox center fielder Jim “Nellie” Nelson,
when asked about the dedication said, “I think it is a
heck of a good idea. I know of no one else who has
worked as hard to bring sports to this institution, and
certainly no one ever donated as much time to the 
athletic program as Swanny did.”10

At least one Hall of Famer played against
the Sisal Sox at the Minnesota State Prison.
Bud Grant, a 1994 inductee to the Profes-
sional Football Hall of Fame, played against
the Sisal Sox in 1954 and 1955. Grant, a
nine-time letterman in football, basketball,
and baseball at the University of Minnesota,
is best known for spending ten years as
head coach for the Winnipeg Blue Bombers
of the Canadian Football League, and 18 as
the head of the Minnesota Vikings. In the
summers of 1950, 1951, and 1952, Grant
played for the Osceola, Wisconsin, semi-pro
baseball club and in 1954 and 1955 for the
Stillwater Loggers. Grant was absent during
the September games between the Sisal Sox
and Osceola, being otherwise occupied at
football training camp, but was able to play

for the Loggers against the Sisal Sox in June and July.
In the 1954 game Grant played in left field and in 1955
he pitched for a few innings and added a home run.11

Minneapolis Laker greats Vern Mikkelsen (now there is
a big strike zone) and Whitey Skoog, were on the 
Excelsior, Minnesota, club roster for a 1955 game but
did not play at the prison, much to the disappointment
of the prisoners.

The Sisal Sox were not shy about scheduling tough
opponents; at least eight opponents were or became
state amateur champions, including the St. Paul 
Armours, sponsored by the Armour meat packing
company (state champions in 1924 and 1926). The Sisal
Sox played the Armours seven times between 1925
and 1929 (1–5–1 record for the Sox). Other champions
included the St. Paul Milk Company (1932 champi-
ons), J.J. Kohn of St. Paul (1935), The Commission
Row officers of Fort Snelling (1936), Northern States
Envelope (1938), Soderville (1951–52), Bloomington
(1965), and Columbia Heights (1967–68). While the
Sisal Sox’s record against these top amateur clubs was
not good, the Sox were competitive and the prisoners
enjoyed watching good quality baseball. The J.J. Kohn
team of St. Paul that they played six times between
1938 and 1944 (1–6–1 record for the Sox) had won 
the national amateur tournament in Battle Creek,
Michigan, in September 1937.

Special treats were five games between the Sisal
Sox and the top professional teams in the area, the
Minneapolis Millers and St. Paul Saints of the American
Association. The Millers beat the Sox on October 28,
1916, 10–7. The Millers out-hit the Sisal Sox 18 to 14
with Dave Altizer and George Capron of the Millers
each collecting four hits.12
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The courtyard at the original prison which obviously had little room for baseball.
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The first game against the St. Paul Saints was
played on October 18, 1924, an 8–2 win for the Saints
that featured four hits by Bruno Haas, including a
home run and a triple.13 The St. Paul American Associ-
ation champions had just defeated the Baltimore Orioles
five games to four in the Junior World Series and were
on their way to the West Coast to play a series with
the PCL champion Seattle Indians. Other Sisal Sox–
St. Paul Saints games were played on July 1, 1940, 
August 29, 1941, and September 4, 1942. The Saints
won all three games, 15–5, 10–5, and 7–2. The 1940
game featured 17 strikeouts by Saints reserve pitcher
Howie Belknap.14

The 1941 game was interrupted by a torrential rain,
and the Saints were good sports by waiting the rain 
out and playing ten innings to boot rather than cancel
and go home. The regulars—as announced by the
WTCN radio voice of the Saints, George Higgins—were
replaced after play resumed, and several players took
their shirts and shoes off and had a jolly good time slid-
ing in the mud, much to the amusement of the crowd.15

The 1942 game featured Saints pitcher George
“Slick” Coffman clowning around while umpiring the
bases, and he also took a turn on the clarinet with 
the prison band.16 Another professional game was a July
26, 1944, game between the Saints and Millers, or more
accurately the reserves of the Millers and Saints played
at the prison, a game won by Minneapolis, 9–4.17

The Sisal Sox actually played several road games
in their history. The first game was a local game with
the Stillwater Interstate League club on April 27, 1918.
Between 1938 and 1942 the Sisal Sox played a series of
twenty games against the prison team of the St. Cloud
Reformatory in St. Cloud, Minnesota. Their team was
known as the Red Tops and at least three games were
played in St. Cloud: September 17, 1938, and June 28
and July 26, 1941, with the Red Tops winning two of
the three games. Overall, the Sisal Sox won 16 of the
20 games played, and the series was discontinued after
several years. In 1960, when the Sisal Sox were mem-
bers of the Friendly Valley League, at least one playoff
game was played outside the prison walls. 

Road games were infrequent not because prison of-
ficials had serious issues with them. The security and
logistics were not insurmountable; after all, prisoners
were transported all the time. The overarching reason
was that the baseball game on Saturday and holiday
afternoons became part of the routine of prison life.
Most of the prisoners looked forward to the games,
and attendance figures, when given, were usually over
95% of the prison population and occasionally topped
1,000 individuals. Bleacher seating was limited so

many prisoners stood three or four deep behind the
plate and down the foul lines. Jack Junker, who played
for the Stillwater Loggers against the Sisal Sox in the
1950s, recalls the prisoners betting cigarettes on the
outcome of at-bats (hit or not) and prisoners rooted
avidly for the other team.18 While much of the cheer-
ing was probably good-natured razzing, there is a
possibility some of the men really didn’t like each
other and were openly rooting for the visitors.

Dave Junker, who played football and softball
against prison teams in the 1970s and 1980s (thus
missing the Sisal Sox) recalls the experience all visit-
ing teams went through between 1914 and today. In
addition to being searched upon entering and leaving
the prison, visitors’ hands were stamped with invisible
ink as a precaution against prisoners trying to sneak
out with the visiting team. Teams would have to march
through the cell block to the field, a requirement that
might have unnerved more than one young player.
Dave recalls the baseball field being ringed by a 
running track and weight lifting stations, with some
prisoners otherwise occupied during the game. After-
wards, the visiting teams were fed a meal with the
prisoners in the mess hall. Fresh vegetables from the
nearby prison farm were plentiful.19

For many years, baseball was the only sport 
mentioned in the Prison Mirror, but other sports and 
diversions eventually were added. Kittenball, or soft-
ball, was first mentioned in the 1929–30 biennial report
of the Warden, but it would take thirty years or so 
before interest in the Sisal Sox was eclipsed by softball
and other sports. Horseshoes were mentioned in the
1933–34 biennial report and again in the 1951–52 report.
The early 1940s saw the staging of several boxing
matches and wrestling bouts at the prison. Radio broad-
casts of University of Minnesota Golden Gopher football
games began in 1937 and amazed several lifers who had
no idea what a radio was. The prison football team, the
Colts, began in the late 1950s. Unlike the prison football
team in the Burt Reynolds-Eddie Albert film “The
Longest Yard,” they did not play the guards but outside
teams. While films were mentioned in the Mirror as a
weekly activity as early as 1908, the 1933–34 biennial
report added that the films were censored and that “no
crime or gangster pictures are permitted.” Some lifers
thus were culturally deprived in not being exposed to
the talents of one Edward G. Robinson.

Using box scores and game accounts from the Prison
Mirror 1914–72, I have attempted to compile an all-time
roster for the Sisal Sox. This work is made more difficult
by the fact that nicknames or abbreviations of names are
used and that nicknames, being rather fluid, change
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from year to year, depending on the correspondent. Roy
Austin was referred to as “Speedy” in some reports and
“Rabbit” in others. Freckles, Schnozz, and Bobby Brown
all played for the Sox at the same time in the 1950s and
are easily confused for one another and possibly with
several other Browns without listed monikers. Other
nicknames listed were Robert “Moose” Morris, John
“Water Buffalo” Northrup, “Yogi” Zelmer, Mel “Linus”
Waltz, and Ernie “The Monster” Verdick.

The Stillwater prison’s most infamous residents
were Jim, Cole, and Bob Younger, who were incarcer-
ated on November 18, 1876, for their participation with
Jesse James in the Northfield, Minnesota, bank raid on
September 7, 1876. During this bank robbery—which
has spawned numerous books and a number of movies
and has passed into folklore—four people were killed.
Bank clerk Joseph Lee Heywood, citizen Nicholas 
Gustavson, and raiders Clell Miller and William Chad-
well lost their lives. Cole, Jim, and Bob Younger were
captured several days later in Madelia, Minnesota, after
an approximately four-hundred-mile chase. Jesse James
eluded capture for a few years before being shot in
1882. Bob Younger died in prison in 1889 and Jim and
Cole Younger were paroled in 1901, well before sports
became a fixture at the prison. While I haven’t found
any inmate with major league experience, either previ-
ous to or after their sentences at Stillwater, I will not be
surprised if further research will uncover a few individ-
uals with some minor league experience. Many of the
Sisal Sox played at least some amateur ball before 
finding themselves behind bars, some playing high
school or college ball only a few years before. Whatever
the situation, I feel it is important to acknowledge the
ball players at the Stillwater State Prison with an 
all-time roster that is as accurate as possible.20

The Sisal Sox baseball club ceased after the 1972
season after playing only a handful of games over the
preceding three years. Possibly one of the reasons for
the decline of the Sisal Sox was that over time more
and more of the prison population became involved in
intramural teams in basketball, broom hockey, soft-
ball, and volleyball. Most prisoners would rather play
on their own team rather than watch the Sisal Sox. It
became more difficult to schedule games for the Sisal
Sox as amateur baseball declined in the 1960s. More
and more high school teams filled the schedule in the
1960s compared to earlier eras. The constant turnover
of prisoners—some dying, some being released, and
some just getting old—was a factor in the team’s 
decline as was the prison’s all-star softball team,

which was more competitive, taking players and 
interest away from the Sisal Sox. Possibly not having
a take-charge guy like Roy Swanson leading the way
could have been another factor. Even though the crack
of the bat is no longer heard at the Stillwater prison, it
is undeniable that baseball was the sport that led the
way to a full athletic program and a dramatic change
in prison life, especially when compared with the 
conditions at the original prison. �
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The reader probably knows that Cy Young is
baseball’s all-time winningest pitcher with 511
victories and that his 22-year career ranks as

one of the greatest in baseball history. Even a casual
baseball fan knows the annual award given to the best
pitcher in each league is named in honor of Young’s
greatness. His legendary status is without doubt. This
baseball star was also a human being, however. Few
know of Young as a senior citizen who suffered like
most Americans during the Great Depression. He also
suffered the grief and loss of outliving his spouse. He
was an old farm boy at heart before he was a baseball
star, and he spent his latter years doing what he would
have done if baseball had never come along: farm
chores. You could see him on his farm near Newcom-
erstown, Ohio, raising sheep and vegetables. “I enjoy
farm life for the reason one can keep busy, whether it
be fox hunting or sawing wood,” Young said.1 This 
article explores the little-known life of Cy Young in the
years 1934 and 1935, when the baseball legend in his
late sixties found himself again on the mound. 

His dear wife Robba died in 1933 when he was 
65 years old. Having no children and a farm to tend to,
Young found a lot of empty time to fill.2 As he took the
hill for the local County All-Stars against the Cleveland
Indians at the Tuscarawas Fair in September that year,
perhaps the roar of the crowd stirred something inside
him. If not the crowd, then striking out the side prob-
ably did.3

As the calendar turned to 1934, Young was active
in local politics, spoke at picnics and other gatherings,
and threw out the first pitch at a junior baseball
game.4,5,6 He fought hard to save the Peoli post office
from being closed, taking the fight all the way to
Washington. He didn’t claim the business was needed,
but that he and his buddies needed a place to gather
and gab: “The boys won’t have any place to loaf!”7

The Postal Service decided to stay open and preserve
their get-togethers, and also deliver mail, based on his
plea. It was Cy Young, after all. The post office burned
down six months later, but the fellas needed it, so it
was rebuilt.8 Where else can a geezer loaf, after all?

The transitions of life seemed to stir restlessness in
Young’s geriatric bones, and soon he would be on a

mound once again, if only for a third of an inning. An
old-timers game was played at League Park in Cleve-
land between the games of a double-header on the last
day of the season in 1934. It was a “cold and miserable
day” according to the Plain Dealer. The game actually
ended in a brawl. The contest was a two-inning affair
between the Antiques and the Has-Beens. Young was
hailed as “an old man in brilliant red socks…who
warmed up by giving the ball an underhand toss.”9 He
had nothing on the ball but “the good will of 10,000
fans.” The game included some of Cleveland’s baseball
heroes of yesteryear, with faint resemblances to their
former selves. Red Nelson “seemed about to pop out of
his uniform,” while Paddy Livingston “stretched his
suit.” Bill Bradley was hit by a pitch, but fortunately “in
a fairly well padded section of his anatomy.”10

The game ended when an outfielder for the Has
Beens (they had five, so no one could be sure who it
was) “sneaked in from deep center field in an attempt
to get Larry [Napoleon] Lajoie off second base.”11 The
lone umpire, working behind the plate, called the run-
ner safe on the pickoff attempt. Roger Peckinpaugh,
playing shortstop for the Has Beens, rushed the umpire
with other players behind him. The umpire went down
amidst this crowd of literal “has beens.” The police 
interceded and escorted the umpire from the field. 
The official scorer ruled the game a no-contest. Some 
believed the entire incident was staged, but apparently
other fans took the whole thing seriously. “That Rog
Peckinpaugh always was a scrappy son of a gun,” the
Plain Dealer remarked.12

Young left the Has Beens and a week later was
playing on a team of “hope to be’s” called the Peoli
All-Stars. This was a group of boys aged 12 to 15 
who were looking for a pitcher, and they asked old Cy.
He agreed to it, “for dear old Peoli.” The image of a
battered 67-year-old pitcher among a team of testos-
terone-filled teenagers is a bewildering one. But it
happened. “Those kids we played,” Young boasted to
the Associated Press, “took a hefty cut at everything I
tossed to ’em, but the old arm had plenty of stuff left
in it and I won a couple of games.” Things went down-
hill quickly, however, when the youngsters exploited a
weakness. In the fourth inning of a game, a batter 

“But I’m All Alone, and This May Be Sort of Fun”
The Ageless Cy Young on the mound in 1934–35

Bob LeMoine
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accidentally bunted the ball back to Young. “I tried to
bend over to field it, but couldn’t reach it,” Young 
bemoaned. Those kids were quick learners. “I’m telling
you,” the senior citizen said, “no pitcher ever had so
many bunts poked at him as those youngsters rolled at
me.” Baseball’s all-time leader in wins was paid a visit
to the mound. “The freckle-faced 14-year-old manager
of our team waved ‘enough’ and to the showers I
went,” Young described. “In all my baseball experi-
ence I never had one that made me feel quite as
washed up as that one did.”13

He didn’t feel washed up for long. Over the winter
months he was alone in a big farmhouse filled with
memories. Robba was the girl next door, and the 
couple had lived together for decades in the farm
where Cy had grown up. Now the memories were
piercing him. “Somehow after she died, I didn’t want
to live there anymore,” Young said in 1944. “So I sold
the place and moved down the road.”14 His farm sold
in March 1935 and his chattel property sold at public
auction on April 4, where a crowd of 2,000 turned
out.15 Someone even bought Cy’s rake for $1.50.16 He
also sold his personal library of about 400 volumes to
the Brewster, Ohio, High School Library.17

Before he “moved down the road,” Young joined
an old-timers barnstorming tour. “I’ll come back to
Peoli from time to time,” he optimistically exclaimed,
“to visit my friends and hunt rabbits.”18 He was off to
Augusta, Georgia, for spring training at age 68. While
it seems utterly ridiculous, it was all Young had left.
“I’m all alone, and this may be sort of fun,” he said
just prior to leaving.19

The tour was advertised as a “Traveling Baseball
School” and was organized by Walter J. Foley of 
Framingham, Massachusetts. Baseball old-timers would
barnstorm the country to the delight of nostalgic crowds

everywhere. That was the plan at least. Boys under 16
were eligible for instruction classes prior to the game,
gaining admission by simply having The Sporting News
in hand. These boys would receive training from some
of baseball’s all-time greats. Five weeks of spring train-
ing in Augusta helped get the guys in shape. A 19-game
schedule was planned for the summer with opponents
being major, minor, independent, and college teams. The
planned locations for the ambitious tour included 
Milwaukee, Chicago, Toledo, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, 
Detroit, Kansas City, Des Moines, Albany, Baltimore,
Danville (West Virginia), New York City, St. Stephen
(New Brunswick), and Bangor (Maine).20

Young was contracted to pitch one inning per game
and receive $250 per month.21 Players arrived in 
Augusta and found lodging at the YMCA.22 Besides
Young, the expected players included Jimmy Archer,
Sam Agnew, Jess Orndorff, Rube Marquard, Hap 
Collard, Paul Zahniser, Rube Bressler, Al Bashang,
Eddie Miller, Larry Kopf, Jimmy Collins, Bob Veach,
Rolla Mapel, Zack Wheat, Dick Loftus, Bob McGraw,
Pat Duncan, and Bob Meusel. Many of those stars of
yesteryear never appeared, or, if they did, only briefly.
Instead, we see box scores with names of lesser-
known major leaguers and others from who knows
where: Dick Cox, Frank Oberlin, Chet Nichols, and
Jack Smith. “The trouble was,” Young said later, “that
there were only half a dozen of the boys who really
were former major leaguers, and I was the only one
who was well known. We traveled by bus, as eco-
nomically as possible.”23

Their reported first game was April 26 against the
Bona-Allen Shoe Company from Buford, Georgia. The
“Shoers” got the better of the old-timers, 12–2, before
several hundred fans. Young started and saw “succes-
sive wallops” by the opposition, whose players decided
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Cy Young left the quiet of his Ohio
farm to become a barnstorming
pitcher at the age of 68.
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to have mercy on their elders and “deliberately popped
up or rolled out,” to get the game over with.24 The leg-
ends lost a rematch the next day, 7–6.25 On April 30 they
defeated a team in Barnwell, South Carolina, 3–2.26

Their bus rolled into Greenville, South Carolina, for
a matchup with Furman University on May 2. Despite
beating the college kids, 7–1, Scoop Latimer of the
Greenville News said the extent of Young’s work that
day was “a vigorous assault on a plug of chewing 
tobacco as he sat on the end of the player’s bench.”
The team was also described as 6 of 9 young fellows, 
as “there were no footprints of the presence of” Bressler,
Wheat, Archer, Bill Wambsganss, or Sam Crawford,
who were all advertised to appear. The result was a
paltry $12 from 48 paying customers, which Latimer
said kept Young from pitching because he was too
busy “figurin’ on his supper.”27

A crowd of 600 turned out in Rowland, North 
Carolina, on May 3 to see the old-timers play a local
team, with Rowland winning, 5–3. The old-timers’
runs were the result of eight Rowland errors, while
they themselves committed three. Paul Zahniser and
someone named Muzlick pitched for the old-timers,
while Young “pitched to five Rowland batters not
counting as a part of the game, and then coached third
base.”28 On May 8 they defeated a team in Ehrhardt,
South Carolina, 11–7.29 They played Rowland again on
May 9, defeating them, 6–1.30

On May 28, Young and his team lost, 3–2 to
Danville, Virginia, a team of the Bi-State League. The
old-timers had reportedly won 13 of 14 games before
losing to the Leafs, although prior newspaper accounts
would say otherwise. The Leafs lineup included future
major league infielder Red Barkley and a local guy

named Guy who came in to pitch a scoreless inning
although he was “far advanced in years.”31 Young, per-
haps not the oldest pitcher that day, threw a scoreless
first inning. 

On May 29 the old-timers defeated Washington and
Lee University, 7–3, when Rolla Mapel scattered ten
hits and struck out five. Young pitched a scoreless
ninth.32 A crowd of 500 came out on May 30 at 
McCurdy Field in Frederick, Maryland, as the home-
town Hustlers won, 8–2, over the legends. Many of 
the advertised players failed to show, but Young, “the 
noblest old-timer of them all” according to Frederick’s
The News, “was on hand to give an exhibition of his
former mound prowess by pitching to three batters.”
Young pitched a scoreless inning and “stepped from
the peak with the applause of the fans ringing in his
ears.”33 “It is still just as loose as it used to be,” Young
said when asked about his arm. “The only trouble is 
I haven’t any speed,” but could still “lob a hook up
there.”34 Fans saw Young and his “strands of gray hair
escaping from beneath his blue cap, and his ruddy
face and light blue eyes radiating enthusiasm.”35 The
picture of a boy at heart.

A game in Baltimore against an all-star team under
the direction of Joe Cambria yielded only $8.75 to split
between the players. That money was needed to fix
the team bus when it broke down.36 A May 31 game 
in Alexandria, Virginia, ended when the old-timers 
refused to play when they didn’t receive a $25 guaran-
tee. The game was to be with the St. Mary’s Celtics,
whose manager, Theodore Beach, offered 75% of the
gate receipts, but only $20 had been taken in when 
the game was about to begin. The old-timers made
their request and “when it was refused they filed off
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Young said he didn’t have the speed he once had but
could still “lob a hook up there.”
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the field amid the boos of the spectators,” wrote the
Evening Star.37

On June 3, the old-timers were in Hagerstown,
Maryland, to play against the local Hoffman-Chevies
team, presenting Hagerstown with “the most colorful
array of baseball players ever offered in this city,”
wrote the Daily Mail.38 A children’s baseball clinic was
held, and any child with a ticket could attend the in-
struction free. “Plenty of future Ruths, Youngs, Gehrigs
and other stars in the making are expected to be on
hand to be instructed by these old veterans,” the Daily
Mail wrote.39 However, the team encountered “finan-
cial difficulties,” and the old-timers left.40

A June 5 contest in Cumberland, Maryland, also
didn’t happen. Cumberland manager Eddie Eichner
had warned local fans that the old-timers being 
advertised often did not appear.41 A June 7 game in
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, against the Shade A.C. team
was also cancelled for what was reported as injuries
on the team.42 The tour was on its last legs, and within
days was scrapped when they were in Parkersburg,
West Virginia. Young was back in Ohio on June 11.43

“Now the one-time great hurler,” lamented the
writer of the “Sport Snap Shots” column in the Xenia
Daily Gazette, “is described as a tired, shabby old 
man, who traveled around the country in a clattering 
second-hand car, living from hand to mouth with the
Old-Timers.”44

Young took up residence in a Newcomerstown
hotel and found a job working in a five-and-ten, cre-
ating rumors that he was in poor financial shape.
“Shucks, that doesn’t amount to anything,” he said.
“I wasn’t doing anything, and the manager said ‘Cy,
why not come in here and give us a lift,’ and so I did.”
Young told this story to John Dietrich of the Cleveland
Plain Dealer, who tracked down the pitching legend
as he was on his way to buy a train ticket. “I was just
going down to the railroad station to buy a ticket to
Bangor (Maine) when you came along,” Cy told him.
The scrapped tour was resurrected for one more game.
“That was one of the stops arranged on our tour and
I guess the promoter has decided to go through with it
there. Anyhow, he sent me expense money, and I’m
leaving tonight.”45 A Fourth of July game in Bangor
was his next adventure.

The old-timers, or in the words of the Bangor Daily
News, the “immortal troupe of stars,” met in Boston
at noon on July 3 and boarded a bus for Bangor, 
getting there by early evening. The event was made
possible by the VFW, and Earl Heal of the Bangor 
Police Department had organized a team of “leading
players in this locality.”46 This would definitely be a

highlight for the Maine town. “For the first time in 
a batch of years,” boasted the Bangor Daily News, “the
sports fraternity of Bangor will not have to leave town
for their entertainment on the joyous, powder-scented
‘Fourth of July.’”47

The game would be played at the “recently beauti-
fied” Bass Park, and was preceded by horse racing. At
3:20, the legends hosted a mentoring session to “base-
ball minded youngsters” and answered questions until
4:30. The ball game began an hour later. Besides
Young, this group of legends included players with
brief careers and others not identified: Nick Altrock,
Billy Jones, Barney Friberg, Buck O’Brien, Freddy 
Parent, Ed Walsh, “Big Jeff” Pfeffer, Roy Rock, Chet
Nichols, Bucky Burke, Morrie Baschang, Frank Fahey,
Joe Casey, Jack Ryan, Gene Demoe, Joe Cole, and Tom
Connelly. “Judging from the brisk demand for tickets
during the past week, the Veterans of Foreign Wars will
run their sparkling sports program off before a capac-
ity holiday crowd this afternoon,” the Bangor Daily
News excitedly announced.48

“The time-yellowed pages of baseball history were
thumbed back some twenty years,” wrote Bill Geagan
of the Bangor Daily News, describing the unique out-
ing. “Old Cy Young and his immortals of the diamond
stepped from between its musty covers, to once again
wear the spangles and spikes of the game they love.”49

Fans at Bass Park were delighted to see the “time-taxed,
yet surprisingly capable veterans from the upper crust
of the National Pastime,” including Young, “a wrinkled
remnant of his once great self” who still “showed fleet-
ing flickers of his old form.”50

Young retired the young whippersnappers in a
scoreless first inning, and then took a seat to watch
the rest of the game. It was a far cry from his per-
formance on the Fourth of July 30 years earlier when
he threw 20 innings in a 4–2 loss. Even so, Young
“served with flashes of the same vigor that made him
one of the game’s most outstanding hurlers in his
prime,” wrote the Bangor Daily Commercial.51 Big Ed
Walsh, whose 1.82 ERA in a 14-year pitching career
still ranks number one all-time, followed Young and it
was said “time has been kind” to him, “touching him
but lightly.”52 Walsh “steamed his deliveries down 
the groove and across the plate with the power and 
accuracy of top flight youth,” the Daily News summa-
rized.53 The same could not be said for the youthful
local pitcher, Jimmy Vanadistine, who gave up five
runs in the first and three each in the second and third
innings. More entertainment was found when Nick 
Altrock, the clown of baseball at the time, did his usual
routine of silly antics and jokes, than in the old-timers
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12-5 win. Altrock, “served to keep the small crowd of
fans in good humor,” wrote the Daily Commercial.54

“The attraction was unique,” the Daily News re-
ported, “the ball playing was good, the weather man
smiled brightly and the day was a big success except
for the very poor attendance, which totaled only a few
hundred people.”55 Such was the story for Young and
his barnstormers. “We had a good time but didn’t draw
near enough to pay our expenses,” Sam Dungan, one of
the old-timers on the tour, said in an interview later that
summer. “Young and I were the only real veterans. Zach
Wheat and Bob Meusel, originally booked, dropped out.
We got as far as Alexandria, Va., paying most of our
own traveling and living expenses. Then we decided to
call off the schedule which was to have taken us into
major league cities this summer.”56

Young’s swan song was anything but memorable.
Cy Sherman in the Lincoln Star looked upon Young 
as a victim of “an ambitious eastern promoter, a 
misguided chap who figured that the public would pay
substantial money for the privilege of seeing the 
heroes of 30 and 40 years ago in action on a diamond.
He knows better now––knows it because of the dent in
his bankroll.”57

Young returned to the five-and-ten store in New-
comerstown.58 He seemed to have enjoyed the senior
baseball experience despite its flaws. “As it turned out,”
Young said, “we found out the promoters had no money
to start with. They had a big payroll to meet, and
couldn’t do it. So finally I told the boys there was no
use going on. I think the idea was pretty good, and with
good backing, would have gone over. Anyhow, I had a
good time. I wanted to see how the country had
changed since I was down south last, 25 years ago,
and I enjoyed it.” Young had also reached into his own
pocket to help out his fellow ballplayers. “The boys
had to eat,” he said modestly.59

Young’s disappointment with the tour didn’t quash
his enthusiasm for life, however. He regularly fought to
keep the Peoli post office open, right up until his death
at 88 in 1955. The volume of fan mail Young received
mainly kept it open, to the delight of the 11 other fam-
ilies in the area. Probably most of his fan mail was
from fans who remembered the Cy Young of 50 years
before, who threw hard and won more games than 
any other pitcher in history. It is doubtful anyone re-
membered his 1935 barnstorming tour, when old
legends in a beat-up bus failed to spark the public’s
imagination. Young didn’t complain, however, or ask
for sympathy. He was first and foremost a pitcher.

“They didn’t get a run off me in five games,” the
old veteran beamed.60 �
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George Herbert Walker Bush began the first year
of his term as the 41st President of the United
States of America on January 20, 1989. Then,

just seventy-three days later (on April 3, 1989), he car-
ried out one of the most esteemed traditions for the
Chief Executive—throwing the ceremonial first pitch
on Major League Baseball’s Opening Day.1 However,
unlike his Oval-Office predecessors—dating to April 14,
1910, when President William Howard Taft became the
first President to initiate a brand new major league sea-
son by throwing out the ball from a front-row seat in
the stands—George H.W. Bush became the very first
President to perform that venerable deed by actually
hurling the ball from the pitcher’s mound.2 That day at
Memorial Stadium in Baltimore, prior to the 1989 sea-
son opener between the Orioles and Red Sox, Mr. Bush
used his own baseball glove. The first baseman’s
mitt—a Rawlings George McQuinn model “Trapper”
(also referred to as “The Claw”)—was the very mitt he
used while playing on the varsity baseball teams of
Yale University in the late 1940s—including the 1947
team that took part in the very first College Baseball
World Series, played between the University of Cali-
fornia (Berkeley) Golden Bears and the Yale Bulldogs.

Because of the prominence Bush achieved in the
history of the United States (and the world), his life is
notable—including his collegiate baseball record at
Yale. This article presents an in-depth look at his col-
lege baseball career, including: (1) a review of Bush’s
diamond performances in each of the three years he
played for the Elis, including the box score lines for
each of the games in which he participated, (2) details
for some specific games in which Bush’s performance
had significant impact, and (3) brief synopses of 
related topics such as Bush's Bulldog teammates who
pursued professional careers in baseball.3

BACKGROUND
Yale University was founded in 1701 as the “Collegiate
School” in Saybrook, Connecticut, before moving to
New Haven in 1716 and being renamed Yale College in
1718 (in recognition of a substantial gift from Elihu
Yale). The institution has had an enduring and distin-
guished association with the sport of baseball. Yale

began playing intercollegiate baseball in the 1860s. 
Series with archrivals Princeton and Harvard com-
menced in  1868. A number of major league players
were Yale men, including Hall of Fame outfielder James
Henry “Orator Jim” O’Rourke (Yale Law School 1887,
NL 1876–93, 1904) and Craig Breslow (Yale 2002, B.A.
molecular biophysics/biochemistry, MLB 2005–17).

George Bush entered Yale University in November
1945, shortly after his honorable discharge (on Sep-
tember 18) from active duty with the United States
Naval Reserve (USNR) as a lieutenant, junior grade.
He had enlisted in the Navy on June 12, 1942 (his
eighteenth birthday), just a few days after his high
school graduation from Phillips Academy (better
known simply as Andover, the Massachusetts city in
which it is located). At Andover he had been the pres-
ident of his senior class, secretary of the student
council, and captain of both the varsity baseball and
soccer teams.4,5 Bush had already been accepted for
enrollment at Yale while a senior at Andover, but 
decided to join the military because of the attack on
Pearl Harbor in December 1941. Bush reported for 
active duty on August 5, 1942, at the Navy Pre-Flight
Training School at the Horace Williams Airport on the
Chapel Hill campus of the University of North Carolina.
(Other notable people who trained at Horace Williams
included Gerald Ford, Ted Williams, Paul “Bear” Bryant,
Doc Blanchard, and Otto Graham.) On June 9, 1943,
Bush was commissioned as an ensign in the USNR; he
was the youngest aviator in the Navy at that time. At
the conclusion of his active military service Bush had
flown 58 combat missions for which he received the
Distinguished Flying Cross, three Air Medals, and the
Presidential Unit Citation. 

Bush commenced his college studies in the Fall of
1945. In addition to his time in the classroom (in an 
accelerated program that allowed him to graduate with
a Bachelor of Arts degree in Economics in just two and
a half years) Bush also played on Yale’s 1945 varsity
soccer team (captained by Francis Brice), which
achieved an undefeated record (8–0–2) to win the New
England Intercollegiate Soccer League championship.
His first collegiate baseball season came in the spring 
of 1946.

The Complete Collegiate Baseball Record 
of President George H.W. Bush
The Numbers, the Awards, and the Honors
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RESEARCH PROCEDURE
In order to compile the complete record of George
H.W. Bush’s Yale baseball career, I obtained batting
and fielding statistics for each of the games he played
for Yale from 1946 through 1948 by scrutinizing the
box scores and game accounts. Yale played 17 colle-
giate baseball games in 1946, 28 games in 1947, and 
31 games in 1948. The following newspapers were ex-
amined to obtain the requisite information from the
box scores and text descriptions of the games: Yale
Daily News, New Haven Evening Register, New Haven
Register, New Haven Journal-Courier, The New York
Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, Philadelphia Evening
Bulletin, Washington Post.

RESULTS
1946
Red Rolfe was the coach of the varsity baseball team
when Bush arrived. Rolfe had been at the helm since
1943, having taken over from Smoky Joe Wood, who
had guided the Eli-nine since 1924. However, after 
the completion of Yale’s 1945–46 basketball season,
Rolfe—who was also the varsity hoops coach—left to
return to the pros, joining the New York Yankees as
their third base coach and right-hand man to manager
Joe McCarthy. Before becoming an Eli, Rolfe, a Dart-
mouth University alumnus, had guarded the hot corner
for the Bronx Bombers (1934–42). So, when the 1946
baseball season commenced, Bush and his teammates
had a brand new coach—Ethan Allen, an alumnus of
the University of Cincinnati, who had achieved a life-
time .300 batting average during a 13-year major
league career (1926–38) as an outfielder (primarily
center and left) with six teams (Reds, Giants, Cardi-
nals, Phillies, Cubs, and Browns).

For Yale’s 1946 baseball campaign, 74 candidates
turned out for the first practice sessions in early March;
twenty-five of the candidates had worn Eli varsity or
freshman uniforms in previous years.6 The top men for
first base were a trio of discharged service officers—
Bill Howe, Vinny Lynch, and George Bush, who had
played first base during his high school years at 
Andover and went by the nickname “Poppy” at Yale.7

Six other men were also vying for the initial sack—
Joseph Bower, Kleber Campbell, Russell Candee,
Donald Prior, Hugh Sinclair, and Clinton Vose. After a
week, the number of candidates had been pared down
to 34, including five for first base—Howe, Lynch,
Bush, Vose, and Sinclair.8

Following another two and a half weeks of prac-
tice, the tentative starting lineups had been decided by
Coach Allen, with Bush and Howe the final two in

contention for first-string first-sacker.9 On April 12, the
starting lineup for Yale’s April-15 season opener versus
the University of Connecticut was announced by
Coach Allen and Bush had won the job:10

• Mike Stimola (second base)
• Frank “Junie” O’Brien (third base)
• Art “Peewee” Moher (shortstop)
• Harry Reese (left field)
• Bolt Elwell (catcher)
• Bob James (center field)
• Bob Rosensweig (right field)
• George “Poppy” Bush (first base)
• Frank Quinn (pitcher) 

One last-minute change was necessitated because
Rosensweig went on the sick list; his place was taken
by Bob Simpson.

As Yale’s 1946 season proceeded, a total of twenty
players, including four pitchers, saw action for the
Bulldogs, who played a total of 17 official collegiate
games. Table 1 presents the batting records of Yale’s
principal players, those who participated in at least
eight of Yale’s 17 games. Appendix A (available on 
the SABR website) provides the game scores and the
game-by-game batting and fielding lines achieved by
Bush (who typically batted seventh or eighth). Yale also
had one unofficial “exhibition” game (not included in
Table 1 or Appendix A).11

Table 1. Batting Records of Principal Players on Yale’s 1946
Baseball Team

Player POS G AB R H RBI AVG
Harry Reese LF, CF 12 36 9 14 10 .389
Art Moher SS 17 49 19 19 8 .388
Bob James CF, LF 17 65 13 24 9 .369
Walt Gathman P 8 18 4 6 3 .333
George Sulliman 2B 11 27 10 6 8 .272
Frank O’Brien 3B 16 64 8 17 5 .266
Bolt Elwell C 17 61 9 16 14 .262
Bill Howe RF 11 33 2 7 5 .212
George Bush 1B 17 52 9 11 6 .212
Mike Stimola 2B 12 31 6 5 1 .161
Jack Heath RF 12 36 5 5 3 .139
Frank Quinn P 12 31 4 4 1 .129

Let’s also take a close look at a few games, focusing
on Bush’s performance. His first time in the batter’s
box came in Yale’s first game of the season, versus
Connecticut (on April 15). In the bottom of the second
inning, with the game scoreless and a runner on sec-
ond base with two outs, the right-handed batting
Bush, wearing number 2, “drilled a single into the hole
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between short and third” to drive home the initial run
of the campaign.12 In his next three plate appearances
he collected another single and reached first with 
a base on balls. The walk started a seventh-inning 
rally which contributed to the 4–3 Yale victory. After
getting the free pass, Bush moved to second on a 
sacrifice and then—with some daring baserunning—
he advanced to third on a ground ball single to short.
He subsequently scored the game-tying run.

In the field, Bush handled 16 chances—15 putouts
and one assist—without an error. He participated in a
crucial double play to thwart a bases-loaded threat in
the fifth. So, the former World War II pilot had an 
auspicious start to his college baseball career.

Bush’s offensive performance topped that of his
UConn counterpart at first base—who went 0-for-4—
cleanup batter Walt Dropo, who would win the
American League “Rookie of the Year” Award in 1950
and go on to a 13-year major league career. According
to the New Haven Evening Register, “Dropo was, how-
ever, the defensive star for the U-Conns.”13

In the next game, another home contest, Bush was
again the starting first baseman. He got one hit (a 
single) in three at bats as the Elis routed Brown Uni-
versity, 17–3. With the game well in hand, Coach
Ethan Allen decided to take a look at his bench.
Among the substitutes he used was Hugh Sinclair, who
played the last few innings at first base—his only 
appearance in the 1946 campaign. Bush was the ex-
clusive first sacker for the remainder of the season.14

Another 1946 highlight was the rematch with the
Cadets of Army played at West Point, where Bush
emerged as the hero. In the top of the seventh inning
he drove in the sixth Bulldog run with a sharp single
(his second hit of the day) to break the tie and give
the Blue a 6–5 advantage—the final score—maintain-
ing Yale’s perfect collegiate record.

Bush was not an offensive leader on the 1946 team.
Of the twelve players listed in Table 1, Bush ranked
ninth in batting average. All but one of Poppy’s hits
were singles; his only extra base hit was a double in
the game against Dartmouth on April 27. As the sea-
son progressed, Bush's batting average dipped below
.200. Going 4-for-11 in the final three games of the 
year (against bitter perennial foes Princeton and Har-
vard), Bush upped his batting average from below the
Mendoza line to .212 (11-for-52). Even though his 
batting record was far from pace-setting, his fielding
performance was exemplary. Bush committed only
two errors in 143 total chances—including 137 putouts
and 4 assists—giving him a .986 fielding average. For
comparison, the composite fielding average for first

basemen among Yale’s opponents was just .970. Thus,
the overall performance of George Bush on the base-
ball diamond in the first year of his collegiate career
would probably be rated as “good field, poor hit.”

Other items worth mentioning from Bush’s first 
collegiate season include the following: 

• Bush had one stolen base—in the game
against Harvard on June 24.

• Bush started at first base in all 17 of Yale’s col-
legiate games. He was one of only four players
to play in all 17 games.

• The Elis won the Eastern Intercollegiate Base-
ball League Championship with a record of
7–1. The other teams in the loop were Penn-
sylvania University (5–3), Columbia (5–4),
Cornell (5–4), Princeton (3–7), and Harvard
(2–8). The Bulldogs swept the “Big Three” title
with two triumphs over Harvard and two wins
against Princeton. Overall, Yale’s varsity base-
ball team turned in a sterling 14–3 won-lost
collegiate record.

1947
During the Fall 1946 semester, Yale again competed in
soccer. Bush was among those from the undefeated
1945 season due to return to the team captained by
Paul Laurent. However, Bush had come down with
malaria and was unable to participate in any of the
nine games (in which the Bulldogs compiled a 3–3–3
ledger). Fortunately, Poppy had fully recovered in time
for the 1947 baseball season.

Coach Allen utilized a total of 22 players in 1947,
eight of them returnees from 1946. Frank “Junie”
O’Brien was elected team captain. The Elis compiled a
16–7–1 record overall. Within the Eastern Intercolle-
giate Baseball League their W–L–T record was 9–3–0,
topping Columbia (7–5–0), Harvard (7-5-0), Princeton
(7–5–0), Pennsylvania (6–6–0), Dartmouth (3–9–0),
and Cornell (3–9–0) and garnering the Bulldogs the
championship for the second consecutive year and an
invitation to the NCAA Tournament. Yale won its first
two NCAA Tournament games against Clemson and
New York, becoming the Eastern Region champions and
gaining the right to play in the first College World 
Series, facing the University of California (Berkeley)
—winners of the Western Region. The Golden Bears
defeated the Bulldogs, two games to none, to earn the
College Baseball World Championship. Thus, overall,
Yale compiled an 18–9–1 won-lost-tied record for the
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1947 campaign. Table 2 presents a listing of the eleven
Bulldog players who saw diamond action on a regular
basis during the 1947 season. Appendix B presents the
line scores for the batting and fielding performances
on a game-by-game basis accomplished by Bush, who
again batted in the seventh or eighth slots in the 
batting lineup. Yale also played two exhibition games
(not included in Table 2 or Appendix B).15

Table 2. Batting Records of Principal Players on Yale’s 1947
Baseball Team

Player POS G AB R H RBI AVG
Norm Felske C 21 75 10 24 10 .320
Art Moher* SS 26 97 21 28 16 .289
Dick Mathews 3B 27 97 18 28 15 .289
Gordy Davis 2B 19 70 16 20 4 .286
Bob Rosensweig* CF 25 64 13 17 6 .266
Bill Howe* RF 26 96 8 25 16 .260
George Bush* 1B 28 101 16 21 5 .208
Bolt Elwell* C, LF 25 79 9 14 15 .177
George Sulliman* LF, CF 18 56 9 10 5 .172
Frank Quinn* P 21 44 8 6 4 .136
Frank O’Brien* 2B, 3B 21 62 7 7 5 .113
NOTES: (1) An asterisk after the player’s name indicates that he was also a member
on the 1946 Yale baseball team. (2) Complete RBI information was not available
for the 5-24-1947 game with Pennsylvania, which Yale won by a 14–4 score.

In the 1947 season opener, on March 29 in Char-
lottesville, Virginia, Bush was again the starting first
baseman for the Yale Bulldogs. He batted seventh and
in four plate appearances he reached base safely three
times—a single, a base on balls, and a hit by pitch. He
scored the fifth Eli run, which turned out to be the
eventual winning run as the Blue defeated the Cava-
liers, 6–4. Bush also handled a dozen fielding chances
without an error. So, once again Bush started off the
season with a pretty good performance. He continued
with a 2-for-4 showing in the next game, a loss to the
University of Richmond Spiders, 8–7.

After this solid start, Bush endured a rather lengthy
period of difficulty in the batter’s box. During the next
six games he went 0-for-18, his batting average plum-
meting to .125. Offensively, Poppy’s best game of
the season was probably the May 24 encounter with
Pennsylvania in which he had three hits (all singles)
and scored three runs in a 14–4 rout. As in the previ-
ous season, his batting average was mired below .200
going into the final three games of the year—against
Princeton (two games) and Harvard (one game). He
went 4-for-10 to boost his average to .221 as the Elis
captured two of those critically important games to
emerge as the EIBL champions for the second straight
year with a 9–3 record. Princeton and Harvard tied for
second place at 7–5.

In the NCAA Eastern Regional Playoffs, Bush went
1-for-4 in each of the two games of the tournament as
Yale defeated Clemson University, 7–3, and New York
University, 6-4. In the NCAA finals—the very first 
College World Series (held in Kalamazoo, Michigan)—
Bush went hitless in seven trips to the plate as the
University of California (Berkeley) won each of the first
two games in the best-of-three series. Thus, George
Bush turned in a “nothing-to-brag-about” overall .208
collegiate batting average for the 1947 diamond 
season—21 hits in 101 official at bats.

There were three games in particular wherein Bush’s
performances had significant impact. On April 30, in
the battle with Army at West Point, he was presented
with a golden opportunity. The Elis were trailing the
Cadets, 4–3, with two outs in the top of the ninth 
inning. The Bulldogs had managed to get a couple of
runners on base, but Poppy fanned to end the game.
Bush and two other Blue infielders had committed
three errors in Army’s fourth inning which contributed
to all of the Cadets’ runs.

In the very next game, a rematch against Army, 
Bush again encountered considerable misfortune. He
committed two fielding errors (on one play) which
contributed to three third-inning runs. Fortunately, the
Elis staged a two-run rally to tie the score. But the rally
came to an end when Bush stepped into the batter’s
box and made the final out of the frame. After three
more innings of scoreless baseball, a torrential down-
pour precluded further action, resulting in a 3–3 tie.

After his struggles against Army, Bush rose to the
occasion in the NCAA Regional Championship game
against NYU. With Yale trailing 4–1 in the seventh, Bush
ignited a rally by leading off with a single and then 
scoring the first of five runs. The rally catapulted the
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Elis into the lead and the come-from-behind victory
earned them the trip to that first College World Series.

Additional nuggets about Bush’s second baseball
season at Yale include the following:

• As shown in Table 2, Poppy’s overall batting
average ranked seventh among the eleven Elis
who played regularly. He had three extra-base
hits, all doubles.

• Bush tied for third in runs scored with 16. He
also demonstrated reasonably good stealth on
the base paths by swiping a half dozen bases
(third on the team behind the 11 and 7 thefts
achieved by Gordy Davis and Art Moher, re-
spectively).

• Bush turned in a respectable fielding record in
1947—260 putouts, 12 assists, and 8 errors—
which gave him a fielding average of .971,
eighteen points higher than the composite
fielding average (.953) of the first basemen of
Eli opponents. The Associated Press account
of the NCAA Finals praised Bush’s fielding
prowess, reporting that “first sacker George
(Poppy) Bush is a fielding artist.”16

• Bush was the only Eli player to participate in
all 28 of Yale’s games and started in every one.
In fact, Poppy played every inning of every
game. Thus, following the example of the
“major league player that as a kid he looked
up to the most—Lou Gehrig, the Yankees’ Hall
of Fame first baseman,” George Bush built up
his own Iron Man credentials.17

1948
The Yale varsity baseball team of 1948, again coached by
Ethan Allen, was composed of a dozen returning letter-
men, and a total of 22 players would don the Eli uniform.
Bush, again wearing uniform number 2, was again the
starting first baseman. Prior to the start of the season,
Poppy’s teammates elected him to be their captain.

Table 3 presents the batting performances of the
thirteen Eli players who played on a regular basis in
the 31 official college games of the 1948 season (in-
cluding six post-season tournament contests). Appendix
C provides the line scores for the batting and fielding
performances on a game-by-game basis achieved by
George Bush. 

Table 3. Batting Records of Principal Players on Yale’s 1948
Baseball Team

Player POS G AB R H RBI AVG
Dick Tettelbach CF, LF 18 50 9 19 8 .380
Norm Felske* C 29 103 10 35 16 .340
Tom Redden LF, CF 29 107 19 34 19 .318
Bob James RF 16 45 8 14 5 .311
Art Fitzgerald LF 15 46 7 14 5 .304
Art Moher* SS 31 118 31 35 18 .297
George Bush* 1B 31 110 18 27 17 .245
Dick Mathews* 2B, 3B 31 112 14 27 24 .241
Gerry Breen RF 26 52 14 12 8 .231
Bob Rosensweig* CF 13 26 3 5 5 .192
Delos Smith 2B, LF 31 106 10 20 6 .189
Bob Goodyear P, RF 18 50 7 9 6 .180
Frank Quinn* P 18 44 6 5 1 .114
NOTE: An Asterisk after the player’s name indicates that he was also a member 
on the 1946 and/or 1947 Yale baseball team.

Yale began its defense of the NCAA Eastern Regional
crown with an early spring trip to the South where
they were scheduled to play six games in eight days.
After rain prevented the playing of the first game
(against Richmond), the Elis opened the 1948 season
against the University of North Carolina. George Bush
went 0-for-3 as the Bulldogs and the Tarheels played to
a 7–7 draw. However, the Yale captain was on target in
the next game, a 9–6 victory over North Carolina State
University (at Raleigh) on April 3:

“BUSH’S 3 HITS PACE BLUE IN FIRST TOUR WIN”
read the headline in the April 4 edition of the New
Haven Register. From the article: “George Bush, husky
first baseman, contributed a single, double, and triple
to the winner’s attack.” The box score showed Bush
scored two runs and batted in three more, and that 
he had one stolen base.18 That batting performance 
was the most impressive in his collegiate career. In his
autobiography, Looking Forward, Mr. Bush recalled
that after that game, “some scouts approached him as
he left the field; however, that was the first and last
nibble he ever got from the pros.”19

After getting a single in three at bats in the following
game (a 2–0 loss to Wake Forest), Bush hit a four-game
slump, going 0-for-11. He rebounded with a robust
showing in a 7–0 vanquishment of the University of
Connecticut on April 20; he smashed a double and a
two-run homer over the left field wall at Yale Field.
That home run—the only one in Bush's career—came
off Hy Chapin, a former minor league pitcher with both
Easton (1939) and Federalsburg (1941) in the Class D
Eastern Shore League.

As the 1948 season progressed, Yale won enough
games to gain an invitation to the NCAA Eastern 
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Regional Tournament in Winston-Salem, North Carolina
(along with the University of Illinois, North Carolina,
and Lafayette). During the “regular” season the Elis had
compiled a 17–7–1 record. Within the EIBL, the Bulldogs
went 6–3–0, placing them third in the final standings.20

In the Eastern Regionals, the Bulldogs advanced to the
NCAA College World Series by defeating North Carolina
in the opening round (6–1) and sweeping Lafayette
twice in the second round (11–2 and 4–3). But the Elis
were not able to continue their winning ways in the
NCAA Finals in Kalamazoo, losing the three-game 
series to the Trojans of the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, two games to one by scores of 3–1, 8–3, and 9–2.

The 1948 season was a good campaign for George
Bush. He compiled a batting average of .245 (27-for-110),
a 37 point improvement over his 1947 average. As
shown in Table 3, he again ranked seventh among the
batting averages assembled by the 13 players regularly
used by Coach Ethan Allen.

Some other noteworthy items for Bush during the
1948 baseball season:

• Poppy hit with more power in his final season
than he had in his previous two campaigns. 
He rapped out nine doubles, one triple, and
one homer, for a .373 slugging average. One of
Poppy’s doubles came in the game against
Princeton on June 5. Prior to that game cap-
tain Bush met Babe Ruth at home plate. The
Bambino presented the final manuscript of 
The Babe Ruth Story (co-written by George
Herman himself and journalist Bob Considine)
to Yale University. Ruth addressed the crowd
(estimated to be between five and six thou-
sand) saying, “I’ve been to New Haven many,
many times over the years, but this is one of
the best times.”21 Bush later recalled his meet-
ing with the world’s all-time most famous
baseball player, stating, “Meeting Babe Ruth
on Yale Field was a thrill that stays with me till
this day. He was cancer-riddled. His voice was
more of a croak than a normal voice, but he
radiated greatness and I was privileged to have
been asked to go out to home plate with him
to receive his papers that he donated to Yale.”22

Teammate Jim Duffus also recalled the Ruth-
Bush meeting: “Yet after the ceremony at home
plate, Bush insisted the Babe come over to the
Yale dugout to meet each player personally. He
was real hoarse, but he went up and down the
bench whispering, ‘Hiya, kid.’ I’ll never forget
that Poppy let us all share the glory.”23

• Bush finished third in runs scored and fourth
in runs batted in among his Eli teammates.
With regard to hitting near the bottom of the
batting order, Bush once joked, “I was kind of
the second cleanup.”24

• In the fielding department, Poppy made but two
(inconsequential) errors in a total of 270 field-
ing chances—including 248 putouts and 20
assists—for a glowing .993 fielding average.
The composite fielding average of the first sack-
ers on Yale’s 1948 opponents was just .973. 

• For the third consecutive year George Bush
started all 31 games in the season and with the
exception of the last few innings of the game
against Duke on April 6, Bush played every 
inning of every game in 1948. A particularly
strong demonstration of his iron man character
is shown by the games against Boston College
and Amherst on April 22 and 24, respectively.
The column headline in the April 24 edition 
of the Yale Daily News reads, “Bush Doubtful
Starter Due To Spike Wound.” As Stan Feur
wrote, “There is a question mark in the Yale
ranks as to whether Captain George Poppy Bush
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will be ready to go in today’s fray. The classy
fielding first baseman, who has been hammer-
ing out some hefty blows of late, has a painful
wound received against Boston College.”25 Bush
played every inning in each of those games.26

A pair of 1948 games merit mention since one of
baseball’s rarest events took place in each of them:

In the April 24 contest against Amherst, Bush took
part in a nifty triple play. With the game scoreless in
the bottom of the fourth, the Lord Jeffs put runners on
first and second with nobody out. The next batter
smashed a line drive over second. The Eli shortstop,
Art Moher, snared the shot and stepped on the keystone
(to get the first two outs) and then fired to first. How-
ever, “the hurried peg was high and wide.” But,
Bush—spike wound and all—managed to catch the 
errant heave and tag the runner as he overslid the bag
for the final out of the rally-squelching triple play.27

In the opening game of the NCAA Finals, Yale car-
ried a 1–0 lead into the top of the ninth inning. But
the USC Trojans rallied for three runs to take the lead.
In the Eli half of the frame, the Bulldogs managed to
get their first three batters on to load the bases with
nobody out. Most unfortunately (from the Yale per-
spective), the next batter hit into a game-ending triple
play. Had such a cataclysmic ending not occurred, the
opportunity to produce a dramatic triumph would
have passed to the next batter—Captain George Poppy
Bush. One can only imagine how differently things
might have transpired.

DISCUSSION
A. THE STATISTICAL COLLEGIATE BASEBALL RECORD OF 

GEORGE H.W. BUSH
With accurate game-by-game statistics in hand for
each of the collegiate games played by George “Poppy”

Bush during his three years on Yale’s varsity baseball
team, one can readily and reliably determine his sta-
tistics for each of his seasons and for his entire career.
Table 4 presents the complete season-by-season colle-
giate batting and fielding stats assembled by the 41st
President of the United States. In 76 games, Bush 
assembled a career fielding average of .983, a lifetime
batting average of .224 (59-for-263) with one home
run—in sync with the “good-field-no-hit” description
given to Poppy by his coach Ethan Allen.28 How do my
numbers for Bush’s collegiate baseball career compare
with the information presented for him elsewhere over
the years? The short answer is, “Not well.” 

In 1990, the Topps (Chewing Gum) Company pro-
duced a baseball card specifically for President George
Bush, honoring his unique achievement of being the
only US president to play in the College World Series.29

The card, which has the exact-same front and back de-
signs as the regular-issue 1990 Topps baseball card set,
shows the (supposedly) “Complete Collegiate Batting
Record—Yale University” for George Bush, as pre-
sented in Figure 1.

As can be seen, no statistics for Bush’s 1946 season
are included on the Topps card, and there are numerous
differences between my numbers shown in Table 4 and
the numbers for Bush's 1947 and 1948 statistics. See
Appendix D (available on SABR.org) for color images of
the front and back of the 1990 Topps baseball card of
George Bush. 

In 1991, an article in the premiere issue of USA
Today Baseball Weekly incorrectly stated that Bush was
on the Yale baseball team for two years (not three) and
compiled a career batting average of .251 (44-for-175)
with two homers in 51 games.30 The statistics given 
in the USA Today Baseball Weekly article are identical
to those shown on the 1990 Topps baseball card 
(Figure 1). More recently, in conjunction with Yale’s

Table 4. The Complete Batting and Fielding Record of George H.W. Bush at Yale (1946–48)—This Work
Year G AB R H D T HR RBI SB BA SLG PO A E FA
1946 – regular season 17 52 9 11 1 0 0 6 1 .212 .231 137 4 2 .986

1947 – regular season 24 86 13 19 3 0 0 5 4 .221 .256 231 12 8 .968
ERT 2 8 2 2 0 0 0 0 1 .250 .250 13 0 0 1.000
CWS 2 7 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 .000 .000 16 0 0 1.000
1947 – subtotal 28 101 16 21 3 0 0 5 6 .208 .238 260 12 8 .971

1948 – regular season 25 87 16 23 8 1 1 15 2 .264 .414 195 16 2 .991
ERT 3 11 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 .182 .182 26 1 0 1.000
CWS 3 12 1 2 1 0 0 2 0 .167 .250 27 3 0 1.000
1948 – subtotal 31 110 18 27 9 1 1 17 2 .245 .373 248 20 2 .993

Total 76 263 43 59 13 1 1 28 9 .224 .293 645 36 12 .983
NOTE: ERT = Eastern Regional Tournament; CWS = College World Series.
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preparations to celebrate the sesquicentennial season
of Eli baseball in 2015, Yale University issued a press
release focused on Bush’s Bulldog diamond career.31

The January 2015 press release incorrectly stated the
following:

Bush had a strong three-year career with the Bull-
dogs, playing only part of the 1946 season in
addition to the two historic seasons to follow.
Bush was as good a fielder as any on the team,
fashioning .976 and .992 fielding percentages in
1947 and 1948. His career batting average was
.215 with a season-high .245 in 1948 (statistics
may be incomplete). In 1948, Bush also hit one
home run, one triple, seven doubles, knocked in
16 runs and scored 17 himself. In 1947, Bush hit
.208 with one double, six RBI, and five stolen
bases in 29 games played.

Compared to my statistics for Bush’s collegiate
baseball performance, there clearly are several dis-
crepancies with the statistics shown on the 1990 Topps
baseball card, the 1991 USA Today Baseball Weekly
article, and the 2015 Yale press release. All (or most) of
the stats included in these sources are apparently
“from a fact file [at Yale] that had been around from 
a long time ago.”32 For example, the Yale stats appar-
ently include the May 30, 1947, exhibition game
played between the varsity team and the “Yale Club”—
an aggregation of Bulldogs players from past years;
Poppy produced a 2–2–2–3 batting line in that game,
including a home run. The most glaring discrepancy
between my statistical record for Bush and Yale’s sta-
tistical record is that Yale omits Poppy’s participation
in every game of the Eli’s 1946 championship season.

One might wonder how President Bush feels about
the research I did on his baseball record at Yale. I sent
my findings to the President while he was still in office
and was pleased to receive a personal letter on White
House stationery from him. Figure 2 is an image of 
the letter.

B. POPPY’S TEAMMATES WHO PLAYED PROFESSIONAL BASEBALL
In his autobiography, Looking Forward, in response to
the rhetorical question, “What brought me to Texas…”
Mr. Bush wrote, “The truth? I wish I could have an-
swered, ‘A fat contract to play professional baseball.’”33

While Poppy did not accomplish the dream of making
it to the major leagues as a player, nine of his Eli team-
mates did sign contracts to play minor league baseball:
Dick Manville, Norm Felske, Dick Mathews, Art Moher,
Jim Duffus, Frank Quinn, Walt Gathman, Art Fitzgerald,

and Dick Tettelbach. Three of these Bulldog alumni
made it to the big leagues—Manville, Quinn, and 
Tettelbach. (Appendix E provides the minor league
records achieved by each of these Bush teammates.)

Manville had two trials in the major leagues—one
game (two innings) in 1950 with the Boston Braves
and eleven games (17 innings) in 1952 with the Chicago
Cubs. In neither stint did Manville record a victory or
a defeat. After his diamond career, Manville went on
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to greater success as the co-owner of the Forbes-
Manville Furniture Showcase which served retail outlets
in the Midwest and Florida.34

Frank “The Arm” Quinn earned a trial with the
Boston Red Sox in 1949—appearing in eight games (all
relief assignments) and compiling a 2.86 ERA with no
wins or losses. In 1950, after appearing in just one
game for the Sox, he was acquired by the Washington
Nationals (commonly referred to by the nickname 
Senators)and sent to their Chattanooga team (Southern
Association) where he produced a 1–3 W–L ledger
with a 6.30 ERA. While Quinn was on the spring roster
of the Senators in 1951—even appearing on a baseball
card (# 276 in the Bowman set)—he saw no more
major league action. “Quinn later moved to Los Angeles
and became Vice President of First Western Bank and
Trust Co. He worked as a bank executive in New York
and Miami as well. In his later years, he worked in
Florida real estate development.”35

Tettelbach’s excellent minor league performance
eventually earned him a trip to the big leagues, where
he made his major league debut with the Yankees 
on September 25, 1955. He ended up playing in  two
games, going hitless in five at bats. Prior to the 1956
season, he was traded (along with Whitey Herzog, Bob
Wiesler, Lou Berberet, and Herb Plews) to the Senators
(for Mickey McDermott and Bobby Kline). With Wash-
ington, he cracked the starting lineup and in his first at
bat—on Opening Day (shortly after President Dwight
Eisenhower had thrown out the ceremonial first
pitch)—he blasted a home run off Don Larsen. How-
ever, after 18 games he was batting only .156 and was
sent down to Denver, where he batted an unimpressive
.250 in 72 contests. Tettelbach made it back to the Bigs
in the beginning of the 1957 campaign, but batted a 
paltry .182 in nine games. On May 15 he voluntarily 
retired from professional baseball. “He went to work for
the Copeland Company, a manufacturer of asphalt. He
also became a major force in the Connecticut State Golf
Association as both a player and official. A six-time Yale
Golf Club champion, he served on the Golf Associa-
tion’s executive committee for 25 years, and was its
president in 1991–92.”36

In addition to three of his teammates making the
majors, so did two of Bush's opponents: the aforemen-
tioned Walt Dropo (UConn, 1946) and Jackie Jensen,
who played for the University of California, Berkeley, in
the 1947 NCAA Finals. Dropo's major league accom-
plishments included the 1950 American League RBI
crown and the still-standing major league record for
“most hits, consecutive—12” which he accomplished in
1952 while playing with the Detroit Tigers.37 Jensen put

together an eleven-year major league career with the
Yankees, Senators, and Red Sox that included three 
RBI crowns (1955, 1958, and 1959) and the American
League Most Valuable Player Award in 1958.38

Another diamond foe from Poppy Bush’s collegiate
days who did quite well in baseball was Vin Scully. 
He played center field for the Fordham Rams in the
April 12, 1947, contest against the Yale Bulldogs. Like
Bush, he went 0-for-3 in that game. Scully would go 
on to an illustrious career as a baseball broadcaster, and
receive the National Baseball Hall of Fame’s Ford C.
Frick Award among other accolades. Poppy also crossed
paths with George “Sparky” Anderson. Although he
would bat a lackluster .218 in his only big-league season
(1959 Phillies), Anderson subsequently excelled as a
manager, guiding three World Champions (1975 and
1976 Reds, 1984 Tigers) and earning a bronze plaque
in Cooperstown. Anderson was the batboy for the 1948
USC Trojans, Yale’s opponent in the College World 
Series that year. 

C. BASEBALL AWARDS AND HONORS
While the focus of this article deals with the statistical
record of Poppy Bush, there are other significant items
closely connected to his performance on the diamond
that merit inclusion here. 

The George H.W. Bush Lifetime of Leadership
Award was created by Yale University to honor Yale
alumni athletes who, in their lives after Yale, have made
significant leadership contributions in the worlds of
governance, commerce, science and technology, educa-
tion, public service, and the arts and media. The award
was named for Bush as the living example of one who
successfully and selflessly addressed the global leader-
ship demands of his position. Each honoree is chosen
by a broadly representative alumni Honors Committee,
based upon the candidates’ individual lifetime leader-
ship contributions in their respective fields. All have
been graduated for more than 20 years. Emphasizing
that athletics is an important component of the Yale un-
dergraduate educational experience, the award has been
given biennially beginning in 2001.39 Three of the award
recipients played on Yale’s varsity baseball teams:

1) James McNerney (1971) received the award
in 2007 in recognition of his illustrious career
as a senior executive for Proctor & Gamble,
General Electric, 3M, and Boeing.

2) Stephen D. Greenberg (1970) received the
award in 2009 in recognition of his executive-
level leadership in the sports and media
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industries, such as the Los Angeles law firm
Manatt, Phelps & Phillips (specializing in
sports and general business law, including
agenting for baseball players), Major League
Baseball (as deputy commissioner to Fay 
Vincent), Classic Sports Network (which he
cofounded and eventually sold to ESPN), and
Allen & Co. (an investment bank). A son of
Hall of Famer Hank Greenberg, Steve also
played minor league baseball from 1970
through 1974, compiling a .272–.387–.432
BA–OBP–SLG line with 32 homers in three
Triple-A seasons with Denver (American Asso-
ciation) and Spokane (Pacific Coast League).

3) James Goodale (1955) was honored in 2015
in recognition of his leadership accomplish-
ments as the vice president and general
counsel for The New York Times especially for
his principal roles in the “Pentagon Papers”
and “Reporter’s Privilege.” 

In addition to these three Yale Bulldog diamon-
deers, Eli hockey alumnus Roland W. Betts (1968)
received the prestigious award in 2005. While he did
not play baseball for Yale, he was a major investor in
the Texas Rangers Baseball Club, 1989–98.

The George H.W. Bush Distinguished Alumnus
Award was created by the National College Baseball
Hall of Fame to honor college baseball players who
earned a varsity letter in intercollegiate baseball com-
petition and went on to achieve tremendous off-field
professional careers.40 The initial award was bestowed
to George “Poppy” Bush on November 13, 2014. Sub-
sequently, there have been four more recipients of 
the award:

• U.S. Representative Roger Williams (on August
29, 2015), who previously served as the Texas
Secretary of State, played baseball at Texas
Christian University and then professionally in
the Atlanta Braves organization (1971–73),
later returning to TCU as head coach.

• Dr. Bobby Brown (August 29, 2015), who played
baseball at Stanford, UCLA, and then Tulane,
around Naval Officer Training and medical
school, before joining the New York Yankees
organization and playing in four World Series
during a career spanning parts of eight major
league seasons (1946–52, 1954). Following his
career as a cardiologist in the Dallas-Fort Worth

area, Brown served as the president of the
American League 1984–94. 

• Vin Scully (November 08, 2015), who was an
outfielder at Fordham in the late 1940s before
becoming the voice of the Dodgers in both
Brooklyn and Los Angeles (1950-2016).

• Dr. John Everett Olerud (July 16, 2016), who
was an All-American catcher at Washington
State University and led the Cougars to the
1965 College World Series and, after balancing
medical school and minor league baseball for
parts of seven summers (1965–71), pursued a
career in dermatology at the University of
Washington. He is the father of John Garrett
Olerud, who had a 17-year major league 
career (1989–2005). 

George H.W. Bush National College Baseball Hall
of Fame will be the name of the National College Base-
ball Hall of Fame and Museum. About this latest honor
emanating from his collegiate baseball career, President
Bush said, “To say I am pleased is an understatement.
While my baseball days at Yale hardly measure up to
the likes of my boyhood idol Lou Gehrig or Hall of
Famers Jackie Robinson or Dave Winfield, I genuinely
love the game and am so grateful for this honor, 
undeserved though it may be.” Construction of the
building had been set to begin in late 2014.41 Funding
issues stalled the construction, and although there was
a ceremonial groundbreaking in Lubbock, Texas, on
June 29, 2015, no actual construction took place. On
April 7, 2017, the College Baseball Foundation and the
City of Lubbock released statements announcing that
the George H.W. Bush College Baseball Hall of Fame
would not be built in Lubbock. A week later, Wichita
mayor Jeff Longwell stated that Wichita, Kansas,
would explore being the home of the College Baseball
Hall of Fame.42 Two months later, on June 20, 2017, a
group from Omaha, Nebraska, indicated that it was 
exploring bringing the College Baseball Hall of Fame to
Omaha—where the College Baseball World Series has
been played every year since 1950. The Omaha effort
is being led by Omaha real estate executive Kyle 
Peterson, who played in the College World Series
(1995 and 1997 with Stanford) as well as in the majors
(1999 and 2001 with the Milwaukee Brewers).43

The Presidential Medal of Freedom is the nation’s
highest civilian honor, given to individuals who have
made meritorious contributions to the security or na-
tional interests of the US, to world peace or to cultural
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or other major public or private endeavors. The medal
has been awarded to twelve men who played profes-
sional baseball. During his term in the White House,
President George H.W. Bush granted the honor to Ted
Williams in 1991. The Splendid Splinter, the last player
to win a batting title with an average over .400, 
was, like Bush, a decorated pilot, having served in
both World War Two (1943–45) and the Korean War
(1952–53). In November 2014, Bush was asked, “What
was your favorite team growing up?” Bush replied,
“The Red Sox. I liked Ted Williams the best.”44

The complete roster of professional baseball play-
ers who have been recognized with the Presidential
Medal of Freedom is given in Table 5.

Table 5. Professional Baseball Players Who Have Received the
Presidential Medal of Freedom 

Recipient President Year
Moe Berg Harry Truman 1945
Joe DiMaggio Gerald Ford 1977
Jackie Robinson Ronald Reagan 1984
Ted Williams George H.W. Bush 1991
Hank Aaron George W. Bush 2002
Roberto Clemente George W. Bush 2003
Frank Robinson George W. Bush 2005
Buck O’Neill George W. Bush 2006
Stan Musial Barack Obama 2010
Ernie Banks Barack Obama 2013
Yogi Berra Barack Obama 2015
Willie Mays Barack Obama 2015

And, while not a former professional baseball
player, Vin Scully, who as mentioned above played for
Fordham against Poppy Bush’s Yale nine, was awarded
the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Obama
in 2016 in recognition of his baseball broadcasting 
career. Interestingly, President Obama had previously
(in 2010) awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom
to George H.W. Bush—“for his nearly 70 years of serv-
ice to his country.” So, Bush and Scully are connected
in several ways—each served in the Navy in World
War Two before embarking on college; each played 
in and went 0-for-3 in that Yale-Fordham game; each
received the George H.W. Bush Distinguished Alum-
nus Award; and each received the Presidential Medal
of Freedom. 

Baseball cards have been associated with baseball
for well over a century. An ambition for many an 
aspiring baseball player is having one’s picture on a
bonafide baseball card. As mentioned above, Yale’s
Frank Quinn received that honor with his 1951 Bow-
man baseball card. Non-players have also been honored

with baseball cards such as MLB Commissioner Ford
Frick and NL and AL presidents Warren Giles and Will
Harridge, respectively; each of these baseball execu-
tives was honored with a Topps baseball card one or
more times in the 1956–59 sets. As pointed out previ-
ously, George Bush was honored by Topps in 1990 by
its issuance of a baseball card—produced specifically
for him, but not for sale to the general public—in
recognition of his collegiate baseball performance and
his becoming president of the USA. Subsequently, nu-
merous other baseball cards honoring George H.W.
Bush have been put out by various trading card 
companies.45 And, in 2013, Topps produced another
1990 George Bush baseball card that was available 
to the general public via the 2013 Topps Archives Base-
ball set.46,47,48,49,50

Another baseball card honoring George H.W. Bush
is the one produced in 1999 for the George Bush 
Presidential Library and Museum (located in College
Station, Texas). This card was given out on March 22,
1999, to those persons who visited the George Bush
Presidential Library and Museum for a special exhibit
on President Bush and Baseball. Appendix G provides
images of the front and back of this baseball card. The
front of the card displays a photo of Bush in his Yale
baseball uniform (but without a cap), the seal of 
the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum in
the upper-right corner, and two lines of text at the 
bottom—“George Bush” and “Yale…First Base.” The
back of the card, which also has the seal of the George
Bush Presidential Library and Museum, presents 
Bush's statistics, as shown in Table 6, with the head-
ing “George Bush—Yale…First Base,” followed by text
describing his prep school and collegiate playing 
career, and the following: “From 1950 to 1951 Bush
played on Shell’s Midland, Texas, softball team.” An
article by Kelly Brown about this special card states
that Hilton Ladner, one of Bush’s teammates at Shell
Oil, told them that Bush was not even an employee 
of Shell, but that he only wanted to play.51 Ladner 
recalled the day when a tall stranger with a Yankee 
accent showed up at the practice field to try out for
the team. Ladner said, “Well, he was darn good. He
could throw and catch and hit. He had what it takes 
to be a good ballplayer. We knew nothing about his
background, but we wanted him on the team.” With
regard to the statistics given for Bush on the back of
the card, note they are exactly the same as the yearly
and total stats from my research as shown in Table 4
and as reported in 1989 in Baseball Quarterly Reviews
and in 1991 in USA Today Baseball Weekly.52,53
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Table 6. Batting and Fielding Record of George Bush—
Presidential Library and Museum Baseball Card: 
“George Bush—Yale, First Base”

YR G AB R H HR RBI SB AVG FLD%
1946 17 52 9 11 0 6 1 .212 .986
1947 28 101 16 21 0 5 6 .208 .971
1948 31 110 18 27 1 17 2 .245 .993
TOTAL 76 263 43 59 1 28 9 .224 .983

That card issued by the George Bush Presidential
Library and Museum states that George H.W. Bush’s
baseball career spanned three decades (1940s, 1950s,
and 1960s). But the card could have included some 
diamond events from the 1980s, as well:

A) As already mentioned, on April 3, 1989, Pres-
ident Bush became the very first President of
the USA to throw an Opening Day ceremonial
first pitch—from the pitcher’s mound.

B) July 13, 1984, George Herbert Walker “Poppy”
Bush became what we assume to be the first
Vice President—and future President—to ac-
tively participate in an old timers baseball
game—at Mile High Stadium in Denver. He
and some of the old timers chanced to meet
at the hotel where Bush was staying during
the Colorado State Republican Convention.54

One thing led to another, strings were pulled,
hoops were jumped through—and before
anyone other than a select few knew it, Vice
President Bush, wearing a Denver Bears 
uniform (with number 31 on the back, the
number last worn by pitcher Jim Siwy in
1983), was announced as a batter in the
fourth inning for the American League team.
What follows is a brief composite summary
of VP Bush’s participation in the game, 
derived from several (sometimes disparate)
accounts and recollections.55–65

Top of the Fourth Inning (American League at bat):

– Milt Pappas pitching for the National League.

– Moose Skowron singled to right field.
– VP George Bush came up to bat; Warren
Spahn replaced Pappas on the mound; Pappas
stayed on the field, standing behind the
mound. VP Bush popped the ball up behind
the mound; Pappas caught the ball and then
(purposely) dropped it. VP Bush, who had run
to first, was given a Mulligan and called back

to the plate. Pappas then went back to the
mound to pitch to VP Bush. The first pitch was
a (swinging) strike; the second pitch was a
ball. On the third pitch, VP Bush hit a ground
ball up the middle for a single. Jimmy Piersall
was sent in as a pinch runner for VP Bush, but
was waved back. 

– Earl Battey hit into a fielder’s-choice-force-out,
VP Bush being retired at second base.

– Billy Martin hit into a double play to end the
inning.

Top of the Fifth Inning (American League at bat):

– VP Bush took the field for the National League,
playing first base, replacing Ernie Banks. 
Pappas was the pitcher.

– Luke Appling hit a single to right field.

– Bobby Richardson hit into a fielder’s-choice-
force-out.

– Jose Cardenal doubled to right field, Richard-
son advancing to third base.

– Minnie Minoso hit the ball to deep center field,
getting a triple and batting in Richardson and
Cardenal.

– Brooks Robinson grounded to the third base-
man, Ron Santo, who threw to VP Bush to
retire Robinson.

– Tony Oliva hit a grounder to VP Bush, who
fielded the ball and threw to Pappas covering
first for the third out.

In the game account published in the Denver Post,
Kevin Widlic wrote, “The Vice President later played in
the field, where he robbed Tony Oliva of a base hit
with a backhanded stop of a hard grounder at first
base.” The account also included a quote by Milt 
Pappas—“He made a terrific play.” Widlic’s article also
had the following: “Bush fielded both chances flaw-
lessly in the fifth, the first on a throw from Ron Santo
at third, and the second drawing another tingling roar.
Oliva smashed a grounder down the first base line, but
Bush reacted well, going to his left and knocking the
ball down. He recovered and flipped it to Pappas for
the inning-ending out.”66
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Kevin Simpson and Jim Benton of the Rocky Moun-
tain News described Bush’s fielding in this way: “In
the fifth, Bush, playing first base, produced the most
memorable moment of his vice-presidency when he
went to his left (what, you thought he could only go
to his right?) to back-hand a vicious Tony Oliva
grounder, robbing the former Twins star of a sure hit
by flipping to pitcher Pappas covering first.”67

In a UPI communication, Jim Burris, the longtime
general manager of the Denver Bears commented: “I
just couldn’t believe that any politician could look that
comfortable out there and have that kind of athletic
ability. It was obvious that he had played before. You
could just tell, the way he shifted his feet and changed
position, depending on whether there were men on
base or whether the batter was a left-hander.”68

In an article pursuant to an interview with George
H.W. Bush, seven months after the old-timers game,
M. Charles Bakst reported what Vice-President Bush
said about his playing first base in that game: “I did
have my glasses, and they gave me a mitt, a brand new
first-baseman’s mitt. I’m a left hander. Went out there.
The first guy grounded out. The shortstop threw him
out; I managed to catch the ball all right. We got 
another guy; somehow there was another out.” And
then there was what Bush remembered as an exqui-
site moment. A batter (whom he thought was Orlando
Cepeda) smashed a ball over toward first. Said the
revved-up Vice President: “Went to my left. Knocked
the ball down. I should have had it clean. And Pappas
comes across and covers first and we threw him out
and the place was really thrilled with me.”69

Yet another account of “THE Fielding Play” was
provided by Tom Boswell in an article in the Wash-
ington Post, based on his March 1989 interview of
President Bush (i.e., nearly five years after the game).
Warren Spahn and Bill Dickey had needled Bush 
into playing in an old-timers game at Denver. As Bush 
recalled: “When Tony Oliva came up the second 
baseman kept yelling at me, 'Get back.' I said, 'Back?
I'm on the damned grass. Whaddaya want?' But the 
second baseman said, 'Back. This guy can still hit.'
And damn if Oliva didn't pull one right down the line.”
The President's memory of the play is that he just
wishes he had had his McQuinn Trapper: “My excuse
on this part is I had a brand new mitt—knocked the
ball down—should have had it clean.”70

Some twenty years after the historic old-timers
game, Bush’s daughter, Doro Bush Koch, in her 2006
book, My Father, My President: A Personal Account of
the Life of George H. W. Bush, wrote that, based on the
remembrance of Sean Coffey, the VP’s personal aide

at the time (who was watching from the third base
side), “Bush put on a glove and headed out to first
base, his old position at Yale. 'The best was yet to
come,’ said Sean, because ‘who was up but Orlando
Cepeda [sic: should be Tony Oliva], who was known
for hitting line drives. Sure enough, he hits a rocket
down the right field line. If it had hit somebody in the
head, it would have taken their head off. As it was, it
looked like it was going into the right field corner for
a double—but that was before first baseman Bush
jumps to his left. He dives for it, knocks the ball down,
gets up, scrambles into foul territory, turns around,
and lobs a perfect underhand pitch to the pitcher 
covering first. Orlando Cepeda [sic: Tony Oliva] is out.
Mile High Stadium erupted in cheers.’”71

And, three decades after the Dream Play in Denver,
Bush’s oldest son, George W. Bush, in his 2014 book,
41—A Portrait of My Father, wrote the following: “Dad
held his own in the field as well. Orlando Cepeda 
[sic: Oliva], a Hall of Fame slugger who played most of
his years for the San Francisco Giants, hit a rocket
down the first-base line. Dad made a slick play, stab-
bing the hot shot and tossing the ball to the pitcher to
beat Cepeda [sic: Oliva] to the bag. I still remember
his look of joy as he jogged back to the dugout.”72

At this point, it is appropriate to go back in time a
few decades and mention an item from the May 24,
1946, issue of the Yale News Digest about the Bulldogs
9–6 victory over Amherst.73 In the “Diamond Dust” sub-
section of the article is the following: “Poppy Bush
turned in the fielding gem of the year on Don Butler’s
smash in the fifth. It would take an entire column to 
explain how he did it. Suffice to say, he took a two-base
hit away from Butler with a backhand grab of a sizzler.” 

With respect to Bush’s base hit, here are some of
the descriptions of his historic one-baser:

• Kevin Widlic provided two descriptions of the
Bush bingle: (a) “Vice President George Bush
turned Mile High Stadium upside down and
stole the show when he pinch hit and grounded
a sharp single to center field during Friday
night’s Denver Dream old-timers baseball
game.” (b) “Following a swing and a miss,
Bush bounced a clean single up the middle.”
The Denver Post reporter also included a quote
by Milt Pappas: “It was one of the highlights 
of my career, my life, whatever. I made him 
a hero.”74

• The Rocky Mountain News team of Kevin Simp-
son and Jim Benton provided the following

56

The Baseball Research Journal, Fall 2017



account of Bush’s single: “In the fourth, George
Bush, a former college player, became the first
player ever to pinch hit on two consecutive at
bats. On the first, he popped to second base.
On the second try, he cracked a 1–1 pitch up
the middle for a base hit.”75

• In his February 26, 1985, interview with 
M. Charles Bakst, Vice President Bush described
his base knock as follows: “Pappas grooved one
and I hit it. I hadn’t swung a bat in, God, how
many years. I hit it crisp, right through the
middle for a single. People actually cheered
and stuff when I got the single.”76

• Doro Bush Koch wrote, “Milt Pappas, the great
All-Star pitcher, pitched to Dad. Then Dad 
hit a sharp single to center field and made it 
to first base.”77 And George W. Bush wrote,
“When he came to bat against former Balti-
more Orioles and Chicago Cubs pitcher Milt
Pappas, a three-time All-Star who had pitched
a no-hitter, he slapped a single into right field.
It certainly didn’t hurt that Milt served up a fat
fastball for the Vice President to hit.”78

Summing up her father’s opportunity to “play with
the superstars,” Doro Bush Koch wrote: “‘A Walter
Mitty night for me,’ Dad told one of the interviewers as
he came off the field with a smile, referring to James
Thurber’s mild-mannered character who dreams of
being a fearless hero.”79

Finally, just recently, a blockbuster consequence of
Vice President Bush’s performance in the old timers
game has surfaced.80 On July 13, 2017, exactly 34 years
after the historic game the following surprising item
was posted on the reddit website: “The Detroit Tigers
once offered Vice President George H.W. Bush a 
playing contract (for $1) after seeing him play in the
1984 Old Timers Game in Denver.”

The posting consisted of seven images—correspon-
dence (or copies of correspondence) from August and
September, 1984, involving Bobby Brown, the president
of the American League, Jim Campbell, the president
and chief executive officer of the Detroit Tigers, George
Bush, the Vice President of the USA, and Peter Teeley,
the press secretary of Vice President Bush. Here, in
chronological order, are transcriptions of the letters (im-
ages) which were posted on the reddit website; copies
of the posted images are shown in Appendix H).

On August 27, 1984, Bobby Brown sent a letter to
Jim Campbell saying, “Would you mind having Alice

type this on Detroit stationery and send it to my friend
George Bush?”; see Figure 3.

The American League logo in the letterhead is in
full red-white-blue color, suggesting that the letter 
offered in the auction is the original (and not a photo-
copy). The “Alice” mentioned by Brown was Alice
Sloane, who was Jim Campbell’s secretary and right-
hand “man” for decades.81

The enclosure referred to by the AL president is the
Campbell-to-Bush letter shown in Figure 4A. This ver-
sion of the letter was written by Brown, not Campbell.

Apparently going along with Bobby Brown’s 
intended prank, Jim Campbell slightly edited and refor-
matted the letter to Vice President Bush; see Figure 4B.

The “JAC” certainly means that the letter was
seemingly written by James A. Campbell, the Presi-
dent and Chief Executive Officer of the Detroit Tigers.
The “/as” means that the letter was typed by Alice
Sloane. However, this letter appears to be a “draft” 
letter (or a copy of a draft letter) because (a) it is 
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Figure 3. Letter from Robert W. (Bobby) Brown to James A. (Jim) Camp-
bell, dated August 27, 1984.
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not typed on “Detroit Baseball Club” stationery; and
(b) it is not signed. It also does not (yet) have the 
Zip Code of the White House; see Figure 4A. The
major differences between the Figure 4A letter (Brown
version) and the Figure 4B letter (Campbell version)
are: (1) the first paragraph was divided into three para-
graphs; (2) “farm director” was replaced by “Special
Assignment Scout”; (3) “scouting report” was changed
to “report”; (4) “1st round” was changed for “first
round” (5) “Amateur Draft” was changed to “amateur
draft”; (6) “uniform baseball contract” was replaced
by “Uniform Player’s Contract”; (7) “consideration,
and hope” was changed to “consideration. We hope”;
and (8) “anticipation and will” was changed to “antic-
ipation. We will”. There were also a few commas added
or deleted.

Shown in Figure 5 is the enclosure referred to in the
(final?) draft of the Campbell-to-Vice President Bush let-
ter, i.e., the first page of the Uniform Player’s Contract
between the Detroit Baseball Club and George Bush.

While Jim Campbell agreed to assist Bobby Brown
with this prank, he made sure to cover himself and 
the Detroit Tigers by (apparently) sending the contract
and cover letter to Mr. Peter Teeley, the Press Secre-
tary for Vice President Bush. The letter from Campbell
to Teeley is shown in Figure 6. Curiously, it is noted
that, while the letter is on Detroit Tigers stationery and
signed by Jim Campbell, the White House zip code is
still not included. 

What a prank! Was the prank actually pulled off?
I provided scans of the Figure 3 to 6 items to the

George Bush Presidential Library and Museum and
asked if an archivist could please check their holdings
for anything related to the prank contract and cover let-
ter. Archivist Micelle Bogart conducted the search, but
was unable to locate any pertinent records in the item-
level inventory of records from the White House Office
of Records Management (WHORM). She also physically
searched through the correspondence received by 
Mr. Bush when he was Vice President, as well as cor-
respondence received when he was President, but was
unable to locate anything related to the prank contract.
She provided the this caveat: “That does not mean,
however, that we do not have the letters somewhere.
Also, in case you are not aware, the White House Office
of Records Management does not save all correspon-
dence sent to the president or vice president. A random
sampling of public mail is kept and eventually makes it
to the National Archives. But, we do not have all corre-
spondence ever received. Even if we do not have a copy
of these letters in our records, that does not mean the
letters were never received at the White House.”82

I also sent an email to the person who submitted
the images to the reddit site (“odor31”), asking about
the provenance and authenticity of the letters. I re-
ceived a prompt reply, stating, “Found them currently
up for auction. American Eagle Auction & Appraisal.”
Upon googling “American Eagle Auction & Appraisal,”
I found the items on EstateSale.com for a “Super 
Auction” scheduled for August 19 at the Washtenaw
Farm Council Fairgrounds, in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
with the following headline: “The Incredible Collection
of Detroit Tigers Public Relations Director, Dan Ewald.”
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Figure 4B. The Jim Campbell version of the Campbell-to-Bush 
letter, dated September 5, 1984.
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Figure 4A. The Bobby Brown version of the Campbell-to-Bush 
letter, undated.
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The auction “catalog” listed 638 items, including the
seven images posted on reddit.

The following overall description was also pro-
vided: “The vast majority of this collection came from
the extensive collection of former Detroit Tigers Pub-
lic Relations Director, Dan Ewald. Prior to spending
nearly two-decades with the Detroit Tigers, he was a
baseball writer for The Detroit News. Ewald is the au-
thor of 13 sports books with such luminaries as Sparky
[Anderson], Bo Schembechler, Al Kaline, George Kell
and Ron Kramer. Throughout his career, he served as
Sparky Anderson's confidante even after the two retired
from the game. The prominence of the vast majority of
this collection is truly unsurpassed. Many of the items
were directly acquired from Sparky Anderson's and Jim
Campbell's collection and executive office files at the
defunct Tigers Stadium. Jim Campbell was the longest
serving General Manager in baseball history. He served
as an executive, General Manager and President of the
Detroit Tigers from 1949–92.”

So at this time,  here’s where we are.

• On July 13, 2017, we learned—thanks to the
reddit posting by Alex Maki (Auburn Hills,
Michigan) that “The Detroit Tigers once offered
Vice President George H.W. Bush a playing con-
tract (for $1) after seeing him play in the 1984
Old Timers Game in Denver.”

• It is reasonable to conclude that the items
shown in Figures 3–6 are authentic and were ob-
tained by Dan Ewald from Jim Campbell, who
received the Bobby Brown letter and enclosure
and then generated his letters to Vice President
Bush and Peter Teeley and also filled in the
first page of the Uniform Player’s Contract. 

• It seems, based on the items shown in Figures
3–6, that steps were apparently taken by AL
president Bobby Brown and Detroit Tigers
president and chief executive officer Jim
Campbell to pull a baseball contract prank on
Vice President George Bush shortly after he
participated in the old-timers game in Denver
on July 13, 1984. I had the opportunity on 
July 31, 2017, to relate all of the information
to Dr. Bobby Brown in a telephone conversation
with him. I then asked him if he was familiar
with any of it. He replied that while he didn’t
recall it, it sounded like him, like something
he would have done.83
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Figure 5. The First Page of the Uniform Player’s Contract Between the
Detroit Baseball Club and George Bush.
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Figure 6. Letter from James (Jim) Campbell to Mr. Peter Teeley, dated
September 5, 1984.
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• Subsequently, after I provided copies of 
Figures 3–6 to Dr. Brown, he wrote a letter to 
me (dated August 7, 2017) with the following
statements: “There is no doubt about the
‘prank.’ I definitely participated to its fullest in
the ‘caper.’ I knew all the people involved and
all were good friends.”84 I called Dr. Brown on
August 10, 2017, and asked him if he recalled
ever getting any feedback from Vice President
Bush about the contract and offer letter. 
Dr. Brown said that he could not remember
getting any feedback, but added that he and
George Bush are good, long-time friends who
played a lot of tennis together (both as doubles
partners and opponents) and that something
might have been mentioned then, but he
couldn’t remember anything specific.85 Thus,
we know that the contract offer was legit 
(albeit a good-natured spoof between good
friends).

• It is not known if the letter from Jim Campbell
to Peter Teeley (Figure 6) was actually mailed,
although it seems reasonable that it was 
because a “COPY” of the letter (rather than the
actual letter) was in the file possessed by 
Dan Ewald. Likewise, it is not known if Peter
Teeley actually received the letter. If the letter
was not sent or received, the story is over.

• If, however, the letter (Figure 6)—with the 
enclosures (Figures 4B and 5)—was sent by
Campbell and was received by Teeley, it is not
known what Teeley did with the letter and 
the enclosures. If, using his discretion, Teeley
discarded the letter and the enclosures, the
story is finished.

• If, however, using his discretion, Teeley gave the
enclosures to Vice President Bush (i.e., “placed
the letter and contract on his desk”), the story
continues.

• No evidence has yet been found to support the
possibility that Vice President Bush did receive
the Detroit Tigers offer letter (Figure 4B) and
contract (Figure 5). So, if Vice President Bush
did receive the letter and contract, it is still 
unknown what his reaction was and what he
did or said about it. He could have simply 
enjoyed the prank and kept it to himself. 
That certainly is his prerogative. Or, if he did

comment on it to Bobby Brown, Jim Campbell,
or a family member, it has been kept private
and/or forgotten about. George H.W. Bush did
not even mention his participation in the 
July 13, 1984, old timers game in his autobi-
ography. Similarly there has been no mention
of such an offer letter and contract in any of
the several biographies (and autobiography) 
of George Herbert Walker Bush included in
Reference 5.

• In spite of the lack of a definitive ending to the
story, one way or the other, the story is indeed
fascinating. Perhaps more sleuthing will even-
tually come up with the rest of the story.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
My research on the collegiate baseball career of George
Herbert Walker “Poppy” Bush reveals that he played
three seasons (not two) at Yale and assembled a
“good-field-poor-hit” performance as a first baseman
for the Bulldog-nine—a career fielding average of .983
(not .981) and a career batting average of .224 with
one home run in 76 games (not .251 with two homers
in 51 games).86

While Poppy’s “on-the-field” numbers at Yale did
not put him on a path to play major league baseball,
his “more-than-just-numbers” contributions to Yale’s
diamond accomplishments, in combination with his
subsequent success in the business world and service
in government, did produce an illustrious legacy of
awards and honors bearing his name. And, George
Herbert Walker Bush was also the first President of the
United States of America to (1) throw a ceremonial
Opening Day pitch from the pitcher’s mound, (2) to 
appear on a bonafide baseball card, and (3) while serv-
ing as the Vice President, to have played in a major
league old-timers baseball game.

Perhaps the most salient finding that emerged from
my research endeavor is that Poppy was the starting first
baseman in all 76 games the Elis had from 1946 through
1948—including the first two College World Series in
1947 and 1948. Such Iron Man consistency is in perfect
alignment with one of Poppy’s baseball idols—Hall of
Fame first baseman Lou “The Iron Horse” Gehrig. Fur-
thermore, Bush’s day-in-day-out diamond participation
also fit right in with what President Ronald Reagan ex-
pounded in his address at the 1988 Republican National
Convention. Summing up his administration’s accom-
plishments and affirming his endorsement and support
of the Vice-President to be the next President, Reagan
proclaimed, “George [Bush] was there!”87
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Clearly, baseball has been an important and 
enduring component in the makeup of the person who
became the forty-first President of the United States of
America. This was expressed by Mr. Bush in his 1988
autobiography, Looking Forward, in describing his col-
legiate path: “I was majoring in the ‘dismal science,’
economics, but I didn’t find it dismal at all. I enjoyed
the work, studied hard, and did well enough in class
to earn Phi Beta Kappa and other honors. Technically
my minor was sociology, but only technically. My real
minors, as far as my attention span went, were soccer
and baseball. Especially baseball.”88

Finally, to close this article, it is appropriate to men-
tion a baseball-related quotation by George Herbert
Walker “Poppy” Bush—“Baseball is just the great Amer-
ican pastime. It’s just got everything.”89 �
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and the second-place Pittsburgh Pirates (84–73) at Wrigley Field. As
shown in a youtube video, Reagan, wearing a shiny, blue Cubs jacket,
performed the honor, hurling the ball to Cubs catcher Damon Berryhill
(who also stood at the edge of the grass in front of the plate). See: 
“President Reagan Throws Out the First Pitch at a Chicago Cubs 
Baseball Game on September 30, 1988,” https://www.youtube.com, 

November 30, 2016—uploaded by Reagan Library (retrieved July 1, 2017).
See also: Alan Solomon, “Tribune Flashback: Sept. 30, 1988—A Reagan
Visit to Wrigley,” articles.chicagotribune.com, June 7, 2004 (retrieved 
July 15, 2017).

3. Some of the information provided in the current article was presented 
in my previous report—Herman Krabbenhoft, “George Herbert Walker
Bush—Iron Man First Sacker at Yale,” Baseball Quarterly Reviews, 
Volume 4, Number 3, (Fall 1989) 101–15.

4. (a) “Lieutenant Junior Grade George Bush, USNR,” Naval Historical 
Center, April 6, 2001 (retrieved June 28, 2017); (b) Josh Harper, 
“A Campus Transformed: UNC During the Second World War,” 
northcarolinahistory.org (retrieved June 28, 2017); (c) Alanna Kaplan,
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Daily News (#15, September 27, 1988) 3.

5. (a) ”George H.W. Bush, Early Life and Education,” Wikipedia (references
3 and 4, retrieved July 2, 2017); (b) George Bush (with Victor Gold), 
Looking Forward—an Autobiography (New York: Bantam Books 1988); 
(c) Tom Wicker, George Herbert Walker Bush (New York: Viking Press,
2004); (d) Doro Bush Koch, My Father, My President: A Personal Account
of the Life of George H. W. Bush (New York: Grand Central Publishing,
2006); (e) Timothy Naftali, George H.W. Bush: The American Presidents
Series: The 41st President, 1989–1993 (New York: Times Books, 2007);
(f) George W. Bush, 41—A Portrait of My Father (New York: Crown Pub-
lishers, 2014); (g) John H. Sununu, The Quiet Man—The Indispensable
Presidency of George H.W. Bush (New York: Broadside Books, 2015); 
(h) Jon Meacham, Destiny and Power—The American Odyssey of 
George Herbert Walker Bush (New York: Random House, 2015). 

6. “74 Candidates Turn Out For First Baseball Practice Sessions,” 
Yale News Digest (# 32, March 12, 1946) 1.
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7. The origin of “Poppy” as George H.W. Bush’s nickname is described in
Looking Forward on page 28—“[My] grandfather Walker’s sons, i.e. my
uncles, called him ‘Pop,’ and started calling me ‘Little Pop’ and ‘Poppy.’
That was all right for a small boy, said my father, but it just wouldn’t do
as a nickname that might follow me through life. Dad usually had a good
crystal ball, but this time he was wrong.” However, “Poppy” certainly did
accompany Bush at Yale, as evidenced by the frequent use of “Poppy” 
in describing Bush’s performance in the articles published in the Yale
Daily News. In a May 31, 1996, article by Woody Anderson for the Hartford
Courant, “At the Inaugural Series, A President in the Lineup,” the following
items were presented: (a) “[Teammate Jim] Duffus said the nickname
Poppy came from Bush’s grandfather. He was a favorite of his grandfather,
who was named Poppy, and followed him around. He was known as Poppy’s
boy and it was shortened to Poppy. We never heard people say George.”
(b) “Art Moher was Yale’s junior shortstop in 1947. He said Bush was 
a ‘Punch-and-Judy hitter, but an outstanding fielder.’ Moher said, 
‘We always said to Poppy, ‘Don’t lose the glove.’” The given first name 
of one of George H.W. Bush’s great granddaughters (second daughter 
of Jenna Bush Hager) is Poppy—in homage.
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Gladys Goodding was more than just an artiste
whose musical stylings entertained the Ebbets
Field faithful from the early 1940s on. This

cheerful, occasionally mischievous woman was a
baseball pioneer. Hers was the first organ permanently
situated in a big-league ballpark and she predated
Eddie Layton, Jane Jarvis, Wilbur Snapp, and other
ballyard organists. Her inimitable performance at
every Brooklyn Dodgers home game was a foremost
part of the Ebbets experience.

Gladys’s roots were far removed from Brooklyn;
she hailed from Macon County, Missouri, where she
was born June 18, 1893. Her parents were Joseph Allen
Goodding, a businessman and amateur violinist, and
Meribah Creola (Riley) Goodding, a piano teacher; she
was the third of their four offspring. While a young-
ster, she was taught the rudiments of piano by her
mother. After the death of her parents—Joseph in 1901
and Meribah two years later—Gladys and younger
brother Hugh were dispatched to St. Louis where they
lived in the Masonic Home, an orphanage.1 During this
time, she became enamored of baseball. “I learned 
the game in St. Louis,” Gladys noted in 1942, “when I
used to hang over my back fence and watch the B. &
O. nine and other good semipro teams play…”2

After leaving the Home upon turning 18, Gladys
lived with an older brother in Kansas City, where she
learned to sing, and then settled in Independence, Mis-
souri. By then, she had become so adept at piano that
she was able to master the fundamentals of the organ
in two weeks. “I had to,” she recalled. “The regular
organ player at a church in Independence…was going
on vacation. And I wanted to be of some assistance.”3

Gladys wed Robert Reinholdt (Bob) Beck and gave
birth to two children: Robert (born in 1915) and Maxine
(1916). But she and her husband eventually divorced.
Meanwhile, she began performing light opera on the
Chautauqua and Lyceum entertainment circuits. She
was billed as a “soprano-pianist” and garnered positive
press. “Gladys Goodding, with the orchestra, is pleas-
ing immensely with her solos,” wrote The Lyceum
Magazine in 1922. “Her stage presence is admirable,
and this coupled with a winning smile and a beautiful
voice make her one of the most popular members of

the organization.”4 She also became a protégé of 
Thurlow Weed Lieurance, a period composer best-
known for penning “By the Waters of Minnetonka,” a
popular love song. “Mr. Lieurance was very much 
interested in Indiana,” Gladys once recalled.5 Her own
aspirations, however, far exceeded fame in the Midwest.

Upon her divorce, Gladys reclaimed her maiden
name and, in 1923, she and her children moved to
New York City. “I wanted to get into musical comedy
or light opera,” she explained, “but I was a woman
with two children and needed the security of a steady
job.”6 To support herself and her family, she became a
full-time organist in Loew’s theaters, where she pro-
vided musical accompaniment for silent films. She also
occasionally went on tour; in October 1931, for exam-
ple, she was the instrumentalist for the Roxy Male
Quartet, performing in concert in Ossining, New York.7

She was the musical accompanist on “Major Bowes
Amateurs on Tour,” a unit of prize-winners from the
radio talent show that performed at various venues.
She also soloed on the radio. At the 12 noon hour and
lasting for 15 minutes on February 17, 1930, “Gladys
Goodding, songs” aired over WOV radio in New York.8

Her break into sports came in 1937, when she was
hired to accompany sporting events at Madison Square
Garden; she entertained fans at Rangers hockey and
Knicks basketball games and played “The Star-
Spangled Banner” at boxing matches. “Ethel Mullany,
head of the [Garden] booking department…helped me
get my sports job,” Goodding recalled. “She convinced
Tommy Lockhart, one of the hockey bosses, that I
would be an added attraction.”9

Between 1925 and 1968, the Garden was located
on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets in
Manhattan and Gladys and her organ were situated in
Loge 29 of the venue. “The Garden is just like home 
to her,” the New York Post reported in 1947. “She’s
‘Gladys’ to all the personnel and she calls them by
their first names right back.”10 For a while, she also
played at the finale of boxing cards. But then, on one
occasion, Chick Wergeles, a promoter whose fighter
had just been beaten, was complaining loudly during
a radio interview—and Gladys employed her musical
skill in an attempt to silence him. “I played ‘Good
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Night, Sweetheart,’ and that was the last time I per-
formed after the fights at the Garden.”11

The Brooklyn Dodgers hired Gladys in 1942. The
story goes that a Brooklyn hockey fan and Garden 
regular suggested that she bring her skills to Ebbets
Field. She penned a letter to Dodgers Executive Vice-
President Larry MacPhail and was immediately hired.
“Mr. MacPhail plays the piano and is a lover of fine
music,” she noted during that first season. “I got the
job.”12 That May the Dodgers brought an electric Ham-
mond organ into Ebbets Field and Gladys eventually
found herself “installed in the baseball field ‘organ loft,’
a glass enclosure high above the crowd.”13 The Brook-
lyn Eagle reported that it “looks as though the (organ)
is to become a permanent fixture of Dodger games—
Also Gladys Goodding, the virtuoso who plays it…”14

That first season, two unrelated incidents thrust
Gladys into the limelight. First, a retired music teacher
who resided near Ebbets Field took her to court be-
cause he was bothered by her organ playing. But there
was a catch. “The poor darling was hard of hearing,”
Gladys recalled. “He couldn’t even hear the judge’s
questions. The case was dismissed. The next day the
complainant asked me if I would play one of his com-
positions. I couldn’t refuse him. He was a nice person
after all.”15 Then she flaunted her trademark ingenuity
when three umpires—Bill Stewart, Ziggy Sears, and
Tom Dunn—appeared on the Ebbets Field turf and, to
the delight of the fans, she regaled them by playing
“Three Blind Mice.” “That was the one and only time
I played it,” she explained. “It was done especially for
Umpire Bill Stewart. I knew him from Madison Square
Garden when he was a hockey referee. After the game
I apologized and Bill forgave me.”16 Indeed, during the
1942 season, Tom O’Reilly, writing in PM, described
her as “the lady who made so much noise in Ebbets
Field, Home of Pandemonium” and the “mood builder
for MacPhail’s Mendicants” as well as “minstrel to 
our Kingly Bums” whose objective was to “sooth the
savage breasts of the Flatbush Faithful.”17

As the years passed, Gladys became an Ebbets
Field institution. She received fan mail from as far
away as Canada and Honolulu. In 1947, she was com-
missioned to record a “Baseball Medley” on a special
V-Disc (a recording made in cooperation with the US
military for the entertainment of GIs) produced by 
the Music Branch of the US War Department’s Special
Services Division. Her selections were “Sidewalks of
New York,” “Shine on Harvest Moon,” “Alice Blue
Gown,” “Down By the Old Mill Stream,” “Margie,” and,
of course, “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.”18 That same
year, she penned the music and lyrics for “Follow the

Dodgers,” which became the team’s theme song. Her
playing was featured on a recording of the tune, with
a chorus provided by the Bank of Manhattan Choral
Club. “It’s a good rousing song,” she observed, “and I
didn’t overdo it like most songs about the Dodgers by
predicting victory.”19

There’s a baseball club in Brooklyn
A team they call ‘Dem Bums’
That keeps your eye right on them
And watch for hits and runs

Oh, follow the Dodgers
Follow the Dodgers around
The infield, the outfield, the catcher 
And that fellow on the mound

Oh, the fans will come a-runnin’
When the Dodgers go a-gunnin’
For the pennant that they’re
Fightin’ for today

So, Dodgers—keep swingin’
And the fans will keep singin’
Follow the Dodgers! Hooray!20

Also in 1947, Gladys was described by New York
Post writer Mary Braggiotti as “a warm-mannered,
feminine little person with humorous blue eyes, fluffy
brown hair and two grown-up children.” And it was
stressed that “baseball is her game.” “I enjoy all the
sports,” she declared, “but baseball is the game I love.
I’m definitely a Dodger fan, of course. I have the best
seat in the park and I watch every game right through.
There’s a great camaraderie about baseball. It’s the
strangest, nicest feeling…” As proof of her horsehide
devotion, the profile concluded, “Where do you sup-
pose she went the other night? To a baseball game at
the Polo Grounds with Hilda Chester, the famous
Dodger fan.”21

By then, her long-established specialty was her
unique rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” which
she simultaneously sang and played in “a spirited in-
terpretation…[employing] a ringing lyric soprano.”22

Like clockwork, her performance was timed at one
minute, five seconds. By 1952, she had performed it on
thousands of occasions, but she told Val Adams of The
New York Times that “it sounds new to me every time
I play it.” Adams wrote that Gladys had long been 
living “in a hotel just around the corner from Madison
Square Garden. On baseball days she rides the subway
to Ebbets Field, accompanied by her fox terrier pup,
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who sits beside her at the organ. Sometimes he stands
up for ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ and sometimes he
doesn’t.”23,24 Also that year, Brooklyn Eagle columnist
Tommy Holmes noted, “Miss Gladys Goodding cele-
brates her tenth anniversary as organist laureate at
Ebbets Field and it is safe to say that her music has
provided more consistent pleasure than the Dodgers.”

The present-day practice of blaring a specific song
for a ballplayer as he comes to the plate or the mound
(from Trevor Cahill’s “White Rabbit” and Francisco
Cervelli’s “That’s Amore” to Anthony Rizzo’s “Can’t
Stop” and Mariano Rivera’s “Enter Sandman”) also
may be linked to Gladys. “Mine was a wonderful rela-
tionship with the players and fans,” she once declared.
“Before the games, I would serenade the players on
their birthdays, play their state songs and their favorite
popular numbers.”26 Before construction of the organ
box, the instrument was near the home team dugout,
allowing her to become “acquainted with the boys
when they’d come over to me and ask for their favorite
tunes. Joe Medwick was the first one to do that. He
likes ‘Intermezzo.’” She added that Mickey Owen’s
choice number was “Dark Eyes.” Freddie Fitzsimmons
had three: “Melancholy Baby,” “Si Si,” and “Let Me Call
You Sweetheart.”27

Visiting players could make requests, too. “They
call me up or make signs,” she explained. “Now take
Red Barrett, the Boston pitcher. He likes the tune
‘Paper Doll.’ The first time he wanted me to play it he
kept moving his fingers like scissors, then making 
believe to rock a doll in his arms—until finally I caught
on. Gene Hermanski likes polkas and mazurkas. Red
Corriden, the Yankee coach who used to be with the
Dodgers...has to have `When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.’
And of course I always play something to do with
Dixie when Dixie Walker makes a home run.”28

Gladys maintained this connection during her 
entire Brooklyn tenure. One of countless examples: On
August 18, 1957, the Pittsburgh Pirates were battling
the Dodgers in an Ebbets Field twin bill and she sere-
naded Roberto Clemente and Bob Kennedy on their
23rd and 37th birthdays. Four years earlier, the Brook-
lyn Eagle reported that she “played the customary
rendition on her magic organ in recognition of (New
York Giant) Sal Maglie’s 36th birthday. A motion in 
the Dodger clubhouse to send a horseshoe wreath of
poison ivy was voted down.”29

With the advent of television, Gladys’s popularity
increased. “During Friday night telecasts of Garden
boxing bouts the invisible Miss Goodding has become
as much a fixture to the TV audience as a supersized
razor,” observed Adams of the Times. “On WOR-TV

telecasts from Ebbets Field…her harmonizing at the
Hammond is as familiar as the sight of two runners on
the same base.”30 And during the pre-game broadcasts
of Happy Felton’s Knothole Gang, Gladys feted the host
by playing “I Want to Be Happy.” By then, her snappy
rendition of “Chiapenecas,” a Mexican folksong, had
become a fixture during the seventh inning stretch,
with the fans’ cadenced clapping accompanying 
the music.

On extra-special (albeit none-too-happy) baseball-
related occasions, Gladys’s musical choices were
extra-appropriate. On their last Ebbets Field appear-
ance of 1952, Dodger fans mournfully filed out of the
ball yard—their beloved Bums had just lost Game 7 of
the World Series to the hated Bronx Bombers, 4–2. The
New York Times reported that Gladys captured the
mood of the moment as she “played a medley of tunes
that left nothing to the imagination. From a rendition
of ‘Blues in the Night,’ Miss Goodding…drifted into
‘What Can I Say, Dear, After I Say I’m Sorry.’” She 
followed up with “This Nearly Was Mine,” “You Got Me
Cryin’ Again,” “Deep Purple,” and “What a Difference
a Day Makes.” When “the park was virtually empty…
Gladys concluded with ‘Auld Lang Syne’—better
known in Brooklyn as ‘Wait ‘Til Next Year’”31

And on the Bums’ last-ever appearance at the 
Flatbush ballyard—a 2–0 victory over the Pittsburgh
Pirates on September 24, 1957—Gladys, according to
Roscoe McGowen of the Times, “played numerous
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Gladys Goodding shown here at the keys in a photo from the archives
of the Brooklyn Eagle newspaper. 



tunes with the farewell motif.” After Brooklyn scored
its first run in the first inning, she serenaded the 
fans with “Am I Blue?” and “After You’ve Gone.” Run
number two came in the third frame, after which she
played “Don’t Ask Me Why I’m Leaving.” Also on her
playlist were “Thanks for the Memory,” “How Can You
Say We’re Through?” “When I Grow Too Old to
Dream,” and “When the Blue of the Night Meets the
Gold of the Day.” McGowen noted, “Miss Goodding at
the end of the game, started playing `May the Good
Lord Bless and Keep You,’ but somebody turned 
on the record always played after Brooklyn games,
‘Follow the Dodgers.’ This was eventually silenced 
and the organist was able to close out her program by
playing ‘Auld Lang Syne.’”32

Jack Lang, covering the farewell for the Long Island
Star-Journal, augmented this playlist. Before the game
began, she “sounded the keynote with her rendition
of ‘California Here I Come.’” Among the other “senti-
mental favorites” were “What Can I Say Dear, After 
I Say I’m Sorry,” “If I Had My Way,” “Vaya Con Dios,”
“Que Sera, Sera,” and “Say It Isn’t So.” “When the
game was over,” Lang added, “Gladys was practically

crying at the organ. As the fans filed out of the park,
she played ‘So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You,’
‘May the Good Lord Bless and Keep You,’ and, 
finally, ‘Auld Lang Syne.’”33

Upon the Dodgers abandoning the Borough of
Churches, Gladys remained in New York and main-
tained her Madison Square Garden connection. Her
extracurricular activities continued to involve every-
thing from entertaining patrons in department stores
and patients at Veterans Administration hospitals to 
directing amateur shows and binding Braille books for
The Lighthouse, an organization which offers assis-
tance to the blind and visually impaired. During World
War II, she had performed at the Stage Door Canteen,
which presented live shows and musical entertain-
ment to Americans in uniform. And she was indeed a
New York celebrity. In July 1951, she joined Jersey 
Joe Walcott, the heavyweight boxing champ, as well 
as singer Kay Arman and “vocalist” Tony Bennett to
perform at a program to raise money for the Brooklyn
Amateur Baseball Foundation, which supported 23
sandlot baseball leagues in Brooklyn, Queens, and
Long Island.34

Upon becoming arthritic, she retired and settled in
Arizona; as Dick Young reported in 1959, “Gladys Good-
ding…is a pretty sick gal in St. Mary’s Hospital, Tucson,
Ariz.”35 But she returned to New York and resumed her
Garden organ-playing, occasionally landing on the 
entertainment industry’s version of the disabled list; the
following year, a hip fracture kept her away from 
the Garden for several weeks. But she was well-aware
of her good fortune. “I call myself the luckiest woman
in the world every time I’m at a sports show.”36

Gladys Goodding passed away on November 18,
1963, at St. Clare’s Hospital in Manhattan; she had suf-
fered a heart attack, and her remains were cremated.37

Her final Madison Square Garden appearance was at 
a basketball game on the Saturday before her death. A
little less than two weeks later, The New York Times
reported that, for the “first time since 1937 the national
anthem was played at a Madison Square Garden fight
without Mrs. Gladys Goodding at the organ.…[She]
was as much a part of [the] Garden as its basketball
players, hockey players and fighters.”38 But she was as
equally beloved in Brooklyn. After the Dodgers copped
their first (and only) World Series victory, Brooklyn
Borough President John Cashmore gifted Gladys with
a silver coffee service. 

Her celebrity was resurrected decades later by the
Trivial Pursuit board game. Players were asked to name
the individual “who played for the Knicks, Rangers, and
the Dodgers.” The answer: Gladys Goodding.39 �
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A copy of “Follow the Dodgers” on display at the National Baseball
Hall of Fame and Museum in Cooperstown.
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Jimmy Piersall’s death on June 3, 2017, provided
an occasion to recall his rookie season of 1952 
that he began playing a new position—short-

stop—for the Boston Red Sox, continued with AA
Birmingham, and ended in a mental hospital. His is
the inspiring story of a young man overcoming a seri-
ous health problem to craft a productive 17-year major
league career.

On our trip through Jim’s rookie season, we will
discover the following:

• Piersall exhibited erratic behavior the previous
season with AAA Louisville.

• He quickly became the favorite of the Red Sox
fans with his hustle, competitiveness, and show-
boating tactics.

• He lost his starting position at shortstop because
of his lack of hitting but later returned to the
lineup in right field.

• The event that triggered his abrupt option to
Birmingham was an unusual clubhouse inci-
dent that the Red Sox tried to hush up.

• His departure stirred a storm of protest from fans.

• Some Boston reporters claimed that the real
reason for Piersall’s demotion was the jealousy
of the “old guard” on the club.

• Only a couple of writers suspected that Piersall
was mentally ill.

• Jim behaved even more erratically with Birm-
ingham, leading to his hospitalization.

• Medical examination revealed serious mental
problems that took a month and a half of treat-
ment to alleviate.

• Through it all, Piersall’s saga riveted Boston,
with numerous front-page stories on his travails.

James Anthony Piersall grew up with a demanding
father who dreamed of a pro baseball career for his
son, and a mother who spent multiple stints in men-
tal hospitals. He was high-strung as a boy and plagued
by headaches starting as a teenager. He had difficulty
keeping still.1

Piersall began his career in the Red Sox farm system
at age 18 in 1948. Boston scout Neil Mahoney heard
about a “schoolboy wonder” in Waterbury, Connecti-
cut. Mahoney “sold him on the Sox, stealing him out
from under the Yankees.”2 Piersall sparkled in center
field for four years in the minors.

When Jim reported to Red Sox spring training camp
in Sarasota, Florida, on March 1, 1952, new manager
Lou Boudreau announced that he was shifting him 
to shortstop. Piersall’s best position was center field,
but Boudreau was obviously pleased with veteran 
Dominic DiMaggio in that position. Lou didn’t feel the
same way about 33-year-old Johnny Pesky, a fixture
of the Red Sox infield since 1946. Pesky had kept 
his starting shortstop job in 1951 even though Boston
had signed a capable shortstop in Boudreau (one year
older than Pesky) following his release from the 
Indians after the 1950 season. Pesky had a .313 batting
average in 1951 and scored 93 runs. Furthermore, gen-
eral manager Joe Cronin gave Pesky his first raise in
two years: $2500.3

But Boudreau took over as skipper from Steve
O’Neill for the 1952 season and he didn’t believe
Pesky—who “was troubled all spring with his legs”4—
provided his best option at short. He even went on
record as favoring third baseman Vern Stephens, who
had held down the shortstop position for the 1948, ’49,
and ’50 seasons.5 Instead, Boudreau had Pesky work
out at second base to fill the vacuum left there by the
retirement of Bobby Doerr.6 “Piersall needs seasoning,
game experience,” added Boudreau. “He’s going to see
plenty of action in the exhibitions down here. And he’s
going to make mistakes. He’s still got a lot to learn,
but he’s anxious and willing. He’ll come along and be
a great major league shortstop.”7

Boudreau’s announcement left writers scratching
their heads. Joe Cashman of the Boston Daily Record
could recall many instances of a player starting at
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shortstop before shifting to the outfield—Joe DiMaggio
and Mickey Mantle being two famous cases. “But you
can count on the fingers of one hand the great short-
stops…who started out in any other position. And the
only one of these who moved from the outfield…was
the immortal Honus Wagner…”8 Still, Cashman liked
what he had seen so far. “Considering his inexperi-
ence, Piersall is doing a creditable job in the strange
position.” And the scribe added, “if he can become a
good shortstop he’ll be of more value to the Sox than
he would be as an outfielder.”9

During the first week of spring training, Piersall
passed around cigars to celebrate the arrival of a second
daughter back in Scranton, Pennsylvania. Jim now had
an additional mouth to feed. In his autobiography Fear
Strikes Out, he described himself at that time as “a
scared, tense kid” who put tremendous pressure on him-
self to earn money to support his family.10 And now he
was being asked to learn a new position. “It’s impossi-
ble!” he wrote. “I’m not a shortstop. I’m a center
fielder…It doesn’t make sense. What makes them think
they can make a shortstop out of me? Just trying to shift
from the outfield might ruin me.”11 Still, he celebrated
the new baby’s arrival by making a leaping catch of a
liner with his back to the plate. He also showed his 
inexperience at his new position by failing to cover sec-
ond on a relay from the outfield and dropping a popup.12

His athletic ability trumped his fears. Reporting 
on a March 13 exhibition game, Cashman wrote: “In
addition to getting the lone Boston run and only extra-
base blow, Jim Piersall had a busy, brilliant day at
short…he handled eight chances flawlessly and
sparkled with Ted Lepcio on two double plays.”13 On
March 14, John Drohan wrote in the Boston Traveler:
“The conclusion is that Piersall…has impressed the
Sox so favorably that he’s going to be carefully con-
sidered for the varsity job before being sent to
Louisville. It was the original intention to give him a
thorough schooling on shortstop technique and send
him down to Louisville for the balance of the 1952 
season.”14 That afternoon, “Jim Piersall had another
brilliant day at shortstop and got two hits.”15 Then “an-
other impressive day at shortstop” in the next game.16

Cashman continued to laud Piersall. In a March 24
article on the top rookies in spring training, he wrote:
“Probably [the] most remarkable of the entire rookie
contingent this spring is Piersall. Here is a lad who has
spent his entire baseball career…as an outfielder and
today, after less than 10 weeks of infield experience, is
the best defensive shortstop on the Sox squad.”17

On March 30, an article appeared in the Louisville
Courier-Journal that cited disturbing behavior from

Piersall’s past that called into question his ability to
handle the stress of playing for the Red Sox. Jim played
the 1949 and 1950 seasons and 17 games at the 
beginning of the 1951 season for Louisville, the Red
Sox’ farm club in the AAA American Association. But
even though he was batting .310 to start the ’51 cam-
paign, he was demoted to AA Birmingham at his own
request because he had been relegated to the bench
by Louisville manager Pinky Higgins, who had to play 
another promising prospect in his place.18 In the
Courier-Journal article, Higgins said this about Piersall
from the Colonels’ spring training site: “I’ve never seen
a kid change like he’s changed. Never heard a peep
out of him at Boston’s pre-spring training rookie 
camp. He was really docile. You wouldn’t have recog-
nized him.” The reporter, Tommy Fitzgerald, explained 
the background of Higgins’s comments. “With the
Colonels, [Piersall] didn’t seem to be a kid in complete
control of his emotions. He was inclined to fly off the
handle, being sensitive to jibes from the stands and
from the opposing dugout. He also had a tendency to
rub his own teammates the wrong way. He has all the
ability in the world, but he wasn’t the best-liked
ballplayer…This was a factor in Jimmy’s going from
the Colonels to Birmingham last season…Now Jimmy
seems to have grown up. Jimmy was a high-strung
kid, over-eager and ambitious, in the past. A little 
maturity and experience seems to have changed his
disposition.”19

Fitzgerald reported Joe Cronin’s appraisal of Piersall
to that point in spring training. “I’d say he has a perfect
temperament for a shortstop.…Aggressive and a take-
charge guy. He’s outgrown those other little faults of
his.” Cronin added: “He can go to his left, to his right,
come in and go back as well as any shortstop in Amer-
ica.…If you never knew he was a converted center
fielder, you’d think he had been playing shortstop all
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his life.”20 Unfortunately, Cronin’s assessment that Jim
had “outgrown those other little faults” proved to be
wishful thinking.

As the Red Sox broke camp, observers felt Piersall
had clinched a spot on the roster. Cashman: “Last sea-
son Allen Richter, playing for Louisville, was chosen
the All-Star shortstop in the American Association.
Jimmy Piersall…was the regular center fielder for
Birmingham in the Southern Association. Today, Pier-
sall rates as the Red Sox second-string shortstop and
Richter…must return to Louisville unless he can 
persuade a big-league club to buy him...That’s correct.
An outfielder from Double A, who never played a
game at short until two months ago, is now picked by
an all-time shortstop great named Lou Boudreau over
a boy who was the standout shortfielder in Triple A.”21

Then Cashman revealed that “Boudreau’s present
plan is to use Vern Stephens at short for the first six or
seven innings of games and then throw Piersall in for
defensive purposes when the Red Sox happen to be in
front. But many are predicting that before the regular
season is very old, Piersall will be a regular nine-in-
ning shortstop.”22 When the Red Sox arrived in Boston
for their annual three-game series with the crosstown
Braves right before opening day, Boudreau talked as if
Piersall were his starting shortstop. “Piersall will have
to learn to play a different way in every American
League park. I intend to show him the difference in
each park as we travel around the circuit.”

Sure enough, when the Red Sox opened the regu-
lar season at Washington, Piersall was in the starting
lineup at shortstop with another rookie, Ted Lepcio,
manning second. Boudreau relegated veterans Stephens
and Bill Goodman to the bench, and shifted Pesky to
third base. Batting sixth, Jimmy smacked a double,
“the longest drive of the game,” in four trips to the
plate. Piersall also “handled everything that came his
way at short…”23

Despite playing without Ted Williams, who would
miss most of the 1952 and 1953 seasons after being 
recalled to military service during the Korean War, the
Red Sox got off to a good start. By April 23, Jimmy was
batting .400 in his first ten games and getting good 
reviews for his fielding. Following a victory over the
Yankees April 23, Mike Gillooly of the Boston American
wrote: “The Red Sox have now won eight games, more
than any other club in either league. They have won
them principally through the keystone combination of
Jimmy Piersall at short and Ted Lepcio at second. These
whiz kids cover so much ground they make average
pitching look good.” As late as May 7, Piersall was still
13 points above .300 with seven doubles and seven

RBIs—more production than anyone expected from
him.24 An instant hit with the fans, Jimmy was invited
to speak at many sports gatherings.25

But the seeds were being planted for the weeds that
would soon choke Jim’s rookie season. Piersall irri-
tated Yankees infielder Billy Martin and vice-versa. The
two started razzing each other in spring training, and
Billy kept up the attack during the Yankees’ two-game
series at Fenway Park April 23–24.

Piersall began to exhibit difficulties with umpires
in a May 11 game at Yankee Stadium. When Jim 
Honochick ruled Gil McDougald safe because first
baseman Billy Goodman failed to tag him after receiv-
ing Jimmy’s wide throw, half the Sox squad stormed
the umpire. Jim was so incensed that he was chased
from the game “for using rude language.”26 It’s possi-
ble perfectionist Piersall was irate because the safe call
gave him an error.

No articles reported any conflicts between Piersall
and Martin during that series in New York. However,
it can be deduced from later events that the two con-
tinued to jaw back and forth during the three games.27

The feud with Martin came to a head May 24 be-
fore a game at Fenway Park. During infield practice,
Piersall taunted the Yankees. Martin, warming up on
the sideline, told him to shut up. The rookie responded
by telling Martin he listened only to “guys who actu-
ally played.” Following some more give-and-take, Jim
called Billy “a dago busher.” With that, Billy dropped
his glove and challenged Piersall to meet him in the
players’ runway under the stands.28 Martin, in his own
words afterwards, “hit him good twice,” dropping
Jimmy to his knees and drawing blood before Piersall
closed in and grappled with Billy. Piersall’s shirt was
ripped. Coach Bill Dickey of the Yankees and Sox
pitcher Ellis Kinder separated the combatants.29

Out of the starting lineup since May 17 when his
average dropped to .255, Piersall heckled Martin
throughout the game from the Boston bench. After-
ward, Jim implied his frustration at not playing was a
factor in his tangle with Martin. “What’s there for me
to say? He’s hot-headed. I’m hot-headed because I’m
not playing.…He was on me pretty good in New York.
I don’t know why.”30 Martin said, “He made some
pretty bad remarks. I may be smaller than he is, but I’ll
fight anybody who makes those remarks to me.”31

Boudreau seemed unperturbed by the fracas. “They’re
both scrappy kids, quick-tongued and quick-tempered
and they’ve been going at each other since spring
training.”32

Lou didn’t mind Jim tangling with an opponent,
but he had a different opinion when Piersall took on a
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teammate. Two days after the fight with Martin, Jim
got into a shoving match with Mickey McDermott,
who needled him about his set-to with Billy. “Verbal
barbs were exchanged in the Sox clubhouse and when
Piersall leaped to his feet, McDermott pushed him
backwards into his open locker. Then Piersall charged
the lanky pitcher—noted as a bench jockey and 
ribber—and shoved him backward over a couple of
chairs to the floor. The hurler quickly realized the
steamed-up Piersall was in an agitated mood from the
Martin incident and apologized. They shook hands
and that ended the affair.”33 Boudreau declined to take
disciplinary action against either player but declared,
“I have told them…that I do not want any fighting
among the players.” Concerning Piersall’s second 
offense in three days, the Boston skipper said, “Just as
long as he plays ball for me, that’s all I ask.…Riding
another ball player is all right providing you know
when to stop. I want the kid to play hard, aggressive
baseball.”34 On June 1, Piersall was chased from the
bench by umpire Ed Hurley, who claimed Jimmy “was
hurling profanity at him.”35

Two days later, the Red Sox and Tigers announced
a blockbuster nine-player deal. Boston gave up Pesky,
first baseman Walt Dropo, third baseman Fred Hat-
field, outfielder Don Lenhardt, and pitcher Bill Wight.
Boston received third baseman George Kell, shortstop
Johnny Lipon, outfielder Hoot Evers, and pitcher
Dizzy Trout. Asked to clarify Piersall’s status on the
roster following the shakeup, Boudreau said he would
be a reserve shortstop ready to take over for Stephens
and available for center field for DiMaggio in event of
an injury to either player.36

Jim made the headlines again by walking out of a
squad meeting prior to the June 3 home game with
Cleveland. Ed Costello of the Boston Herald found the
volatile rookie in the dugout crying. Asked why he was
distraught, Piersall said he had been told earlier that
day that he would start at shortstop, but when
Boudreau read the lineup to the players, Lipon was at
short. “I just want to play. That’s why I pop off on the
bench.…I’ve worked hard.…When I’m not playing, I
blow my top.” When Costello advised apologizing to
the manager, Jim wiped the tears away and, with head
down, went back to the meeting.37

Jimmy returned to the starting lineup June 5 in
right field in place of Clyde Vollmer, who suffered from
a stiff neck. Boudreau: “Jim moves good out there …
he’ll be all right if he starts hitting.”38

Detroit came to Fenway Park for a five-game series
starting June 6 that attracted large crowds because 
of the recent trade. The Tigers’ bench jockeys rode

Piersall unmercifully, calling him “Johnnie Ray” be-
cause of the aforementioned crying incident.39 (Ray
was a contemporary singer known for crying while
singing.) Commenting on the final game of the series,
Austen Lake wrote in the Boston American: “The
strangest transfiguration of all is the sudden, almost
hysterical fondness the right field patrons are showing
toward Jim Piersall, the Sox problem child and fuss-
budget who has been kicking up all kinds of ruckuses
this spring. Lou paroled Jim in right field on his prom-
ise of good behavior with the proviso he wouldn’t 
jaw back and forth with the fans. But it was too much
for Jim who just can’t resist screwing his neck around
and giving wisecrack for each jape. But he’s doing a
fleet-footed job of work too and hauling down flies,
both long and short. And he gets his quota of hits. So
the fans…like Jim for his small antics and he-man
competence.”40

In the last game against Detroit that series, Piersall
smacked a solo homer. On June 11 against St. Louis in
Fenway, Jim started a six-run ninth-inning explosion
against ancient Satchel Paige to pull out the 11–9 
victory. “The brash rookie beat out a bunt to open the
inning and then practically went into hysterics on the
base path with a series of pantomimes that bewitched
even an old-timer like Satch.…Satch seemed almost
relieved when he walked Bill Goodman to force in
Piersall with the first run of the inning…but Piersall
kept riding him from the bench…”41 After the game,
46-year-old Paige said, “I never saw any man do those
things anywhere.” Once again, Jim was defiant. “I
don’t care what anybody thinks about what I was
doing. We won the ball game, right? And winning ball
games is what I’m after no matter what goes on.”42

In his article on the victory over the Browns, John
Drohan wrote, “Jim Piersall…threatens to become the
greatest gate attraction the Red Sox ever had…the Sox
have, in Piersall, a player different from any one ever
on the club. ‘I told Satch I was going to bunt,’ said
Jim, ‘when I went up there in the ninth. He looked at
me kind of surprised. But he didn’t say anything.
Then, when I put the bunt down and reached first, I
went to work on him.’…Piersall mimicked Satch’s
fluid windup. He held on to his arm, yelling, ‘Satch,
you won’t be able to wash your face tomorrow, your
arm will be so tired.’…Catcher Clint Courtney said, ‘I
think that Piersall’s crazy. I never saw such a crazy
guy in baseball.’”43

In the last game of the subsequent three-game 
series in Chicago, Boudreau benched Piersall in favor
of Vollmer. Cashman wrote, “Vollmer for Piersall is
construed as a move to discipline rookie Jim, whose
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eccentric actions have the whole league talking and
the fans flocking to see him. Not since Harry Hooper’s
days have the Hose had a right fielder who could field
and throw and run like Piersall. Moreover he hit .341
[actually .333] since going to the sun field. Along with
all that, he’s the most refreshing and hustlingest guy
the Hose have had in ages. If he’s forced to become
strictly conventional, the Red Sox will ruin the best
gate attraction in the league. And while he’s sitting
out, the Sox will be depriving themselves of one of 
the keenest competitors and most talented rookies in
the business.”44

Jim appeared in the next two games as a late-
inning replacement for Vollmer. He returned to the
starting lineup for all four games in Cleveland but
went only 2-for-12. In one of the games on the West-
ern swing, Piersall sped in from his outfield spot to
catch a low liner with his gloved hand while tipping
his cap to the crowd with the other.45 On June 25, Mike
Gillooly wondered why Piersall hadn’t started the 
first two games in Detroit since he had hit .526 
and knocked in seven runs against the Tigers in earlier
series.46

The games in Detroit earned Piersall a $10 fine
from American League president Will Harridge for
“fraternizing” with the Detroit players. Jimmy told re-
porters before the first game against Washington back
in Fenway Friday night, June 27, that he had written 
a letter to Harridge. “I told him I’d be paying some 
umpire’s salary before the season was over.”47 Writing
that self-incriminating line to the league president
showed a lack of judgement, as did telling the media
about it.

Despite a “We want Piersall” banner in center field,
Jim did not enter the game against the Nationals until
the seventh inning as a defensive replacement. He
made a backhanded catch of a screaming liner and 
immediately whirled toward the bleachers, removed
his cap, and bowed. The fans loved it.48

Then came the bombshell. The Red Sox “aston-
ished the baseball world”49 at noon on Saturday, June
28, by abruptly sending Piersall to Birmingham of the
AA Southern Association just 12 hours after Boudreau
had announced that Jimmy had won back a starting
spot in right field. Piersall cried like a baby in the club-
house when he received the news. Talking to reporters
before boarding a flight to Birmingham, Jim blamed
coach Bill McKechnie of all people. “Here I am playing
good, hustling ball, and what do I get for it? McKech-
nie ships me out of town after Boudreau told me
Friday night I was starting Saturday’s game…I can’t
figure the reason. Don’t they want to win? Didn’t I

help get them up there?”50 Jimmy’s totals with the 
Red Sox for 56 games included a .267 batting average
(43-for-161), 16 RBIs, 28 runs, 8 doubles, 1 home run,
and 28 walks.

Boudreau told reporters, “I changed my mind about
him this morning after saying last night he would start
today’s game. I sent him down to straighten him out.
He’s got to hit better. I told him so. My decision was-
n’t made overnight. I know Piersall’s antics made him
popular with the fans and the baseball writers. But I
had to consider the other 25 or 30 men on my club.
We’re trying to win and Piersall was a disturbing in-
fluence.” Lou said that Jimmy told him, “Maybe I
deserve this, but I’ll be back.”51 Lou didn’t mention it,
but he had asked coach Bill McKechnie to talk to Jim
to no avail.52 GM Cronin reinforced his manager’s 
explanation. “I’ve never seen Lou so nervous. After he
sat shaking in my office for some time, he finally told
me Piersall had to go for the good of the club. Lou said
time and again he had begged Piersall to behave him-
self but that he just got worse every day.”53 Cronin
cited the fact that Jim had stood clowning at the plate
by mimicking the pitcher while taking three strikes in
the game against the Nationals.54

Despite these explanations, Gillooly asked, “Who’s
running the ball club? Not Boudreau, evidently. And
perhaps not even Joe Cronin, who earlier in the 
week had called Piersall ‘My Boy’ and praised the
‘bush league’ stuff Jimmy pulled to defeat…Satchel
Paige...It’s been bruited about for weeks now that a
quintet of Sox five-year men have been complaining
about Piersall’s pranks. Reliable reports have it that
they went to Boudreau and asked that he release the
kid…‘He lowers the dignity of the club’ was their 
complaint.”55

“Thunderous disapproval was registered by rabid
Red Sox fans” at Saturday’s game when they learned
that their favorite had been demoted. One fan ex-
pressed the feelings of many when he said, “I came
out to the game today just to see Piersall play. I read
in the papers that Boudreau said he was going to start
in right field. Now I find they shipped him out. What’s
the matter with that Boudreau anyway?” Another fan
said, “I think he’s the victim of the jealousy of some
other players. He’s a natural clown and was getting 
a lot of publicity which some of the older players 
resented.”56

Jim’s wife Mary and his father were bitter about
the demotion. Both felt he behaved as he did because
he thought management wanted him to do so. Mary
said, “When he had the battle with Billy Martin, they
seemed to approve of his type of bench jockeying.
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Jimmy thought that was what they wanted, a player
full of fire and with the desire to win.” His father
blamed Jim’s teammates. “I know they were giving
him the silent treatment. Ted Lepcio was the only one
who would talk to him. What kind of men do they call
themselves? It looks as though they couldn’t stand a
kid who was as good as some of them, full of deter-
mination and trying to set a fire under them. They 
can relax now. They don’t have to worry about losing
their jobs to a rookie who was playing better ball than
they were.”57

Boston American columnist Austen Lake sensed
that something was wrong with Piersall. “…the Red
Sox have produced some weird characters during the
last seven, neurotic years. But the latest and daffiest 
is Jim Piersall…Somewhere between spring’s dry 
stubble and summer’s green grass, Piersall became a
one-man psychopathic ward—either by plan or by 
nature. Both on and off the field his moods merged
into each other in a maniacal blur. He babbled half 
coherently, wept impulsively, stormed without provo-
cation, laughed convulsively, gyrated, quarreled and
jigged—sometimes separately, sometimes all at once.
So is this a studied ACT, self-designed to increase his
public appeal and thus fatten his future contract as a
box office attraction? Or did some of Jim’s cerebral riv-
ets work loose since last March when he was a docile,
industrious, church-going youth…? …When the Sox
opened their season Jim turned loud, belligerent, bur-
lesque and a cockle-burr under his team’s skin. …It
was funny for a while and the fans welcomed Jim as
a comic relief…Still what puzzles me from believing
that this was coldly calculated by Jim was his imme-
diate and frenzied flood of real tears when benched or
scolded. And his black funks when rebuffed! His
angers are violent and sudden…Also he had a chronic
persecution complex and complained loudly that he
was a target for clubhouse politics, dugout prejudices,
and managerial discrimination. Also, from being a
civil-tongued, courteous man, calmly polite as he was
in the South, he employed harsh obscenities, offensive
even to the rough-spoken company of ball men.”58

Another writer concerned about Piersall was Bill
Cunningham. He wrote in the July 4 Boston Herald:
“The Boudreau decision to bar himself to the press im-
mediately after ball games is said to stem from the fact
that ‘some of the writers’ were not too kind in their
reporting of the Piersall sacking. In other words, they
wrote sympathetically of the young man. Although not
involved, it seems to me that was the human way to
handle it. Something’s wrong with that kid. He needs
help, not abuse.”59

Piersall was no stranger to Birmingham, where he
compiled what he later called “one of the greatest
baseball seasons I’ve ever had.”60 He batted .346 in
121 games in 1951, helping lead the Barons to both the
Southern Association title and the Dixie Series crown
over the Texas League champions. He told his wife 
before leaving Boston that he was glad he was sent to
Birmingham because he had a lot of friends there.61

He made an immediate impact when he returned to
The Magic City. He went straight from the airport 
to the ballpark, suited up, played center field, and hit
a three-run homer. The ball cleared the 60-foot score-
board in left center field 381 feet from home plate.62

Two days later, Piersall, his voice quivering, told the
Birmingham diamond club, “From now on I’m going 
to do my best to control my behavior.”63 But he had 
already begun the antics that got him demoted. In the
Sunday doubleheader the previous day, he “pranced out
of the players’ tunnel, twirling a bat like a drum major’s
baton,…and laid down in the outfield when the rival
pitcher came to bat.”64 He went to bat left-handed on
one occasion. He hit a home run that earned him a $50
prize but also heckled the Memphis batters from the
outfield, where he continually whistled. Twice he left
the field to get water, once while he was a runner on
third and again when he was batting. He doffed his cap
every time he passed the Memphis dugout. As in
Boston, the hometown fans loved his antics while the
opposing players hated them.65 Eddie Glennon, the
Barons’ general manager, called Cronin the next morn-
ing and told Joe, “That boy certainly has changed since
we had him down here last year. Maybe I can stand it
if we are winning, but some of those freakish stunts of
his will become quite irritating when we are losing.”66

With the Barons in New Orleans on July 2, a story
broke in Boston that explained why Piersall had been
shipped out so suddenly. The words came from 
Ronnie Stephens, four-year-old son of Red Sox short-
stop Vern Stephens, and were spoken to a Boston
American reporter: “Jim Piersall held me over his head
and spanked me three times.” The boy continued, “I
socked him one and told him he was a naughty boy. 
I cried for 10 minutes.”67 The incident occurred during
the eighth inning of the game against the Nationals 
the previous Friday. When confronted by reporters
while in Philadelphia for a series with the Athletics,
Boudreau admitted that the spanking was the last
straw. Lou realized that Jimmy might have been 
fooling with the boy but hit him “a little too hard.”
Vern Stephens had not known about the incident until
the story broke. His reaction was, “It’s a good thing
they sent Piersall out of town away from me.”68
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When contacted in New Orleans, Piersall didn’t
deny that the incident happened but said he intended
no harm to the youngster. “I did go into the clubhouse
during the game, and Vern’s young boy, a cute kid,
was there. I started fooling with him and I guess I gave
him a little spank on the seat of his pants that was a
little too hard because he started to cry. I kidded with
him then and asked if he was all right. I have two chil-
dren of my own and wouldn’t for a minute stand for
anyone intentionally hurting them. I certainly didn’t
mean to hurt Stevie’s boy and told him so Friday night
and Saturday morning.” Vern admitted that Jim came
to him and asked him if Ronnie was okay but said that
he didn’t understand what Piersall was talking about.69

In acknowledging the incident, Boudreau told 
reporters, “I couldn’t announce why I was sending
Piersall down to Birmingham for obvious reasons, but
his action Friday night was the culmination of a series
of incidents that forced me to drop him from the 
club.” The next day, after reading Jim’s explanation,
Stephens changed his tune and said that he was sorry
for Jim, and that he realized the spanking was meant
in fun. “And I’m sorry that the news of the incident
was taken to Lou Boudreau.” When told what
Stephens said, Piersall replied, “Gee, that’s wonderful.
He is such a grand guy.”70

It also came to light that the person who “squealed”
on Piersall was clubhouse attendant Johnny Orlando,
who was present with Ronnie and his nine-year-old
brother. Vern Jr. also defended Jim. “He wasn’t hitting
him hard, though. Ronnie cried because Ronnie is 
tender. Piersall was just playing, I think.”71

Boudreau also clarified what bothered him about
Piersall’s behavior. “Jim is such a good outfielder that
he can handle the job despite his clowning. But it was

at the plate and off the field that burned me up. He’s
not good enough a batter yet to fool around at the
plate. Time and again, I told him that he has to bear
down at the plate. But he kept up the clowning.”72

Bob Dunbar of the Boston Herald called the spank-
ing incident “extremely unfortunate. Piersall may be a
lot of things, but he certainly isn’t a child-beater. As a
matter of fact, most of the youngsters around Fenway
Park love him. Jim used to get to the park…and play
ball for a couple of hours with boys like Tommy
Cronin, son of the Sox general manager.”73

Piersall gave some clues about his mental state
when he spoke by phone from New Orleans to Boston
Daily Record reporter Paul Whelton on July 3. Jim said,
“That business about a spanking really knocked me
for a loop. The thing was just a bit of fun in passing
and while I was swinging the little fellow in the air
and setting him down again in the clubhouse, I did
spank his fanny a couple of times—just like I do with
my own kids—but only in fooling. He did start to cry
and maybe I did hit him too hard, but I thought he
probably was more frightened at being swung into the
air. Boy, you don’t think people up there really believe
I’d hurt a child, do you?” Told that the consensus 
in Boston was that it “was just one of those things,”
Piersall said, “Good!” He then revealed his plan to
send Ronnie a telegram to tell him he regretted what
happened. He even told the reporter what he would say
and asked how it sounded. “You don’t figure anybody’ll
twist that to make it sound like more popoff?” Assured
that “nobody of sound mind” would, Jim said, “That’s
swell. It relieves my mind.” Then Whelton asked,
“When do you figure you’ll be back with the Boston
club, Jim?”

“I’m not even going to guess. I’m just playing ball.
I guess I’m gonna be a settling down guy—if it takes
all summer. But I’ll be back. I’ll be up there.”

“There’s a light still burning in the window.”
“Brother, I hope so. Don’t let anybody blow it out.”
“You’re the only one can do that.”
After a moment of silence, Jim replied, “I get you.

I know what you mean.”
He thanked Whelton for the talk, then said he had

to go “send that wire.”74

We can’t know whether the revelation of the
spanking exacerbated Piersall’s emotional problems.
But we do know that he went beyond anything he 
had done before in the five-game series against the 
Pelicans in New Orleans July 2–5. In the first game,
Piersall, playing center field, “never once stopped his
monkey shining or his jabbering. He rode [Pelicans
pitcher Ramon] Salgado, flaunted the authority of the
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Piersall’s antics accel-
erated when he was
sent to Birmingham.
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umpires and indulged in all sorts of unorthodox
clowning.”75 He also rushed in from his position hold-
ing his hands up for “time” and went to the bench
without explanation. It turned out that he needed 
to rearrange the bandage on a foot blister. Southern
Association president Charlie Hurth, in attendance,
was not pleased.

During the series, Piersall also did the following:

• Never sat on the bench when his team was at bat
but instead stood just outside the dugout with
his back to the field, waving a towel to the crowd

• While a runner on first base, walked to home
plate to whisper something to the batter and,
on another occasion, left the batter’s box to
speak to the runner on third

• Tried to squint down at the catcher’s signals
during an at-bat, walking out of the box before
one pitch with two fingers down to show what
the catcher had called

• Used the glove of Pelicans’ outfielder Frank
Thomas after the latter made a spectacular catch
to end the half inning (Players left their gloves
on the field between innings in those days.)

• Rode Pels pitcher Ed Wolfe throughout every one
of his plate appearances against him and con-
tinued to heckle Wolfe each of the three times
he reached first base via a walk. On one of those
occasions, Jim walked from first base to the
mound to accuse Wolfe of throwing at him.

Matters got out of hand in the final game of the 
series when Jim’s actions caused his own pitcher, 
John McCall, to lose his cool. In the top of the sixth, a
big rhubarb broke out when home plate umpire
George Popp ruled a ball foul. Birmingham manager
Red Mathis was ejected, and several players berated
the ump. Piersall took no part in the fuss but instead
mimicked the umpires, his manager, and some of 
the players. “He grabbed up a bat and knelt at the
plate; then raced hither and thither, laughing good-
naturedly…”76

When Popp ordered play to resume, Jim “loitered
about the infield, paying no attention to the remon-
strations of his teammates to go out to his position.
McCall, who was anxious to get the game going, threw
a ball in Piersall’s direction and far into center field. He
doubtless figured that would make the playboy go 

to the outfield. Umpire Popp ordered him to go and
Piersall slowly walked out. He kicked the ball as if 
in soccer, ran after it, picked it up and threw it to 
the scoreboard boy. The boy, who was at the top of 
the high board, tossed it back; Piersall returned it.”
That was too much for Popp, who ejected Piersall from
the game. As Jim ran past the pitcher’s mound, McCall
gave him a tongue-lashing.77

Shortly afterward, Piersall, still in uniform, appeared
in the grandstand among a group of about 500 New
Orleans Recreation Department boys. With many fans
watching him instead of the game, he led them in a
chant, “We want Piersall.” Then Jim disappeared into
the dressing room. Returning in street clothes, he
joined league president Hurth in his box seat and had
the audacity to heckle Popp as well as Pelicans man-
ager Danny Murtaugh while sitting next to the man
who had the authority to fine and/or suspend him.78

Veteran Times-Picayune sportswriters Harry Martinez
and Bill Keefe had mixed opinions about Piersall. On the
one hand, wrote Martinez, “baseball needs more players
like Jim Piersall…to put more life into the game.…Call
him a ‘screwball,’ ‘showboat’ or what you will, he has
color, and any individual who can give the fans so
many laughs is valuable to a ball club. After all, the
fans go out to the parks to be entertained.…Piersall is
a ‘take charge’ guy. Whether he is at bat, on base, or in
center field, you can’t help keeping your eyes glued to
him.…Piersall can afford to clown a bit because he is a
good ballplayer. His only fault is, he overdoes his act.”79

Keefe had similar sentiments. “The boy may not be
a big-league ball player and may be a big-league screw
ball. Don’t, however, sell him short as a ball player
and don’t think too harshly of him because he gets a
lot of fun out of baseball. He has more points to ad-
mire than to condemn…He loves to play and he puts
out 100 percent effort on every try.…When he keeps
within bounds he’s refreshing, original and entertain-
ing. You can’t help but like him…” However, “Unless
he curtails some of his activities, he isn’t going to get
along with any manager or with any teammates.”80

After the incident with pitcher McCall, Keefe
changed his tune. “Up until about 5 o’clock Saturday
evening I shared with the baseball writers of Boston
the opinion that Lou Boudreau…and his players had
taken an unfriendly, unjust and narrow-minded stand
against Jim Piersall...Came late Saturday afternoon
and I was compelled to admit to myself that the Red
Sox had not rebelled against Piersall because they were
envious of the attention he attracted, and Boudreau
had not demanded his removal because Boudreau dis-
liked seeing the boy monopolize the limelight. It
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became apparent to me that Boudreau and the Red Sox
wanted to rid themselves of Piersall because they 
realized he was hurting the play of the team, just as
the Birmingham players in the Southern Association
are beginning to learn that Piersall is a thorn in the
side of any team of ambitious ball players.”81

Yet Piersall still had his defenders in the American
League. At least two managers in Philadelphia for 
the All-Star game, the Athletics’ Jimmy Dykes and
Cleveland’s Al Lopez, praised Jim. “Crazy or not,”
commented Dykes, “I’d take Piersall any day. He’s a
heck of a ball player...”82 Browns manager Marty 
Marion praised Piersall during a series in Boston right
after the break. “Baseball needs colorful, aggressive
players of the Jim Piersall type. I don’t mean I approve
of all the things Piersall did. He went too far at times.
But if he could be tamed to the extent where he would-
n’t upset his own club and still show the life and fight
he did when with the Sox, he could be a great asset.”83

When the Southern Association reached its All-Star
Game break, Jim returned to Boston to bring his wife
and children to Birmingham. However, he told the
Boston press, “I’ve changed my mind. It’s too hot to
move so I’m going back alone.” He also reiterated his
determination to return to the Red Sox. “I’ve got a mil-
lion dollars’ worth of ability and I’m going to prove it
to Lou Boudreau and Joe Cronin. Maybe they think
I’m a screwball but I’m going to prove to them that I
can play the kind of ball that wins pennants. …It
seems that when a fellow gets a reputation, everybody
wants to get in on the act. Last Sunday everyone crit-
icized me spitting on an umpire. Heck, I didn’t spit on
any umpire. I was just talking to him...”84 Piersall also
called Cronin to ask to be restored to the Sox roster.
According to Jimmy, Cronin was willing but Boudreau
was not. “I promised to clam up and stick strictly to
baseball, but it didn’t get anywhere except Joe said,
‘Go back to Birmingham and behave. Maybe some-
thing will happen later.’” Jimmy stopped by Fenway
Park and picked up “a bale of mail” that had been sent
by fans. “Most of the fans tell me to behave myself and
I’ll be back in Boston. I think they’re right.”85

Meanwhile, Keefe took an informal poll of owners
and managers of Southern Association teams who
were in New Orleans for that circuit’s All-Star game.
“None wants to be quoted on Piersall’s threat to base-
ball—naturally. No man likes to be the cause of losing
a man his job—especially when it’s a married man
with a couple of kids. But most of the men have spo-
ken to Birmingham ball players and they all agree that
the Barons themselves are the sufferers. They merely
point out that no player wants to room with Piersall.

A few of them scoff at the story that Piersall uses no
offensive language. They offer to prove that the young
man has been very offensive in his cussing in hotel
lobbies, as well as on the ball field.”86

When play resumed in the Association, so did 
Piersall’s antics. The Pelicans played a series in Birm-
ingham a week after the bizarre set in the Crescent
City. A Life magazine photographer was present on
July 12 when Piersall razzed Pels pitcher Salgado just
as he had in the previous series. Upset by what Jim
was doing, New Orleans outfielder Frank Thomas
went after Jimmy. Players from both teams crowded
around the pair, and no blows were thrown.87

Up in Boston, Piersall received support from a sur-
prising source—Dave Egan of the Boston American,
famous for his long-running criticism of Ted Williams
and the Red Sox front office.88 “…men who have led
the Red Sox to defeat after defeat over a period of
many years actively resented young Jimmy Piersall
from the moment…he first set fiery foot in the Sarasota
training-camp.…He disturbed them…because he said
too much. He jogged them out of their comfortable
ruts.…He challenged them to work as feverishly as he
worked. He demanded that they be pugnacious ball-
players, not weary businessmen.…And he got what
the old guard, in so many lines of endeavor, too often
gives the young. He got the works, with a capital W.”89

Egan added a twist to the spanking story. “On a
sunny April day in Sarasota more than a year ago,
[Piersall] felt impelled to stiffen Johnny Orlando, the
clubhouse custodian who is a member in good stand-
ing of the old guard. He was stepping to the plate in
batting practice, with one of Dom DiMaggio’s bats in
his hands, when Orlando roughly intruded himself and
attempted to wrest the bat from him…It was none of
Orlando’s business in the first place, and Piersall had
been given permission by DiMaggio to use the bat in
the second, and Orlando had laid rough hands on him
in the third, but to men who want no cloud in their
sky, … this was as good an excuse as the next to brand
him an undisciplined trouble-maker.…I am saying that
what the embittered old guard of the Red Sox wanted
to happen did happen, when Jimmy Piersall was sen-
tenced to an indeterminate term in Birmingham, and
this is my accusation: that men who have become fat
and rich at the expense of Tom Yawkey and the base-
ball fans of New England did nothing to help, and
everything to hurt, the most magnificent prospect that
baseball has known in a generation.…Now there are
dozens of stories about the boy: how he taunted the
placid Vic Wertz of the Tigers into such an unwonted
fury that Wertz invited him under the grandstand; how
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he told Cleveland newspapermen that only George Kell
excelled him on the Red Sox squad…how he imitated
the curious lope of Dom DiMaggio…and how the same
Johnny Orlando who had been set on the seat of 
his trousers in Sarasota 15 months earlier galloped 
to Boudreau with the fantastic story about Vern
Stephens’ child…Piersall, in other words, has been the
victim of a palace plot.”90

Anton Demers wrote a column that appeared in the
Boston American the next day under the large headline,
“Lipon Over Piersall?—No!” He wrote: “The old boys
are just about washed up and if Boudreau intends to
make a pass at the pennant he might as well go all 
the way with the youth movement. …The Sox have
done very well with their Lepcios, Whites, Gernerts,
Brodowskis & Co. They did better than well when Pier-
sall was with the club, sloughed off when he was
disciplined.” And, “Do these Red Sox want to win?
This telephone has been ringing all morning with the
same fan query: ‘Have the Sox recalled Piersall yet?’ It
seems they better had.”91

On July 14, Jim had another run-in with an um-
pire, this one during a Monday night home game that
drew 10,200. Piersall argued that he caught a triple and
was tossed for the third time since he joined the
Barons. Jim admitted later that he did not catch 
the ball on the fly.92

As if this soap opera needed more subplots, this
item appeared in the July 15 Boston Traveler: “Jim
Piersall may come back to Boston in a Celtics’ basket-
ball uniform before he returns to the Red Sox. Boston’s
club in the National Basketball Association put Piersall
on its negotiations list today. The Celtics now will 

attempt to sign him to play this winter.”93 However,
GM Cronin immediately announced that the Red Sox
would not give him permission to play even if he was
interested in doing so.94

Piersall’s antics literally reached new heights July
16 in a home game with Atlanta. He squirted home
plate with a water pistol to greet teammate Milt Bolling
as he arrived following a homer. Shortly afterward,
Jimmy argued loudly over a strike three call, causing
his dismissal from a fourth contest. Jim then went to
the Rickwood Field grandstand roof and continued to
heckle the umpire.95

That was the last straw for President Hurth, who
suspended Jim for three games and fined him $50.
That was also the last straw for Joe Cronin, who sum-
moned his troubled outfielder to Boston. The Associated
Press article added, “There were unconfirmed reports
that the…outfielder would not return to the Barons.”96

That possibility was substantiated the next day when
it was learned that Jim had flown on a one-way ticket
and that all his clothing and equipment followed him
to Boston.97

A headline on the front page of the evening Boston
Traveler on Friday, July 18, the day after Jim’s return,
blared, “Piersall May Return To Lineup.” Reporters met
with an “extremely nervous” Piersall at his home that
morning as he waited to meet with Cronin. Concern-
ing the possibility of his playing that night against
Cleveland, Jim said, “The suspension stands in the big
leagues as well as in the Southern Association, but I
hope the Red Sox can do something about it and get it
cut to one day.” He revealed that, at the insistence of
Red Sox officials, he had visited “a nerve doctor” in
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Piersall makes a spectacular catch
in Yankee Stadium while playing
for Cleveland in 1961. The other
outfielder is Willie Kirkland.
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Birmingham. According to Piersall, the doctor believed
his nervous condition had been brought on by the 
uncertainty about whether he’d be playing in Birm-
ingham or Boston. “He gave me some pills and told
me, ‘I don’t think you need these, and you can do
what you want with them, but they may relax you and
slow you down a little.’ But I didn’t want to slow down
any, and I threw them down the drain.” Jim admitted
he didn’t like playing in Birmingham because of the
heat but bragged that attendance tripled in his time
with the club. He also gave his paranoid opinion of the
Southern Association arbiters. “The umpires are out
to get me down there. ...They’re strictly bush all the
way.” He excused his outlandish behavior this way:
“My jumping around out there put the fans on
me…and it takes the pressure off the rest of the boys.”
He boasted that he had not made an error during his
three weeks with Birmingham. He also revealed that
he had collected more than $600 worth of clothing
from merchants who offered prizes for extra base hits
and hitting certain signs in the park. Ever the optimist,
Piersall said, “I’ve learned my lesson, and I’m ready to
play up here.”98 He then went to a radio station for a
live interview and took so many phone calls from fans
that the show was extended 15 minutes.99

The meeting with Cronin turned out to be an auto-
mobile ride during which Joe gave his young farmhand
“a fatherly talk.” All the GM would say afterward was,
“Right now, he’s still on the Birmingham roster. In
three or four days, I may tell you something different.”
That statement set off speculation that Piersall could
be sent to another Red Sox farm club or that Joe would
intercede with Boudreau to get Jim back in a Red 
Sox uniform.100,101

None of that came to pass. After meeting with Jim
Saturday morning and talking to owner Tom Yawkey,
Cronin made a stunning announcement. “After con-
sultation and with advice of doctors, Jim Piersall is
going to take a rest. The ball club, of course, is inter-
ested primarily in Jim Piersall—not where he is going
to play or how or what position.” Pressed for further
comment, Cronin said, “I think it would be for the best
interests of Jim Piersall if all of us left him completely
alone for the time that he’ll be absent from baseball.”
The Birmingham Barons placed Piersall on the dis-
abled list.102

Jim acted as if a great weight had been removed
from his shoulders. When he returned with his wife
from the second meeting, “he was bubbling over with
good spirits, singing in an off-key baritone…” accord-
ing to a front-page story in the Boston American. He
refused to add anything to what Cronin had said.103

After being examined at a private facility in George-
town, Massachusetts, Piersall was admitted to Danvers
(MA) State Hospital on July 22 for a 10-day observa-
tion period. The transfer was made with the consent of
Jim’s wife after her husband became “overactive and
very difficult to manage.” “He’s a pretty sick boy right
now,” said Dr. Clarence Bonner, superintendent of the
hospital. Jim’s condition was diagnosed as “nervous
exhaustion.”104 The following day, he was transferred
to Westborough State Hospital to be nearer his home
in Newton.105

Jimmy wrote this about his 1952 season on the 
first page of Fear Strikes Out: “I don’t remember any 
of it. From the moment I walked into the lobby of the
Sarasota-Terrace Hotel in Sarasota, Florida, to report to
the Red Sox special training camp on the morning of
January 15, 1952, until the moment I came to my senses
in the violent room of the Westborough State Hospital
in Massachusetts the following August, my mind is 
almost an absolute blank. I do have a clear recollection
of the birth of my second daughter, Doreen, in March,
but outside of that, there are only a few hazy impres-
sions.… Shock treatments, faith, a wonderful wife, a
fine doctor and loyal friends pulled me out of it.”106

Billy Martin had said in July that he had “no 
regrets” about fighting Piersall because “he had it com-
ing.”107 But when the Yankees infielder learned of Jim’s
illness, he felt ashamed. “I didn’t know he was sick like
that. Maybe we deserve each other. Sometimes I think
I’m ready for the guys with the white coats myself.”108

Jim disappeared from the newspapers for the entire
month of August. Finally, an item appeared stating
that Piersall, who “suffered a nervous breakdown,” re-
turned to his Newton home on September 9. Although
still in the “convalescing stage,” he was reported by
the Red Sox front office “to be getting along very
well.”109 Lou Boudreau expressed delight that Jim had
improved enough to leave Westbrook hospital. “If Jim
is well, I’m sure he’ll be one of our regular outfielders
next season.…He’s a brilliant prospect.”110

In November, Piersall took his family to Sarasota
for the winter to prepare for spring training 1953.111 In
addition to paying all his medical bills, the Red Sox
took care of his family’s expenses in Florida.112

As the Red Sox started spring training for the 1953
season, Boudreau announced that Piersall was his
right fielder “if he is in as good shape physically and
mentally as reported.”113

Jim rewarded his manager’s faith in him by batting
.272 in 151 games that season. Modern defensive statis-
tics rank him first among American League right fielders
in 1953 in Total Zone Runs and Range Factor/Game.114 �
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ABSTRACT
In this article the home run hit by Andrés Galarraga 
at the Florida Marlins’ home stadium in 1997 is ana-
lyzed. Assigned initially at 529, feet it was considered
one of the longest in major league baseball history, but
the distance estimate was later lowered to 468 feet. 
A mathematical model is developed to determine the
trajectory of the ball using known principles of
physics. The reliability of the model is demonstrated
by comparisons with actual trajectory data measured
by Statcast. The authors combine physics, descriptive
geometry, detailed video analysis, and remote sensing
data to examine Galarraga’s home run. A breakthrough
emerged from utilizing a high-resolution (LIDAR tech-
nology) map of Pro Player Stadium allowing the
determination of accurate horizontal and vertical 
coordinates of the ball’s impact point on the seats of
the stadium. To account for uncertainties, eighteen
cases were considered by varying the initial conditions
based on historical ranges of MLB home runs, wind
speed, and direction. Using orthogonal and conical
projections, the most reliable solutions were selected
by comparing the maximum height of the ball for each
case to the actual height reached by the ball as shown
on the video frame. The results show that Galarraga’s
home run reached a distance between 517.5 and 529.4
feet, with 524 feet the most probable value. Therefore
it is one of the few home runs prior to the Statcast era
to be proven to have exceeded the 500-foot distance.

1. INTRODUCTION
On May 31, 1997, Andres Galarraga (“The Big Cat”) of
the Colorado Rockies stepped up to the plate at Pro
Player Stadium, in Miami, Florida, to confront Florida
Marlins pitcher Kevin Brown in the fourth inning 
with the bases loaded. Galarraga connected on a 2–2
hanging slider to hit a mammoth grand slam to left-
center field, into the twentieth row of the upper 
deck. Its distance was initially estimated at 573 feet
and then changed to 529 feet (See Figure 1, from the
Rocky Mountain News1). Galarraga’s home run was
considered one of the longest homers in the history 
of major league baseball and one of the few to have 
exceeded 500 feet in distance.2

However, Greg Rybarczyk—founder of Home Run
Tracker—studied some of the longest home runs in
MLB and found that many of their distances had been
overestimated.3 In particular, he reduced the distance
of Galarraga’s homer to 468 feet, excluding Galarraga
from the elite 500-foot-plus group. The objective of this
research is to resolve this conflict and answer these
questions: What was the true distance of Galarraga’s
homer? Is this homer one of the few that has exceeded
the distance of 500 feet? 

2. MATHEMATICAL MODEL TO ANALYZE THE TRAJECTORY OF 
THE BATTED BALL

2.1 Dynamics equations
Newton’s second law states that the sum of the gravi-
tational (�Fg), drag (�Fd) and Magnus (�Fm) force vectors

Analysis of Andres Galarraga’s 
Home Run of May 31, 1997

José L. López, PhD,  Oscar A. López, PhD, Elizabeth Raven, and Adrián López

Figure 1. The Rocky Mountain
News reports a 529-foot distance
a day after Galarraga’s homer on
June 1, 1997, in Denver, Colorado.
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where the dot . means the scalar product of vectors   �V
and �� . In the fixed global coordinate system (x, y, z),
these vectors are given in terms of its scalar compo-
nents and the unit vectors

^
i,
^
j ,
^
k along the coordinates

x, y, z, respectively: 

In the local coordinate system, the rotational 
velocity vector �� can be written in terms of the time-
varying orthonormal vectors êb, ̂es, ̂eg and the spin rates
�b, �s, �g which are defined as the back, side and gyro
spin components of the rotational speed, respectively: 

Note that �b could be positive or negative if it 
produces upward movement (backspin) or downward
movement (topspin), respectively.

In matrix form, the global rotational speed compo-
nents (�G) are related to the local ones (�L) by 
the transformation matrix A which is an orthogonal
matrix. They are written in compact form (Eq. 11) and
expanded form (Eq. 12) as follows: 

where Vxy =( Vx2 + Vy2)
1/2
. The inverse relation is

given by Eq. (13) where At is the transpose of A:

Given the initial values of the rotational compo-
nents �b, �s, �g of the batted ball, the initial rotational
components �x, �y, �z in the global coordinates are 
calculated from Eq. (12). Neglecting the spin decay,
angular momentum is conserved during the ball’s
flight, and therefore the rotational velocity vector ��
remains unchanged in the inertial (x, y, z) reference
frame. However, due to the change in the direction 
of the velocity vector �V the local rotational frame is 
not an inertial frame and the rotational components
�b, �s, �g may change; they are calculated from Eq. (13)
at each time step. If the spin decay (�) is incorporated
in the ball’s flight, each rotational component �b, �s,
�g and �x, �y, �z is multiplied by �

t. The set of three
non-linear differential equations (Eq. 1) are solved by 
finite differences considering small time increments.

is equal to m�a, for a batted ball of mass m that has 
acceleration �a: 

where the Coriolis force due to earth’s rotation 
has been neglected. The gravity force is given by 
�Fg � �m.g^k where ^k is a unit vector along the global
fixed axis z in the inertial reference frame (x, y, z).
The drag force is given by:

where � is the air density, Cd is the drag coefficient, A
is the cross-sectional area of the ball, �V is the relative
velocity vector given by the difference between the
ball’s and wind’s velocity vectors with respect to
ground, V is the speed or modulus of �V and Cd is the
drag coefficient.4 In Equation (2b) the speed V is given
in miles per hour (mph).

2.2 The Magnus force and the rotational velocity components 
The Magnus force is given by: 

where �̂ and
^
V are the unit vectors of the rotational 

velocity vector �� and the translational velocity vector
�V, respectively, and Cm is the Magnus coefficient that 
depends on the spin factor S. The following expres-
sion of Cm has been proposed by Sawicki et al. in 2013 
and cited in Nathan for its good fit to experimental
measurements:5 

The spin factor is given by S � 0.00853  �	v where � �
is the rotational speed in rpm and V is in mph. The
decay of the rotational speed � can be incorporated by
multiplying the spin factor S by �t where � is the 
spin decay factor and t is the time in seconds. For 
example, a value of �=0.98 means that the rotational
speed decays 2% each second. 

The modulus Fm of the Magnus force in Eq. (3) is
given by Eq. (5) where � is the angle between the ��
and �V vectors:
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2.3 Validation of the Model
The model has to be validated before applying it to an-
alyze the home run of Galarraga. Validation is done in
two steps. First, neglecting air resistance and Magnus
effect, the results of the model are compared to the 
analytical solution obtained from the classic theory of
projectile motion. For a batted ball, given an initial
height h0 = 3.28 ft, an exit speed V0 = 110 mph and
a launch angle �= 35º, the analytical solution gives
the following results for the maximum height (H) and
range (D) of the ball: H = 136.31 ft at t = 2.875 s and
D = 764.6 ft at t = 5.786 s. Results for the simulation
model using a time step of 0.001 s leads to values of  
H = 136.35 ft at t = 2.875 and D = 764.7 ft at 5.786 s.
The very small differences in height and range are 
attributable to numerical discretization errors. 

Next the model is validated by comparison with ac-
tual trajectory data measured by the Statcast system
on a fly ball hit by Kris Bryant in a 2016 NLCS game,
reported by Alan Nathan.6 The game took place at
Dodger Stadium on October 20, 2016. According to
Nathan, Statcast data show that the ball left the bat
with an exit speed of V0 = 107.1 mph, a vertical
launch angle of �= 20.8º and an initial spray angle of
� i = 2.4º to the left of dead center field. The ball
landed 382.6 feet from home plate at a final spray
angle of ��f = 4.4º to the right of dead center field
with a hang time of t = 3.9 s. The complete trajectory
of the ball in vertical and horizontal planes is depicted
graphically in Nathan’s paper; the horizontal plane
(top view) of the ball shows a curvilinear trajectory,
indicating that the batted ball had a strong component
of side spin (there is no wind) in addition to the 
back spin typical of long fly balls. These Statcast data 
provide us a unique opportunity to test the validity of
the simulation model subjected to three-dimensional
motion. The elevation of Dodger Stadium is reported
to be 515 feet above sea level. According to the box
score the game started at 5:09 PM and Bryant’s fly ball
occurred at the top of the fifth inning. We estimated
the time to be approximately 6:40 PM. At that moment
Weather Underground at the nearest station indicated
an air temperature of 80.96º F, a barometric pressure
of 1010.9 hPa and a dew point of 28.04º F with no
wind. Using these data the calculated air density was
0.073 lb/ft3.

To run the model, additional information is required
regarding the exit spin rate of the ball, but this is not
presented in Nathan’s paper (spin data of batted balls
are not published by Statcast). Observation of the
video shows that Bryant’s bat is tilted down at ap-
proximately 45 degrees at the moment of the impact so

we assume that the ball leaves the bat with similar
amount of backspin and sidespin. Thus the problem is
formulated in the following way: given the known ini-
tial conditions V0, � and �i the goal of the simulation
is to adjust the values of the initial spin rates �b and
�s in order to replicate as accurately as possible the
ball’s trajectory measured by Statcast. To be able to
compare the results of the model to the measured data
we adopt the same system of coordinates as the one
shown in Nathan’s paper. So the coordinate system
has its origin in the back of home plate, where the 
x-axis points to the catcher’s right, the y-axis points to
the second base and the z-axis points in the vertical
direction. According to this system the initial position
of the batted ball is estimated from Nathan’s charts as
xo = 0, yo = 2 ft and zo = 3 ft. The numerical solu-
tion was calculated with a time interval of 0.001
seconds. After some iterations with different spin rates,
the best results were obtained with �b = 830 rpm and
�s = 820 rpm. A small spin decay (�=0.98) was used.

The results of the model are compared to the meas-
ured data in Figure 2. The scales have been distorted
in the figures to allow small differences to be appreci-
ated. The Distance in Figure 2 (right) is the horizontal
distance from the origin of coordinates. The measured
data from Statcast are obtained by digitizing the ball’s
trajectory from Nathan’s figures. The side and top views
in Figure 2 show a good correspondence. The model
yields a horizontal distance of 382.6 ft at t=4.0 s 
and a final spray angle of �f = 4.4º, as compared to
382.6 ft at t=3.9 s and �f = 4.4º of Statcast. It is 
concluded that the model reproduces satisfactorily the
measured data.

The numerical simulation allows examining in
more detail the behavior of the spin rates during 
the flight. Time variations of � and its components �b,
�s, and �g are shown in Figure 3. 

A gradual reduction in �b and �s is compensated
by a gradual increase in �g during the first two seconds
of the ball’s flight, meaning that part of the back and
side spins are being converted into gyro spin. A more
pronounced decline in �s starts developing after the ball
reaches its peak at t = 1.87 s. Surprisingly, the gyro
spin component of the rotational speed is greater than
the back and side spin components at the end of the
flight. The velocity vector is no longer perpendicular to
the rotational velocity vector and the angle between
them (Ec. 6) evolves from an initial value of 90º to a
value of 44.2º at the end of the trajectory at t = 3.96 s.
Table 1 shows the initial and final values of the differ-
ent components of the spin rates. The slight reduction in
�is due to the spin decay factor used in the simulation.
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3. Analysis of Galarraga’s Home Run 
There are two categories of unknowns that must be
first determined in order to calculate the total distance
traveled by the home run. The first category refers to
the flight time (tv), the coordinates (d, h) of the point
where the ball landed on the stadium and the weather
conditions (air density and wind speed and direction).
The second category of unknowns refers to the initial
conditions at the moment that the bat hits the 
ball. These are the initial translational speed (V0), the
vertical launch angle (�), the horizontal spray angle
(�) and the rotational speed components (back
spin��b and side spin �s, assuming an initial gyro spin
�g=0); these variables were not measured in 1997 
but must be estimated in some way in order to solve
the problem. The unknowns in this second category
have a higher level of uncertainty than those of the
first category.

3.1 Flight time and impact point 
A frame-by-frame analysis of FOX video (MLB, 2016)
was performed with a professional video editing pro-
gram (Adobe Premiere). The flight time is the time from
the moment the ball is batted to the moment when the
ball hits the stadium. The internal chronometer of the
editing program indicates a time flight of 4.67 seconds,
which differs from the 4.97 seconds given by ESPN’s
Home Run Tracker (2016).3 Given this discrepancy, two
independent chronometers were inserted into the 
program; both yielded 4.67 seconds, therefore this
time was adopted as the flight time. The ball’s point of
impact was located in the middle of row 20 on the
third sector of the upper deck (from the LF line) which
has 30 rows (Figure 4, left).

The coordinates of the ball’s impact point and of
home plate were determined using LIDAR technology
(Laser Imaging Detection and Ranging) which gives a
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Initial Values Final Values
Speed Rates (rpm) � (º) Speed Rates (rpm) � (º)

� �b �s �g � �b �s �g

1167 830 820 0 90 1077 685 306 773 44
Table 1. Initial and final values of the spin rates during Kris Bryant´s fly ball. � is the angle between vectors �V and ��.

Figure 2. Model and Statcast (Nathan, 2017) trajectories of the Kris Bryant’s fly ball, shown in horizontal (left) and vertical (right) planes.

Figure 3.Time variation of the calculated values of the spin rates (left) and of the angle between vectors �V and �� (right), 
during the ball’s flight.



high-resolution 3D map of the Pro Player Stadium. For
that purpose, a point cloud image of the stadium was
downloaded from the US Geological Survey website
and processed with Global Mapper software.7 The 
impact point was placed according to the location pro-
vided by the video frame (Figure 4, left). Home plate
was located using the distances measured by physicist
Brian Raue from the plate to the LF and RF fences,
which were 327.5 feet and 347.25 feet, respectively, as
shown in Figure 4, right.8 A horizontal distance (d) of
413.1 feet from the back of home plate and a height (h)
of 97.5 feet above field level were obtained (Figure 4,
right). The line connecting the plate to the point of 
impact forms an angle of 14.4° to the LF line.

3.2 Weather conditions
The game’s box score indicated a temperature of 87º
F on May 31, 1997, a cloudy sky without precipitation,
and a game start time of 1:17 PM with a duration 
of 3:32.9 Climatic conditions included average relative
humidity of 72% with a maximum of 97% and sea-
level pressure of 1013 hPa.10 The altitude is 1 m. An air
density of 1.148 kg/m3 was calculated. The box score
indicated winds of 6 mph out to center field at the 
beginning of the game. However, an analysis of the
box score suggests that the home run could have taken
place sometime between 2:40 PM and 3:00 PM. At 2:40 PM
the closest weather station (KOPF, about 4 miles from
the stadium) indicates recorded winds of 11 mph at an
angle of about 11° out to the left of the LF line and
around 3:00 PM recorded winds of 13 mph from right to
left which coincide with the values used by ESPN.11

Given the uncertainties regarding the wind, these three
values were used in the calculations.

3.3 Initial conditions
It can be seen in the video that the bat made contact
with the ball at approximately 3 feet (vertical distance)
above field level. We also assume that the ball was 
hit at 2 feet (horizontal distance) from the back of the
plate, thus setting the initial position of the batted ball.
Since the other initial conditions for the ball (V0, � ,
�b, and �s) are unknown, they must be assumed. 
Although there are many possible solutions to the
problem, it is not necessary to adopt totally arbitrary
values since in the last two years Statcast has meas-
ured the initial speed (V0) and vertical launch angle
(�) of home runs hit in MLB. This information is used
in this work to define ranges of possible values for
these variables. An analysis of MLB’s data indicates
that the 50 longest home runs connected in 2015 and
2016 had an initial speed between 101 and 119 mph
and a launch angle between 18° and 45°.12 Therefore,
these ranges of values for V0 and � are adopted for the
calculations. The adopted range of horizontal exit
spray angle (�) is 5º to 20º measured from the LF line
(Figure 4, right); the actual value depends on the wind 
direction and the amount of side spin.

Rotational speeds (not reported by Statcast) have
been obtained indirectly by Nathan.13 For a set of 
281 homers the values found were between 650 rpm
and 3500 rpm. Homers that reached greater distances
(D>450 ft) had values above 1100 rpm. Therefore the
range of � values considered in the calculation was
1000 rpm to 3500 rpm. Since the ball was pulled to left
field, it is assumed that there is a sidespin rotational
component that causes the ball to break toward the 
LF foul pole based on Statcast data.14 The rotational
component of backspin, sidespin and gyrospin speeds
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Figure 4. (Left) Video frame showing the ball´s impact point on row 20 at a time of 4.67 seconds. The frame has been modified
to highlight the rows that were covered by a blanket. (Right) Image from LIDAR point clouds showing the distances from the
home plate to the impact point and to the LF and RF fences.



are assumed to be 0.94 �, 0.34 � and 0.00 �, respec-
tively being � the exit rotational speed, considering
that at the moment of impact the bat was tilted 
downward at an angle of about 20º to the horizontal
plane. The influence of other possible values for the
rotational components will be discussed in the next
section. A small value of spin decay was assumed
(�=0.98), which means that the rotational speed 
decays 2% each second.

3.4. Solutions
The problem to solve is to find a trajectory such that
at 4.67 seconds the ball is at the observed point of im-
pact in the stadium. This point is defined by the height
h=97.5 ft above field level and the horizontal distance
d=413.1 ft from the home plate (Figure 4, right). For
each set of initial conditions, the trajectory of the ball
is obtained solving the set of non linear differential
equations (Eq. 1) by finite differences using a time 
increment of 0.005 s. The problem is not expected to
have a unique solution. 

Given the uncertainties regarding the wind speed
and direction, three wind hypotheses were considered
as mentioned earlier: 

1) 6 mph out to center field (as
recorded in the box score)

2) 11 mph at 11° out to the 
left of the LF line (KOPF,
2:40PM), and

3) 13 mph from right to left
(KOPF, 3:00PM).

For each wind hypothesis the
rotational speed (�) was varied in
increments of 500 rpm between
1000 and 3500 rpm thus generat-
ing a total of 18 cases (Table 2).
Other initial conditions were var-
ied within the selected ranges 
to find trajectories for which the 
calculated point of impact of the
ball in the stadium matched the 
observed point at 4.67 seconds.

Table 2 shows the results for
the 18 cases analyzed; there are 6
cases for each wind hypothesis.
The initial conditions (�, V0, � ,
�), the maximum height (H)
reached by the ball and its time of
occurrence (tmax) and the total dis-
tance (D) measured from the point

where the bat strikes the ball, are shown. The shaded
rows in Table 2 indicate the seven most reliable solu-
tions that are indentified in the next section. The
relative error of the impact point predicted by the
model is less than 0.25 per thousand for all cases. It
should be pointed out in Table 2 that the total distance
traveled (D) turned out to be above 500 ft for all cases. 

It should be noted that the solution depends on the
magnitude and the sign of the sidespin adopted. An-
other set of 18 cases were also generated changing the
sign of the sidespin, keeping its magnitude, so that the
ball breaks from left to right, although this hypothesis
has a very small probability of occurrence according to
data measured by Statcast (Figure 4 in Nathan 20176).
For this assumption the results indicate a small varia-
tion in the total distance (D) as compared to the results
shown in Table 2, less than 2%, and again all cases
exceed 500 feet. 

The solutions shown in Table 2 were generated 
assuming rotational backspin (�b) and sidespin (�s)
components of 0.94� �and 0.34�, respectively. Another
set of solutions were additionally generated assuming
�b=0.80� and �s=0.60�; the results indicate a small
reduction of less than 0.5% in the total distance (D)
for the 18 solutions shown in Table 2.

When the analysis is carried out in the absence of
wind, the results indicate a reduction of less than 3%
in the total distance (D) for all the cases shown in
Table 2; furthermore, all of the seven most reliable 
solutions exceed 500 feet.
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Table 2. Solution for each case. The highlighted rows indicate the most reliable solutions.



The 18 cases shown in Table 2 represent possible 
solutions when taking into account the uncertainties re-
garding the initial conditions and the wind speed and
direction. However, some solutions are more reliable
than others as discussed next, where descriptive geom-
etry and video analysis are brought into the discussion.

3.5 Reliability of the solutions
To select the most reliable solutions, the maximum
height (H) reached by the ball in each of the 18 tra-
jectories obtained (Table 2) is compared to the height
shown in the video after performing a descriptive
geometry analysis using orthogonal and conical pro-
jections. A detailed explanation of this analysis is
presented in the Appendix. The results indicate that
11 of the 18 calculated trajectories have maximum
heights which fall out of the video frames. Thus, these
trajectories are discarded since in the video the ball, at
its highest point, is always within the frames through-
out the filming, i.e. the cameraman never lost sight of
the ball until the moment it impacted the deck. 

The most reliable solutions whose maximum
heights remain inside the video are the following: 
Solutions #5 and #6 for wind hypothesis 1, solutions
#11 and #12 for wind hypothesis 2, and solutions #16,
#17 and #18 for wind hypothesis 3. These are high-
lighted in Table 2. The ESPN’s maximum height is also
outside the video frame as shown in the Appendix and
therefore it is not a reliable solution.

The essence of the analysis is that of the 18 solu-
tions that were found based on different assumptions
about spin and wind, only 7 had a maximum height
that would have stayed in the view of the camera.

3.6. Seven most reliable solutions for Galarraga home run
Figure 5 shows the trajectory (side and top view) of the
ball for each of the seven most reliable solutions indi-
cated in Table 2. The grey area shows the remaining

eleven solutions. The curvature of the ball shown on
the top view is the result of the combined action of the
wind and the sidespin. Considering only the seven most
reliable solutions, the total distance (D) of Galarraga’s
home run is found to be between 517.5 and 529.4 ft
(Table 2); all of them exceed 500 feet. The mean value
of the total distance of the seven solutions is 523.6 feet.

The total distance of 468 feet found by ESPN is
lower than those found in this study, primarily be-
cause they used an impact point in row 20 that is 
15 feet lower and 9 feet closer to the plate than the
distances obtained with LIDAR technology. LIDAR is
more reliable because it corresponds to the built sta-
dium and not to a scale model. In addition, ESPN used
a longer flight time of 4.97 seconds compared to the
value found by this study of 4.67 seconds which was
verified using three independent chronometers.

4. Conclusions
A detailed analysis has been made of Andres Galar-
raga’s home run of May 31, 1997. Two distinct claims
were previously reported about the distance traveled
by Galarraga’s home run: the initial estimate of 
529 feet by Florida Marlins staff and the more recent
claim of 468 feet by Greg Rybarczyk in ESPN Home
Run Tracker. In this study, the combined use of four
disciplines—physics, geomatics (LIDAR technology),
descriptive geometry, and video analysis—proved to
be valuable in finding reliable results.

A 3D mathematical model was developed and vali-
dated using actual data from Statcast. Eighteen cases
were analyzed in order to take into account the uncer-
tainties regarding the initial conditions (exit speed, back
and side spins, launch and spray angles) and the wind
speed and direction. The seven most reliable solutions
were selected by comparing the maximum height of the
ball in each analyzed case to the actual height shown in
the video frame after applying descriptive geometry
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Figure 5. Side and top view of the calculated trajectories for the seven most reliable solutions (Table 2) which are indicated by the dark lines.
The remaining eleven solutions are shown in the grey area.



techniques. The accuracy of the solutions was validated
by comparing the trajectories predicted by the model
with the trajectory shown by the video.

As a result the total distance of Galarraga’s home
run is estimated to be between 517.5 and 529.4 feet,
with a more probable value of 524 feet. This distance
range is greater than the value of 468 feet given by the
ESPN Home Run Tracker and closer to the value of 
529 feet given originally by the stadium’s staff. The
distance found by ESPN is shorter than those found in
this study primarily because their coordinates of the
point of impact are 9 feet closer (horizontally) to the
plate and 15 feet lower (vertically) than the coordi-
nates obtained in this study, even though in both cases
the ball’s impact point was on row 20 of the deck. The
coordinates in this study were obtained with LIDAR
technology which is considered to be more reliable be-
cause it corresponds to the actual built stadium and
not to a scale model as used by ESPN. Furthermore,
the uncertainties regarding the initial conditions and
wind were not considered by ESPN. The home run of
Galarraga is one of the few hit prior to Statcast proven
to have exceeded the 500-foot distance in the history
of MLB. �
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Appendix
An appendix to this paper, found at https://sabr.org/node/47841,
describes in detail the procedure followed to obtain the most reliable
solutions for the trajectory and projected distance of Galarraga’s home
run, accompanied by additional graphs, graphics, and plots. The
maximum height (H) reached by the ball in each of the 18 trajectories
obtained is compared to the height shown in the video after perform-
ing orthogonal and conical projections.
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HOME RUN DISTANCE
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number shown when Statcast reports the footage on a home
run. This stat, which they refer to as “projected home run dis-
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the ball have traveled if the stadium had not been in the way?
From the Statcast glossary on MLB.com: “Projected Home Run
Distance is a pivotal tool when comparing individual home
runs. Looking at Hit Distance alone is not an optimal prac-
tice... [C]omparing the distances of monstrous home runs has
long been a hobby of baseball fans. And Projected Home Run
Distance gives us a slightly fairer way to do that.” 

– Cecilia Tan
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Sports officials have long possessed a less-than-
desirable reputation in the eyes of the general
public. Negative images of baseball umpires—and

the conflicts that arise between them as arbiters of the
rules and others—have been promulgated for well over
a century. For example, Voigt described the umpire of
the late nineteenth century as “…America’s manufac-
tured villain.”1 Similarly Leslie, with his accounts of
umpires in a southern United States league during the
1930s, labelled the umpire as “…the heavy of the base-
ball drama, the villain of the play, and the object of
antagonism…”2

Today the baseball umpire continues to be seen in a
negative light with the occupation described as “…one
of competitive sport’s most uncelebrated positions…”3

These accounts document the age-old dismissive por-
trayal of the baseball umpire’s role and the interpersonal
conflict associated with it. Popular media accounts 
of confrontational events in baseball and other sports
reinforce that this is still the case and that such alterca-
tions are particularly problematic in youth sports.4

These narratives emphasize the stressful nature of
sporting officials’ roles and fuel the popular assumption
that threats of verbal and physical abuse are the pri-
mary reason why candidates drop out of the officiating
ranks. But is this truly the case for baseball umpires?

An umpire’s job is intrinsically challenging as cog-
nitive stress results from having to make split-second
decisions (calls) in complex situations.5 A review of
the literature reveals that few have scrutinized these
challenges as experienced by first, second, or third
base umpires.6 The home plate umpire, in contrast,
has been the subject of many studies. This is likely be-
cause the majority of calls–including the assessment
of pitches as balls or strikes–are the responsibility of
the home plate umpire. Decision-making at home plate
is frequent and complex as the umpire must attempt to
accurately perceive the locations of pitched baseballs
moving at high velocities along varying trajectories
with respect to the plate.7 The ability to accurately call
balls and strikes has been studied extensively, with in-
vestigations of variables of influence including the
home plate umpires’ positioning relative to the catcher,
experience levels, and the reputations of batters and

pitchers.8,9,10 Extrinsic sources of stress for umpires, in
contrast, often come in the form of verbal complaints
or challenges from players, coaches, and fans.11 Rainey
and Cherilla, in an observational study of 70 amateur
baseball games, characterized such complaining as
being of moderate to low intensity and described it as
a “…type of social background noise or static” and a
“game within a game.”12 Coaches’ efforts to influence
the umpires’ calls have become an expected part of the
sport, and, with experience, umpires learn to handle
these challenges in routine ways.13 Serious conflicts in-
cluding incidents of physical assault, in contrast, are
rarely observed.14

Experiencing stress is an inherent part of a base-
ball umpire’s job, yet it has not been shown to be a
significant predictor of one’s intention to terminate
participation from umpiring.15 Recent studies assert
that sports officials are highly resilient and able to cope
with the stresses of the task at hand.16 As a result, the
overall research agenda on sports officials is slowly
shifting from one historically pessimistic in nature and
focused on the question of why officials terminate
their participation, to trying to understand why they
become involved or continue in the role.17,18 New in-
sights on the recruitment and retention of sports
officials, including baseball umpires, are beginning to
emerge in the literature.19

One such insight: officials often begin while still
competing or shortly after leaving the playing ranks,
and view officiating as a way to stay physically active
and give back to a sport that they enjoy.20 Some en-
gage in officiating through their own initiative, while
others do so at the invitation of a mentor or friend.21,22

Financial reimbursement may initially attract some to
the role but money as a motivator may be limited
given that the overall cost of participation as an official
(e.g., equipment costs, annual registration and insur-
ance fees) can easily exceed income.23 As time goes
by, many officials will begin to see themselves as vol-
unteers rather than as employees, engaged in a leisure
pursuit with individuals with similar interests.24,25 As
mentioned, as officials gain experience, they become
resilient and are able to cope with stress by normaliz-
ing the challenges that they experience.26
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Three recently published investigations emphasize
the important role that perceived organizational sup-
port (POS) plays in predicting persistence as a sports
official.27,28 Ridinger’s investigation is of interest in that
it lends some insight into the experiences of youth
baseball umpires in the United States.29 The partici-
pant sample was small (n=7), yet unique given that
the overwhelming majority of studies on baseball um-
piring have studied either major-league or similarly
elite-level (e.g., semi-professional) umpires.30,31 Ridinger
found the umpires had a strong sense of community
and were appreciative of the mentorship and training
they received. They also enjoyed their involvement
and described it as being meaningful to their lives,
while at the same time acknowledging that it was
sometimes difficult to balance umpiring duties and the
time spent traveling to games with job, school sched-
ules, and family demands. Ridinger's study provides
some important insights into the experiences of ama-
teur baseball umpires, but the small sample size limits
their generalizability. 

To better inform our understanding of baseball um-
pires’ behavior, the purpose of this investigation was
to identify what motivates individuals to enter into
and remain active in amateur baseball umpiring, and
investigate their resilience and how their perceptions
of the support they receive from their sporting organ-
izations affected their resilience.

Using Newell’s Model of Constraints and Deci and
Ryan’s Self Determination Theory as our guiding frame-
works, we defined motivation as the reasons people
give to explain why they participate in umpiring, and
we assumed that this motivation arises from the inter-
actions between the characteristics of the individual,
the task of officiating, and the informal (i.e., sense of
community) and formal (i.e., sporting organization) 
environments in which they perform their duties. We
hypothesized, a priori, that entry into and persistence 
in the role may be linked to motivation to participate in
the sport, resilience or the ability to thrive in the face of
adversity, and the extent to which perceived support 
is provided by the officiating organization. It was also
expected that differences in these measures may be ob-
served based on individual differences in sex, age, and
umpiring location (i.e., urban or rural settings).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
For the purposes of this investigation, we borrowed
from the confluence of two well-established theoretical
frameworks including Newell’s Model of Constraints and
Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (SDT).32,33

Newell’s Model of Constraints proposes that there are

three interacting types of constraints—task, environ-
mental, and individual—that are responsible for optimal
or successful performance in a given activity. Task con-
straints include the demands placed on the umpire (e.g.,
technical ability, knowledge of the rules, quick decision-
making) and are, in this study, seen as identical for all
participants. Environmental constraints, in contrast,
refer to the broader social perspectives encountered
while engaged in umpiring, and include location (e.g.,
urban versus rural), the physical environment (e.g.,
large stadiums versus small sandlots), the social envi-
ronment (e.g., umpiring community), and the influence
of fellow officials, friends, and other supporters. Im-
portantly, these environmental constraints also include
the organizational policies (e.g., training and mentor-
ship, remuneration, performance recognition) and
practices (e.g., frequency of certification or recertifica-
tion opportunities, pay rates, award ceremonies) that
underpin umpires’ perceptions of the extent to which
sporting organizations value their contributions and
care about their well-being.34 Individual constraints, as
the term implies, refer to the inherent characteristics of
individuals themselves including their age, physical and
intellectual capacity, sex, as well as the qualities of 
resilience and motivation that subsequently influence
their ability to fulfill their psychological needs.

SDT posits that an individual’s behavior is guided
by three innate psychological needs: competence (the
desire to demonstrate and improve one’s abilities), 
relatedness (the desire to be valued, respected, and seen
as important by others), and autonomy (the desire to
be in control of one’s actions).35 It also suggests that
when individuals are free to choose their behaviors
without external influence or interference to satisfy
these needs, their motivations to do so emerge from
three distinct thematic areas: intrinsic motivation, ex-
trinsic motivation, or amotivation. According to Cerasoli
and others, intrinsically motivated behaviors are en-
gaged in for their own sake (e.g., enjoyment) while
extrinsically motivated behaviors are governed by the
prospect of instrumental gain (e.g., financial incen-
tives).36 Amotivation, in contrast, reflects extremely
low levels of motivation which are indicative of a lack
of motivation and resultant dropout from a behavior 
or activity.37,38

Recent work by Gillet and colleagues supports the
notion that there is a link between an individual’s psy-
chological characteristics, including their motivations
and resilience, and the environment in which they
work.39 Importantly, they suggest that organizations
wishing to improve employee engagement and reten-
tion can do so by providing an environment that
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promotes positive feelings of POS. Similarly, research
in the area of sports commitment demonstrates the im-
portance of individual motivation in combination with
organizational support in successfully transitioning in-
dividuals from participation as athletes to participation
as coaches, administrators, or officials.40 For these rea-
sons, we use the interactional structure of Newell’s
framework, believing that individual constraints such
as motivations and resilience are linked to environ-
mental constraints, including POS, and are necessary
for understanding the complexities of officiating re-
tention and/or attrition in baseball umpiring.

METHOD
This investigation utilized a discrete subset of data
from individuals who self-identified as active amateur
baseball umpires in a comprehensive study of 1,073
active Canadian amateur sports officials.41 Approval
for this study was secured from the Lakehead Univer-
sity Research Ethics Board. With support from Sports
Officials Canada, an electronic invitation was then dis-
tributed to active sports officials across the country.
English and French versions of the invitation, and the
subsequent data collection tool, were utilized. Quan-
titative and qualitative data were collected using a
multi-part survey tool built on the SurveyMonkey™
web-based platform. For the purposes of analysis, the
collected data were merged and professional transla-
tors were hired to translate all data into English. The
sample was one of convenience and included active
officials from 37 different sports. Of this sample, ap-
proximately twenty percent (20%) were exclusively
active as umpires in the sport of baseball.

Participants 
The sample consisted of 211 (204 male, 7 female) active
amateur baseball umpires residing in nine Canadian
provinces. Descriptive data pertaining to age, sex, and
their predominant officiating location (i.e., urban, rural,
or both) are found in Table 1. About one-quarter of the
participants (n=47) indicated that they were still 
actively playing the game of baseball. In a similar yet
slightly different vein, about two-thirds (63%) of the
entire sample identified that they began umpiring
while still playing the game, with the remainder (28%)
indicating that they became active in the role after
their playing days ended. Only 19 (9%) of the 211 
umpires studied indicated that they had never played
the sport. Years of involvement in umpiring ranged
from a minimum of one to a maximum of 48 years,
with an average of 16.3±11.0 years. The officiating
levels held ranged from Level 1 (Grassroots) to Level 5A

(i.e., National Level with participation in international
umpiring assignments). Seventy-one percent of the
study participants had completed a college diploma or
university degree and 62% were employed in full-time
occupations.

Data Collection 
In addition to completing a demographic questionnaire,
the participants were asked to respond to a series of
open-ended questions which aimed to understand the
following:

(a) their reasons for entering into officiating

(b) what factors may have contributed to that 
decision

(c) what individual or organizational supports
were available to them while officiating

(d) positive and/or negative experiences had
while umpiring

(e) had they ever considered leaving the umpire
role and if so, what convinced them to stay? 

They were also given the opportunity to answer the
question, “Is there anything else you would like to add?” 

The respondents also completed three standardized
questionnaires with demonstrated reliability and valid-
ity characteristics: 

(a) the Sport Motivation Scale (SMS)42

(b) the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale 
(CD-RISC2)43

(c) the 8-Item Survey of Perceived Organiza-
tional Support (SPOS).44

Each required responses on Likert-type scales to a
series of questions or statements pertaining to an in-
dividual’s reasons or motives for participation in sport
(i.e., including intrinsic and extrinsic sources of moti-
vation, as well as the phenomenon of amotivation),
self-perceived levels of resilience (i.e., a measure of
stress coping ability), and their general beliefs regard-
ing an organization’s commitment to them and their
intention to continue their relationship with that or-
ganization, respectively.45 An in-depth description of
the full survey tool, including the reliability metrics for
each of the three standardized questionnaires, may be
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found in the overall comprehensive study of amateur
sport officials.46

Data Reduction and Analysis
Responses to the open-ended questions were down-
loaded from the SurveyMonkey™ platform and printed.
Response rates to the open-ended questions ranged from
a low of 65% for the question, “Describe a challenging
officiating event you experienced recently and how
you responded,” to a high of 92% for the question,
“What influenced your decision to become an offi-
cial?” From the outset, these responses were collected
in an effort to understand each individual’s motiva-
tions for entry into umpiring, why they persist in the
role, and to determine if these active umpires had ever
considered discontinuing their participation in umpir-
ing. Descriptive data pertaining to the frequency of
these responses were generated. In addition, it was 
anticipated that these open-ended responses would
possibly inform or provide useful illustrations of our
quantitative findings.

Using the SPSS Statistical Package (Version 23.0;
IBM SPSS Statistics, Chicago, IL), quantitative data
from the three standardized questionnaires were ana-
lyzed. The analyses began with the generation of
descriptive statistics. Pearson product-moment corre-
lation coefficients were then calculated to examine the
strength and statistical significance (p ≤ 0.05) of asso-
ciations, if any, between the dependent variables of
interest. The dependent variables included three meas-
ures each of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and one
measure of amotivation from the SMS, one measure 
of resilience from the CD-RISC2, and one measure 
of perceived organizational support from the SPOS 
survey.47,48,49 Given that the observed associations be-
tween the dependent variables were only poor to fair
in magnitude (e.g., ranging from -0.35, p<0.01) to
0.55, p<0.01), independent three-way univariate
analysis of variance (ANOVA) procedures were con-
ducted for each dependent variable.

The independent variables included sex, age group,
and predominant officiating location (i.e., urban, rural,
or urban and rural). Age group was used as a proxy for
officiating experience for a number of reasons. First,
over 98% of the respondents indicated the age group to
which they belonged (e.g., 25 years or under, 26–40
years, 41–55 years, or 55 years and over). However,
when asked to report the actual number of years spent
umpiring, many simply wrote “20+” or “30+” or esti-
mated their experiences as “about 7 years.” In a number
of instances, moreover, participants did not indicate
their number of years of experience or, when prompted,

their umpiring level. Second, when reported, the corre-
lations between age group and years of experience
(r=0.96, p<0.01) and age group and umpiring level
(r=0.93, p<0.05) were strong. Therefore age group was
an acceptable proxy measure for experience. Finally,
choosing age group rather than years of experience or
umpiring level allowed for more cases to be included
rather than excluded from the statistical analysis. 

For each univariate ANOVA procedure, the data
were assessed for adherence to statistical assumptions
(e.g., normative distribution, homogeneity of variance,
etc.). Of particular concern was the assumption of ho-
mogeneity of variance and its requirement for the
proper application and interpretation of the statistical
findings generated.50 Levene’s Test of Equality of Error
Variance was used to test the null hypothesis that the
error variance of the dependent variable was equal
across all groups.51 Spread-versus-level plots were also
generated to further examine the relationship between
the observed standard deviation and mean. Only those
results for which it was determined that the afore-
mentioned assumptions were sufficiently satisfied are
reported hereafter.

RESULTS 
Responses to Open-Ended Questions 
Entry into officiating. More than one-third (37%) of all re-
spondents indicated that they were umpiring because
of their “love” for the game. For 30%, becoming active
as an umpire was a way for them to stay in touch with
the sport itself after their playing days were over (i.e.,
due to injury, physical limitations, or the inability to as-
pire to higher competition levels). For others (19%),
involvement was frequently tied to family influences;
that is, encouragement to become umpires by members
of their families—fathers, grandfathers, uncles, or sib-
lings—who were already active in the role, or they
became involved when their children began playing the
game. In contrast, about one in every seven respondents
(16%) explicitly indicated that they were at least in part
attracted to umpiring as a way to make money during
the summer months. Alternately, 13% indicated that
they became an umpire as a result of the need for more
umpires or higher quality umpires in the game.

Persistence in the role. About 66% of the respondents cor-
rectly identified resilience as the ability to “bounce
back” from an adverse situation. Moreover, 58% ex-
plicitly self-identified as being resilient or as being seen
as resilient by their colleagues. Only 6% of the sample
questioned their resilience while 3% openly acknowl-
edged that they were not resilient.
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Fourteen percent of the participants indicated that
they did not experience stress while officiating and/or
that they actually had fun doing the job. For those that
did acknowledge experiencing stress, 47% overtly 
expressed confidence in their abilities to deal with it.
Many indicated that they always endeavored to do the
“best job” that they could as an umpire while also 
acknowledging that they occasionally made mistakes.
Importantly, they often stated that they always tried to
learn from their mistakes and would use them to be-
come better in their role. When needed, support—in
the form of discussing difficult calls or game situa-
tions—was provided by peer umpires (82%). Others
indicated that support was also provided by their offi-
ciating associations or committees (23%) or umpires-in
chief or tournament convenors (17%). Interestingly,
7% also found support through electronic means (e.g.,
on-line websites, chatrooms, or blogs; e-mail groups;
organizational hotlines). Secondary support was fre-
quently (37%) provided by immediate family members
(e.g., spouses, parents). In contrast, only 2% of the
participants explicitly identified that they were not
good at managing the stress associated with their um-
piring role while 8% openly stated that they did not
feel well supported by their officiating organizations
or umpire-in-chiefs. 

Discontinuing participation. In reply to the questions,
“Have you ever considered leaving officiating? If so,
why and what helped you decide to continue as an 
official?” 130 of the 166 individuals (78%) who re-
sponded to these questions indicated that they had
considered it earlier, had already left once and came
back, or were currently pondering the idea of leaving.
The most commonly cited reason for considering a de-
parture was the need to respond to career-, school-, or
family-related pressures (11%). For others (8%) either
their age or the effects of an acute or chronic injury or
disease condition was making it difficult to keep up
with the physical demands of the role. Only 7% of par-
ticipants identified the threat or frequency of verbal or
physical abuse as an unequivocal contributor to their
drop out intentions. The most frequent reason given
for deciding to remain (16%) was that of feeling obli-
gated to stay to support the young officials and/or
young athletes in the game, or, because of actual or
pending shortages in the number of active umpires
within their region. The second most frequently cited
reason for staying was the ability to earn income as an
umpire (5%). Importantly, only around one in five
(22%) of all the respondents indicated that they had
never considered leaving the game.

Quantitative Results
Participation Motivations. The seven subscales of the Sport
Motivation Scale (SMS) included three measures of 
intrinsic motivation, three measures of extrinsic moti-
vation, and one measure of amotivation. Independent
three-way ANOVA procedures generated significant 
differences for only two of the seven subscale meas-
ures, both of which were indicative of extrinsic sources
of motivation. According to Pelletier and others, ex-
trinsic motivation through external regulation is
indicative of behavior that is fueled by external sources
such as material rewards (e.g., remuneration, trophies)
or feedback from others (e.g., to receive praise and/or
to avoid criticism).52 In such instances, participation 
is used to obtain rewards or to avoid negative 
consequences, but not for the sake of fun. For this 
dependent variable, a significant interaction effect 
was observed for age group by officiating location
(F(6,194)=2.49, p<.02). Those in the 25 years and
under age group (M=12.5, SD=4.3), regardless of 
officiating location, appeared to be more motivated by
external rewards than those in the 26–40 year age
group (M=11.1, SD=5.1). Such motivation, moreover,
appeared to decline on average with increasing age,
with mean age group scores of 10.2±4.6 and 9.7±4.0
for the 41–55 and 56-and-over age groups, respectively.

There was one notable exception to this consistent
downward trend with rural officials in the 41–55 year
age group displaying a higher mean score (M=13.1,
SD=3.4) than those officiating in strictly urban
(M=11.1, SD=4.8) or a combination of urban and
rural (M=7.2, SD=3.2) environments. Introjection
was the other source of extrinsic motivation for which
a significant interaction effect of sex by officiating 
location (F(1,194)=3.88, p<.05) was observed. Ac-
cording to Pelletier and coauthors, with introjection
the former external source of motivation is no longer
needed to promote participation. Instead, participation
is reinforced through internal pressures (e.g., guilt or
anxiety). In this instance, mean scores for introjection
were considerably lower for females (M=6.0, SD=2.6)
in comparison to males (M=9.5, SD=4.6) umpiring
in urban environments. In contrast, for those who um-
pired in urban and rural environments, the mean score
for females (M=10.3, SD=1.7) was much higher than
that observed for females who restricted their activity
to urban environments while the mean male scores
(M=9.6, SD=4.0) were on par with their urban-based
umpiring colleagues. Some caution must be exercised
in interpreting these two findings given the small 
numbers of umpires that identified as being strictly
rural-based or female, respectively. With that said, and
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as previously described, the statistical assumptions
were thoroughly checked and re-checked, suggesting
that these are statistically robust results worthy of
some consideration.

Resilience. CD-RISC2 scores are expressed as a percent-
age, with scores below 70% or above 85% considered
below or above normal, respectively, in comparison to
the general population. With a mean resilience score 
of 82.9%±14.4, this umpiring sample on average 
fell within the normal range for the overall population.
Approximately 14% of the participants fell below the
population norm, 33% scored within the normal
range, and the remaining 53% scored in the above nor-
mal range. Sixty-three participants, or 30% of the
entire sample, received scores of 100%. The three-way
univariate ANOVA procedure revealed no significant
differences by sex, age, or officiating location and no
interaction effects. Although not statistically signifi-
cant, it is interesting to note that the mean percentage
score for females was lower at 78.6±17.3 than that for
males at 83.0±14.3.

Perceived Organizational Support (POS). POS, the final de-
pendent measure of interest, yielded no significant
differences by age (F(3,193)=1.15, p<.33), sex
(F(1,193)=0.01, p<.95), or officiating location
(F(2,193)=0.53, p<.59). There were also no significant
interaction effects. 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
For more than a century, verbal confrontation between
umpires and others has been a well-documented part
of the culture of American baseball. Contemporary
studies of baseball in the United States provide evi-
dence that constant heckling from coaches, players,
and fans remains pervasive within the sport.55 If such
verbal commentary contributes to officiating drop-out,
then why do so many enter into and persist as umpires
in the sport? The purpose of this investigation was to
gain a better understanding of currently active amateur
baseball umpires, including their decisions to enter
into and remain active in the sport, as well as their re-
silience, participation motivations, and perceptions of
the support they receive from their sports organizations.

A growing body of recent literature identifies nu-
merous factors which contribute to the decision to enter
into sports officiating. In particular, having an explicit
prior connection to a sport appears to weigh heavily on
the decision to enter into an officiating role in that same
sport.56 The observation that more than 90% of the um-
pires in this investigation were connected to the game

of baseball through their prior participation as players
mirrors the findings of others. For about one in five
participants, moreover, entry into officiating was in-
fluenced by another form of connection to the game,
either via immediate family members who were active
as umpires or by their children who were actively play-
ing the game. The literature has also previously
documented individuals’ expressed “love” for their
sport and the desire to stay connected to it as key in-
trinsic sources of motivation to entry into and
persistence in officiating roles.57 More than a third of
the baseball umpires in this study explicitly used the
term “love” to describe their feelings of enjoyment and
emotional linkages to the game. Many also alluded to
the fact that they readily enjoyed and intrinsically de-
rived pleasure from their involvement as umpires.

In contrast, a smaller proportion of the sample, one
consisting primarily of younger umpires, was grateful
for the money that could be earned in return for their
participation. This subjective finding was validated 
by the finding of a statistically significant difference
for the dependent variable of extrinsic motivation by
external regulation (i.e., the receipt of monetary re-
wards), with this type of motivation being higher for
those 25 years of age and under. This was somewhat
expected given that remuneration has been previously
identified as a key extrinsic motivator for younger of-
ficials in other sports.58 However, for the first time we
saw these younger officials (i.e., high school-, college-,
and university-aged) overtly identify sports officiating
as a “well-paying” job. Whether it is the rate of pay,
the acute need for umpires and hence the frequency
with which umpires can be assigned games, the time
of year (i.e., summer when students are not typically
enrolled in classes and therefore have more time to
umpire), or a combination of all three factors which
contributes to the notion of being well-paid is un-
known. However, it does lead us to speculate that the
sport of baseball—which is played during the summer
months and as such does not conflict with the tradi-
tional academic school year—may have an advantage
in using remuneration to attract young officials to the
sport in comparison to other sports (e.g., ice hockey)
where school-related time commitments present com-
peting scheduling priorities. 

It is important to note that recruitment and attrac-
tion into the role of an umpire is only the first step
along a participation continuum which may be fol-
lowed by sustained involvement and advancement 
to higher levels of involvement over time.59 Persistence
as an umpire in baseball, a game notably filled with
what some have described as the constant presence of
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moderate to low levels of dismissive verbal commen-
tary, can be challenging.60 This study provides ample
evidence that baseball umpires are frequently critiqued
by coaches, players, and spectators. The umpires stud-
ied herein commonly expressed their displeasure with
being on the receiving end of antagonistic and dis-
missive remarks. However, they acknowledged it as an
explicit and expected part of the game. The ability to
withstand the negativity, moreover, appeared to be
strongly linked to their ability to be resilient; that is, to
find ways to routinely handle (or normalize) it as part
of their umpiring experience. As an illustration of this,
consider the following quotations:

Eventually you grow a thick hide and get used 
to the threats. Keep at it and eventually they 
go away.

– Male, Age 21–25 years

That is the nature of sports officiating where 
hundreds of judgments are made every game and
where the participants’ view of you is highly 
partisan, highly myopic and their reactions are
often intended to influence your future decisions
rather than the one you just made. One needs to
understand this and take this less personally, 
have confidence in your ability (presuming that
you have ability on some objective scale), and 
continue to enjoy participation in the game. 

– Male, Age 61+ years

Throughout the last decade numerous investigators
have reported that sports officials learn to normalize
their experiences and that they are highly resilient in
the face of adversity.61 The CD-RISC2 questionnaire 
results indicated that more than 85% of our sample
scored in the normal (33%) or above normal range
(53%) on an objective measure of resilience. More-
over, approximately 60% of the umpires studied herein
self-identified as being highly resilient as a result of
experiencing no stress when officiating or being highly
confident in their abilities to manage stressful situa-
tions. What is unknown is whether these high levels of
resilience existed before they entered into umpiring or
whether they developed as a result of their officiating
experiences, or both. The following quotations suggest
that both mechanisms may be at play and of benefit to
active umpires:

I have learned to be resilient. Sure there are times
you have to hold back, but in the end the players
for the most part understand that officials are

part of the game and we are human. I have
learned to let the small stuff slide off my back
and give them a second chance especially the
younger ones. – Male, Age 51–55 years

I am certainly resilient. I don't let the criticisms
of coaches and players bother me. I suspect my
other career (34 yrs of policing) may have some-
thing to do with it in that nothing that happens
on the field intimidates me. As a coach I taught
my players to learn and grow from their mis-
takes. I do the same thing with my umpiring.
Most of the time only my partner and I are aware
of an error on my part. – Male, Age 61+ years 

The umpires in this study identified a number of
different strategies (e.g., physical fitness regimes, other
leisure activities, etc.) that they used to cope with their
stress. However, in response to the question “How do
you maintain a sense of wellness in times of difficulty
or stress associated with officiating?” the most fre-
quently cited approach was that of talking through
stressful situations with their umpiring partners or
other experienced umpires. Such nurturing relation-
ships are thought to play a critical role in retaining
individuals in the officiating corps.62 Support via dis-
cussion with members of on-field umpiring crews was
mentioned most often and this makes sense, given that
they are present and readily accessible immediately
following games, as well as the fact that they are often
first-hand witnesses to the disputes that arise. Umpires-
in-Chief were also frequently cited as key sources of
support by many, as were league and tournament con-
venors, and on occasion municipal, provincial, and
national sports governing bodies. A number of individ-
uals explicitly mentioned that they relied on the use of
technology (e.g., on-line websites, chatrooms, or blogs;
e-mail groups; organizational hotlines) to facilitate um-
pire-to-umpire communication and/or to find support.

Overall, from the grassroots to international levels,
the umpires studied herein seemed highly satisfied
with the support they receive from their Umpires-in
Chief and their sporting organizations. This finding is
naturally in stark contrast to observations from previ-
ously completed studies of ice hockey referees and
linesmen who have dropped out of officiating.63 For
these ice hockey officials, favoritism in game or tour-
nament assignments, lack of opportunities to excel or
advance to higher levels, failure to support officials’
problems in dealing with player and/or coach disci-
plinary issues, and similar issues were identified as
highly problematic. In ice hockey and other sports,
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moreover, levels of POS have been seen to consistently
decline after initial entry into and training within the
sport officiating ranks.64 In this study of baseball um-
pires, significant differences in POS by age or officiating
location were not observed.

This finding may be explained in one of two ways.
It could be that the sample studied herein largely con-
sists of those officials who have been given plenty of
opportunity to excel as officials within the game and
who have been well supported throughout their train-
ing. The lack of significant difference in POS measures
across experience levels, however, also suggests that
another mechanism is at play. Based on the testimonials
provided by our participants, it appears that in Canada
the sport of baseball has created and successfully 
implemented a consistent, transparent, and objective
system for officiating training and advancement
through the ranks. It also suggests that there are a
number of procedures, processes, or programs in place
in support of umpires regardless of their stage of 
career. For example, frequent references were made to
game and/or tournament supervisors and their role in
providing immediate performance-related feedback to
umpires following games. We also gleaned that there
is a mentorship culture within umpiring that is highly
supportive of umpires at all levels. 

Cuskelly and Hoye have identified that attrition
from the sports officiating ranks is a significant sport
management problem now being experienced on a
global scale.65 To counteract attrition, providing an 
experience which allows officials to thrive and excel
in their roles as officials seems imperative. In Canada,
the sport of baseball seems to be doing a very good
job in this regard with its umpires. Therefore, we were
somewhat surprised to observe in response to the
query “Have you ever considered leaving officiating? If
so, why and what helped you decide to continue as an
official?” that four out of every five of our participants
admitted that they had either previously thought about
dropping out, had already left at least once and re-
turned, or that they were currently thinking of leaving.
Not all of the respondents provided a reason for con-
templating discontinuation, but for those that did,
19% (or about one in every five individuals) cited
competing personal priorities including school- or 
career-related demands, or health issues as the most
influential factor. Verbal abuse was also cited, but to a
lesser degree: by approximately 7% of the respondent
pool. The underlying reasons for considering depar-
ture appear to be largely individual in nature (i.e.,
associated with personal circumstances) rather than
related to circumstances beyond their control (e.g.,

verbal abuse, dissatisfaction with game assignments,
lack of opportunity to excel). It appears also that it is
only when these personal challenges outweigh the
benefits of participation that the decision to depart is
finalized. Indeed many of the participants talked about
the significant physical challenges they were experi-
encing while umpiring, yet they felt obligated to stay
to support the young officials and/or young athletes
in the game.

In a different vein, several individuals mentioned
that they felt obliged to remain in umpiring despite their
personal circumstances, a finding that was corroborated
by the observed statistically significant difference for the
dependent variable of extrinsic motivation through in-
trojection (i.e., feelings of guilt, anxiety, or pressure to
continue). For males, scores for extrinsic motivation
through introjection remained relatively the same, 
regardless of whether they were officiating in urban
and/or rural locations. For females, however, these
same scores varied across environments. Given the
small sample of female umpires that engaged in this
study, we are cautious about attempting to provide any
further explanation of this statistical finding. With that
said, recent investigations are clearly beginning to il-
lustrate that female officiating experiences are
significantly different from that of their male counter-
parts and deserving of more in-depth investigation.66

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
As with all research undertakings, there are limitations
which must be acknowledged. This study focused on
amateur baseball umpires who resided in nine
provinces in Canada. The results may not be reflective
of umpires residing in other countries. The sample was
also one of convenience recruited through a snowball
sampling technique promoted by national, provincial,
and local officiating organizers. Therefore, those who
volunteered may have already had an enhanced affin-
ity with the sport and their role within it. We also
purposely conducted this study on a national scale, yet
73% of the participants resided in the one province
(Ontario). Over 91% of the sample self-identified as
officiating in urban and rural, or exclusively urban 
environments. Therefore, the sample was overly rep-
resentative of this one region, and its urban locations,
and the results may be largely reflective of the offici-
ating programs, administrative practices, and resources
more typically found in urban centres. The sample was
almost entirely made up of male participants with few
female respondents. As such, these findings provide
limited information on the female experience in base-
ball umpiring.
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Further research is needed to understand how
being female and umpiring in exclusively rural settings
informs involvement within baseball umpiring. Future
investigations should invest effort in understanding
the specific programs, policies, and administrative struc-
tures that are in place to support amateur baseball
umpires. Such an approach would allow for a better 
understanding of the environment in which baseball
umpires perform, while at the same time perhaps pro-
viding an opportunity to further examine the confluence
of SDT and POS related approaches to the study off of-
ficiating retention and development. Conducting similar
investigations of officials in other sports and sport 
categories (e.g., invasion games, court sports, combat
sports), moreover, would provide important points of
comparison across sports and broaden our understand-
ing of what needs to be done to better understand the
unique challenges faced by all sports in their efforts to
recruit, retain, and support their officials. �

Table 1. Description of the sample (n) by officiating 
location, sex, and age group

Location Sex Age Group (years)
25 or 
under 26–40 41–55 56+ Total

Rural Female 0 0 0 0 0
Male 5 2 9 2 18

Urban Female 1 0 2 0 3
Male 28 31 31 32 122

Urban Female 0 1 2 1 4
and Rural Male 8 17 16 23 64

Total 42 51 60 58 211
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ABSTRACT
Some have suggested that a baseball batter must keep
their head still in order to visually track a pitched base-
ball, and that striding with the front foot during the
swing leads to excessive head movement and disrupts
the tracking of the pitch. However, previous research
has shown the head does move during the swing, and
striding with the front foot contributes to weight trans-
fer and timing of the swing. The author is aware of no
research that has examined the relationship between
head movement and stride foot movement during the
baseball swing. The present study analyzed the swings
of 18 collegiate baseball players using a video camera
and two-dimensional motion analysis program. No
meaningful correlations were found between move-
ments of the head and stride foot in either the vertical
or horizontal axes. These findings suggest striding
with the front foot is not associated with head move-
ment and support the notion that a stride can be a
beneficial component of a baseball swing.

INTRODUCTION
The task of hitting a baseball has been identified as
one of the most difficult skills in sports, and numerous
instructions are employed to aid performance.1 One
such instruction is for baseball batters to use a mini-
mal stride with the front foot when performing the
baseball swing. Several research studies have exam-
ined the role of the stride in the baseball swing. Smith
suggests overstriding produces excessive head move-
ment, changing the batter’s eye level and making it
more difficult to judge the pitch.2 Fortenbaugh et al.
argue the most common approach for a baseball bat-
ter is to initially load the body’s weight toward the
back foot and raise the front foot off the ground, and
striding with the front foot then promotes proper tim-
ing and weight shift during the swing.3 Katsumata
states that striding plays a role in fixing the front foot
on the ground for rotation of the hip and upper body,
thus transferring force from the lower body to the
upper body when executing the swing.4

But while the baseball swing has received consid-
erable attention in the research literature, relatively few
studies have analyzed head movement during the

baseball swing. Welch et al. provide a detailed descrip-
tion of the biomechanics of the baseball swing after
testing 39 professional baseball players but do not 
include measures of stride height or head movement.5

Using a multi-camera video analysis, Inkster et al.
have studied the kinematics of the baseball swing in
20 experienced Australian baseball players and found
participants tended to lower their head about 9 cm on
average during the baseball swing.6 A comparison
study of eight skilled baseball players and nine novices
by Nakata et al. analyzed head movement in both the
horizontal and vertical axes with three high speed
video cameras.7 They found no significant differences
in vertical head movement between the two groups,
and the average amount of vertical head movement
was similar to that reported by Inkster et al. Nakata et
al. did find that skilled players demonstrated more
head movement in the horizontal axis (toward the
pitcher) and their head movements were more stable
(less variable) than the novices. In a related study,
Mann et al. examined the head movements and visual
gaze of four experienced cricket batters. They conclude
that skilled batters possess a superior ability to couple
the direction of their head to the movement of the ball,
and argue that head movement may be needed to keep
a target in a consistent frame of reference.8

While it is commonly thought that elite athletes
maintain a still head during hitting actions, the avail-
able (though limited) research to date shows the head
does move during the baseball swing.9 Even though
some baseball coaches and hitting instructors may 
encourage batters to minimize their stride to keep the
head still, the association between movement of 
the stride foot and the head during the baseball swing
has not been thoroughly studied. This anecdotal sug-
gestion may be hindering the swing mechanics of
players that would normally rely on a stride for proper
weight shift and timing. Therefore, the purpose of the
present study was to examine the relationship between
stride foot movement and head movement during the
baseball swing. Since this study was exploratory in 
nature, it was hypothesized that movement of the head
would not be correlated with movement of the stride
foot during the swing. Greater understanding of this

Baseball Swing Stride and 
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relationship could help enhance baseball batting per-
formance and allow coaches and instructors to provide
the most accurate information for their players.

METHODS
Participants
Eighteen members of a National Collegiate Athletic As-
sociation (NCAA) Division II baseball team participated
in the study. Since the participants were experienced
collegiate players, it was assumed they would each
demonstrate a consistent baseball swing. The average
age for the group was 20.1 years (SD = 1.1 years), with
an average height of 1.82 m (SD = .05 m) and average
weight of 85.6 kg (SD = 9.8 kg). Fourteen of the 
participants batted right-handed, and four batted left-
handed. Each participant was free from injury and
completed a consent form prior to the study. 

Procedures
During an organized team practice in an indoor facil-
ity, participants performed five swings at a baseball
placed on a batting tee at the height of each partici-
pant’s waist. Participants were instructed to perform
a normal swing to make solid contact on each trial,
and each participant used his own bat.

A digital video camera recording at 60 frames per
second was positioned on a tripod about 3.8 m from
the tee, providing a side view of the swing. Pieces of
white tape (2 cm by 2 cm) were placed on the anterior
aspect of the participant’s stride (front) foot and on
the lateral aspect of the participant’s hat facing the
camera to serve as markers for motion analysis (see
Figure 1). Each participant completed the trials in about
two to three minutes. All procedures were approved
by a university institutional review board.

Video Analysis
Video recordings were analyzed with a personal com-
puter using Kinovea, an open-source video analysis
software program that has been employed in previous
kinematic studies.10 A two-dimensional coordinate sys-
tem was used to measure the change in position of the
head and foot landmarks in both the vertical and 
horizontal axes. The coordinate system was calibrated
by using the length of the base of the batting tee as a 
reference line. This calibration was done separately for
each video file.

Vertical and horizontal head displacement meas-
ures were calculated as the difference between the
respective coordinates of the head marker at initiation
of the swing and at ball contact. Likewise, horizontal
foot displacement (stride length) was calculated as 
the difference between the horizontal coordinates of
the foot marker at initiation of the swing and at ball
contact. Vertical foot displacement (stride height) was
calculated as the difference between the vertical coor-
dinate of the foot marker at initiation of the swing 
and at the foot’s highest position during the swing.
The displacement measures were deemed reliable, as
coefficient alpha values were greater than .90 when
comparing two consecutive trials. Each of the displace-
ment measures for the head and foot were averaged
across the five trials for each participant.

Statistical Analysis
Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to de-
termine the magnitude of the associations between the
average head and foot displacement measures. With 18
participants and alpha = .05, a Pearson r ≥ .47 would
be required to be considered statistically significant.11

Effect sizes were interpreted according to Cohen’s 
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Figure 1. Phases of the baseball
swing from initiation to ball contact.
Foot and head landmarks used for
motion analysis are circled.

103

HAAG: Baseball Swing Stride and Head Movement Relationships



criteria: .10 = small, .30 = moderate, .50 = large. Sta-
tistical tests were computed using SPSS 19.

Results
For the 18 participants, average head movement during
the swing was about 4.4 cm downward (SD = 6.2 cm)
and 4.5 cm backward (SD = 3.3 cm). Average stride
length during the swing was about 8.5 cm forward 
(SD = 5.2 cm), and the average stride height was
about 3.7 cm (SD = 4.6 cm). Stride height was not
significantly correlated with head displacement in 
either the horizontal (r= .16) or vertical axis (r= .38)
during the baseball swing. (See Figure 2.) Likewise,
stride length was not significantly correlated with head
displacement in either the horizontal (r = .12) or ver-
tical axis (r= -.44; see Figure 3). Overall, displacement
of the head was not associated with displacement of
the stride foot during the baseball swing.

Discussion
While keeping the head still is often recommended for
baseball batters, the head does move during the
swing.13 Despite this evidence, baseball coaches and
instructors may advise against using a stride because
they believe it causes excessive head movement and
interferes with visual perception of the pitch. As the
author could locate no prior research that specifically
addressed this issue, the present study examined the
relationship between stride foot movement and head
movement during the baseball swing in collegiate
baseball players.

No meaningful correlations were found between
movements of the head and stride foot during the
baseball swing, supporting the author’s hypothesis.
Even though the correlation between stride height 
and vertical head displacement could be considered
moderate according to Cohen’s criteria, a closer ex-

amination of the data shows that the 
direction of the correlation was in 
the opposite direction of what might be 
expected by those who believe striding re-
sults in additional movement of the
head.14 Many of the participants that dis-
played the greatest amount of vertical
head displacement actually had minimal
or no height in their stride, while the 
participant with the highest stride showed
almost no vertical head displacement 
(see Figure 2). The correlation between
stride length and vertical head displace-
ment could also be considered moderate,
which may indicate that those with a
longer stride during the swing may also
exhibit greater vertical displacement of
the head (see Figure 3). However, this
correlation only demonstrates 19% com-
mon variance between the two variables.

Mann et al. proposed coupling head
movement to movement of the ball may
be an important element in interceptive
tasks like baseball batting.15 In the pres-
ent study, head movement was observed
during the swing, which is consistent
with previous research.16 Head movement
was highly variable between players, as
standard deviations were relatively large,
especially in the vertical axis. Additionally,
while most players displayed downward
and backward displacement of the head
during the swing, three players moved
their head forward and two players moved

Figure 2. Correlations between stride height (vertical foot displacement) and head
displacement during the baseball swing (n = 18). Positive values for Horizontal Head
Displacement indicate forward movement of the head. Negative values for Vertical
Head Displacement indicate downward movement of the head.
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their head upward. The high degree of variability be-
tween participants demonstrates that each player has
acquired an individualized movement pattern that in-
volves coordinating his head movement with the rest
of the swing.

As this was a pilot study meant to spur further 
investigation in a relatively unstudied area, several
limitations were present. First, since a batting tee was
used, this study can’t account for changes in the base-
ball swing resulting from different pitch speeds and
types. Fortenbaugh et al. compared the ground reac-
tion forces produced by 29 minor league baseball
players when swinging at fastballs and changeups.17

They found baseballs pitched at slower speeds
(changeups) produced significant changes in the tim-
ing of the swing and the braking forces of the front
foot, though the initial loading mechanism of the
swing was not affected. While different pitch speeds

can influence certain aspects of the baseball swing,
other studies have utilized a tee, and an intention of
the present study was to maintain a consistent swing
pattern across trials.18 Second, since the main focus of
this study was the overall height and length of the
stride, foot and head movement were not measured
throughout the swing. Rather, vertical and horizontal
positions of the head and foot were measured at the
initiation of the swing, at the highest point of the stride
(if one occurred), and at ball contact. A more sophis-
ticated motion analysis system would provide more
specific measurements of head and foot movement
throughout the swing. For example, several groups of
researchers have performed three-dimensional motion
analysis using multiple cameras.19 It should be noted,
however, that research on head movement during
swinging skills is limited, and there is not an estab-
lished definition for keeping a “still head” during this

type of skill.20 Finally, while some studies
have asked participants to perform 10 or
more swings, the number of trials in this
study was chosen to minimize interruption
of the team’s practice while still providing
multiple trials for each participant.21 It can
also be noted that Welch et al. measured
only three swings for each participant in
their biomechanical study of the baseball
swing and Inkster et al. included data from
only the best five swings for each partici-
pant in their analysis.22 While some aspects
of this study may limit its generalizability
to the larger population of baseball players
in general, the results are still useful for
baseball coaches, instructors, and players.

Conclusions
The present findings suggest stride height
and stride length are not associated with
displacement of the head during the 
baseball swing in experienced collegiate
baseball players. Head movement during
the baseball swing may be beneficial if it 
is purposeful and consistent. Researchers
should continue to examine head movement
and its coupling with visual perception dur-
ing the baseball swing. Future research in
this area should also include participants
of varying skill level, as several studies
have shown differences in swing mechan-
ics when comparing skilled and unskilled
players. Other outcome measures such 
as bat velocity could also be considered.

Figure 3. Correlations between stride length (horizontal foot displacement) and head
displacement during the baseball swing (n = 18). Positive values for stride length
indicate a forward step. Positive values for Horizontal Head Displacement indicate
forward movement of the head. Negative values for Vertical Head Displacement 
indicate downward movement of the head. 
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Current research evidence indicates baseball batters
can be encouraged to use a stride provided it doesn’t
interfere with their balance and swing mechanics. An
efficient stride can be an essential element of a profi-
cient baseball swing. �
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One of baseball’s most highly-regarded accom-
plishments by an individual player is hitting for
the cycle: collecting at least one of each of the

four types of safe hits (single, double, triple, and home
run) in the same game. While recognized as a rare and
remarkable feat, the cycle has been achieved 286 times
during the history of Major League Baseball, according
to MLB.com, the official website of Major League 
Baseball. MLB.com presents a team-by-team list of
(supposedly all) players who have hit for the cycle in
the American and National Leagues through the 2016
season.1 However, cycles achieved in the defunct Amer-
ican Association (1882–91), Union Association (1884),
Players League (1890), and Federal League (1914–15)
are not included. Fortunately, other sources such as The
Great All-Time Baseball Record Book (1993) and The
(Sporting News) 2008 Complete Baseball Record Book do
include cycles hit in these leagues.2,3 Thus, according to
Retrosheet, 313 major-league cycles have been identi-
fied 1876–2016: 159 in the National League, 134 in the
American League, 18 in the American Association, one
in the Players League, and one in the Federal League.4

All of these cycles have come in the regular season;
there has not yet been a postseason cycle.

What makes the cycle special? For collectors of 
anything—Norman Rockwell calendars, Betty Crocker
cookbooks, Red Man Tobacco baseball cards, etc.—
there is a special satisfaction when the collector
succeeds in completing the entire set. Achieving a
complete set of each type of safe hit in the same game
provides an analogous feeling, and the rarity of the oc-
currence makes it feel exceptional. More importantly,
however, the cycle is special because it achieves each
of the three tools of offense: (1) hitting for average, 
i.e. collecting four hits in four—or five or so—at bats;
(2) hitting for power, i.e. collecting three long hits with
a total of six extra bases—one from the double, 
two from the triple, and three from the homer; and 
(3) baserunning skill and speed, i.e. a double and a
triple in the collection of hits, which requires three
baserunning bases—one from the double and two
from the triple. (Not to mention that some singles—
bunt singles and scratch infield singles—also require
baserunning prowess and speed.)

Now, since a batter’s primary objective is to get on
base and ultimately make his way around the bases
and touch home plate to count a run—irrefutably base-
ball’s most important statistic—it stands to reason that

Quasi-Cycles—Better than Cycles?
Herm Krabbenhoft 
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CYCLES AND THE RECORD BOOKS
The use of the term “cycle” to mean “a single, a double, a triple, and a home run hit by a player in the same game” goes back
to at least 1921.5,6 The first comprehensive list of players who hit for the cycle (of which I’m aware) is the one published 
in the 1937 edition of The Little Red Book of Baseball—in a table with the heading “Hitting For A Cycle” and a sub-heading
“Making a single, a double, a triple, a homer in a game. A unique and unusual achievement. 1901 to 1936.”7 The list included
32 cycles from the National League and 13 from the American League. The cycles list was updated in the 1938 and 1939 
editions, but then discontinued (permanently) with the 1940 edition. Compared to the list of cycles presented on Retrosheet,
The Little Red Book of Baseball has several errors—mostly of omission. For instance, the first AL cycle listed is the one
achieved by Bobby Veach on September 17, 1920, while Retrosheet lists ten cycles in the Junior Circuit before Veach’s. The first
comprehensive list of cycles that included the nineteenth century (that I’m aware of) was the one in the second (1964) 
edition of the Ronald Encyclopedia of Baseball (authored by Joseph Reichler).8 We now know Reichler’s list was fraught with
errors, both of omission and commission. Nearly twenty years later, in 1981, Joseph P. Donner reported his (apparently 
independently-generated) list of cycles in the Baseball Research Journal.9 Also in 1981, Macmillan published The Great All-
Time Baseball Record Book (authored by Joseph L. Reichler) which presented his comprehensive list of cycles.10 When compared
to the Retrosheet list of cycles, Donner’s list has three discrepancies, Reichler’s 58. Unlike other notable batting feats (such
as three-homer games, five-hit games, grand slam homers, etc.), cycles were not always included in the various annual 
baseball guides and books published by The Sporting News.11



a priori a double is more valuable than a single, and a
triple is more valuable than a double, and a homer is
more valuable than a triple. With that premise, let’s
consider the following:

Player A has a game batting line of two doubles, one
triple, and one homer. Player B has a final batting line
of one single, one double, one triple, and one homer—
i.e., Player B has hit for the cycle. As it is now—and has
been for decades—Player B gets special recognition by
being eternally listed in baseball’s record books for the
feat. In contrast, Player A merely gets a fleeting “atta
boy!” before his accomplishment vanishes into obscu-
rity. (See the “Cycles and the Record Books” sidebar.)
Shouldn’t there be some long-lasting special recognition
for the superb performance of Player A? What about an
enduring special acknowledgment for the player who
collected one double, two triples, and one homer—but
no single? Or the player who connected for one two-
baser, one three-baser, and two four-basers—but no
one-baser? Each of these combinations is just like the
traditional cycle, except that the cycle’s single has been
replaced by a more valuable hit—an extra base hit. Let’s
call these accomplishments quasi-cycles—four long hits
in a game with at least one double, at least one triple,
and at least one homer.12,13

The quasi-cycle embodies all of the definitive 
characteristics of the standard cycle except for the sin-
gle. Now one can ask, “Which players have achieved
quasi-cycles?”

RESEARCH PROCEDURE
The first thing to compile is a list of all players who
collected at least four extra base hits in a game, with
the long hits distributed according to the definition of
a quasi-cycle. That is an enormous task. Thanks to the
research of Joseph L. Reichler, the workload was
greatly reduced. In the 1993 edition of The Great All-
Time Baseball Record Book, Reichler presented his list
of players with five or four extra base hits in a game
from 1876 through 1992.14 Similarly, in the 1993 edi-
tion of The Baseball Research Journal, Joseph Donner
presented his “complete” list of players with five 
or four long hits in a game from 1876 through 1992.15

According to Donner, the feat was accomplished 301
times. Reichler’s list includes 27 players not given on
Donner’s list, while Donner’s list includes 50 players
not given on Reichler’s list. Examination of the two
lists provided a sub-list of the players who collected or
may have collected a quasi-cycle.

The next step was to ascertain which players hit a
quasi-cycle 1993–2016. That is also a prodigious task.
Fortunately, thanks to the Herculean efforts put forth by

Retrosheet volunteers to generate box score files (and
derived player daily files), extracting the necessary 
information was greatly facilitated. The extraordinarily
helpful “Play Index” tool on the Baseball-Reference
website utilizes the Retrosheet database for the 
seasons back to 1913. In addition, Retrosheet’s Tom
Ruane graciously wrote a computer program to extract
quasi-cycles achieved back to the 1911 season. (Note
that the quasi-cycle information obtained from 
the Baseball-Reference Play Index and from Ruane’s
computer program identified several instances in dis-
agreement with Donner’s and/or Reichler’s findings.
The Appendix to this article, available on the SABR
website at https://sabr.org/node/47842, provides detail
on the discrepancies.)

Finally, each of the quasi-cycles identified as de-
scribed above was verified by checking the game
accounts in the relevant newspapers or the play-by-
play descriptions given on the Retrosheet website.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Table 1 presents the pertinent information for each 
of the 88 quasi-cycles identified. Since Joe DiMaggio
collected two quasi-cycles, the total number of players
who connected for a quasi-cycle according to my 
research is 87. Just over a third of the players (31) who
achieved a quasi-cycle also collected a single and
thereby simultaneously accomplished a traditional
cycle—the names of those players are shown in bold-
face—including DiMaggio twice. Thus, from 1876
through 2016, only 56 major-league players managed
to assemble the critical three-tool components of the
cycle, but didn’t connect for a simple single to complete
the classic cycle. Of these 56 quasi-cycle achievers, only
five also accomplished a traditional cycle in some
other game during their big league careers—Lou
Gehrig (twice), Bob Fothergill, Jimmie Foxx, Johnny
Mize, and Willie Stargell. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Now we can answer the question, “Is a quasi-cycle
better than a cycle?” Technically, the answer is “Yes!”
Both from the standpoint of a player's contribution to
his team's offense and from the rarity of the achieve-
ment demonstrated by this research, the quasi-cycle
deserves to be noted and recorded along with other
hitting feats usually included in the record books such
as the classic cycle or hitting four homers in a game.
This leads to a follow-up question, “Will the quasi-
cycle achievers ever be listed as such in baseball’s
record books?” At least at this time they are now
recorded here in the Baseball Research Journal. �
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# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
1 Lon Knight ATH (AA) 7-30-1883 6-2-1-1
2 Dave Orr MET (AA) 6-12-1885 6-2-1-1
3 Henry Larkin ATH (AA) 6-16-1885 6-2-1-1
4 Bob Caruthers STL (AA) 8-16-1886 5-1-1-2
5 Jack Rowe DET (NL) 9-13-1886 6-2-1-1
6 Tip O’Neill STL (AA) 4-30-1887 7-1-1-2
7 Jimmy Ryan CHI (NL) 7-28-1888 6-1-2-1

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
8 Larry Twitchell CLE (NL) 8-15-1889 6-1-3-1
9 Farmer Weaver LOU (AA) 8-12-1890 6-1-2-1
10 *Tommy McCarthy * BOS (NL) 10-7-1892 5-1-1-2
11 George Decker CHI (NL) 9-16-1894 5-1-1-2
12 Bill Bradley CLE (AL) 9-24-1903 5-2-1-1
13 Frank LaPorte STL (AL) 8-7-1911 (2) 5-1-2-1
14 Mike Mitchell CIN (NL) 8-19-1911 (2) 4-2-1-1
15 Ed Lennox PIT (FL) 5-6-1914 5-1-1-2

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
16 George Burns NY (NL) 9-17-1920 5-2-1-1
17 *Ty Cobb* DET(AL) 5-8-1921 5-2-1-1
18 *George Sisler* STL (AL) 8-13-1921 5-2-1-1
19 *Ross Youngs* NY (NL) 4-29-1922 5-2-1-1
20 Russ Wrightstone PHI (NL) 6-11-1926 6-2-1-1
21 *Heinie Manush* DET (AL) 7-11-1926 5-1-2-1
22 Ben Paschal NY (AL) 6-13-1927 5-1-1-2
23 *Travis Jackson* NY (NL) 6-15-1929 7-1-2-1

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
24 Pinky Whitney PHI (NL) 7-30-1929 5-1-2-1
25 *Joe Cronin* WAS (AL) 9-2-1929 (1) 5-2-1-1
26 *Lou Gehrig* NY (AL) 7-29-1930 5-1-1-2
27 Bob Fothergill CHI (AL) 7-28-1931 5-2-1-1
28 *Jimmie Foxx* PHI (AL) 7-2-1933 (2) 4-1-1-2
29 Sam West STL (AL) 8-5-1933 5-1-2-1
30 Wally Berger BOS (NL) 8-11-1935 (1) 5-2-1-1
31 Hank Leiber NY (NL) 8-18-1935 5-2-1-1
# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
32 *Joe DiMaggio* NY (AL) 7-9-1937 5-1-1-2
33 *Johnny Mize* STL (NL) 7-3-1939 4-1-1-2
34 Chet Laabs STL (AL) 7-16-1941 4-1-1-2
35 Phil Weintraub NY (NL) 4-30-1944 (1) 5-2-1-1
36 Grady Hatton CIN (NL) 8-11-1947 4-2-1-1
37 *Joe DiMaggio * NY (AL) 5-20-1948 6-1-1-2
38 George Vico DET (AL) 8-14-1948 6-2-1-1
39 Gil Hodges BRK (NL) 6-25-1949 6-1-1-2

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
40 *Ralph Kiner* PIT (NL) 6-25-1950 6-1-1-2
41 Hoot Evers DET (AL) 9-7-1950 6-1-2-1
42 *Al Kaline* DET (AL) 6-30-1956 6-2-1-1
43 Daryl Spencer SF (NL) 5-13-1958 6-1-1-2
44 Roger Maris KC (AL) 8-3-1958 (1) 5-1-1-2
45 *Hank Aaron* MIL (NL) 5-3-1962 5-1-1-2
46 Joe Christopher NY (NL) 8-18-1964 5-1-2-1
47 *Carl Yastrzemski* BOS (AL) 5-14-1965 5-1-1-2
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# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
48 Don Baylor BAL (AL) 4-06-1973 4-2-1-1
49 Hal Breedon MON (NL) 9-2-1973 5-1-2-1
50 *Willie Stargell* PIT (NL) 9-17-1973 4-2-1-1
51 Jack Brohamer CHI (AL) 9-24-1977 5-2-1-1
52 *George Brett* KC (AL) 5-28-1979 7-1-1-2
53 Dan Ford CAL (AL) 8-10-1979 7-2-1-1
54 Johnny Grubb TEX (AL) 8-8-1982 (2) 5-2-1-1
55 Lou Whitaker DET (AL) 6-8-1983 5-2-1-1

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
56 Bob Horner ATL (NL) 7-13-1985 5-2-1-1
57 Kevin Bass HOU (NL) 6-27-1987 4-2-1-1
58 *Tim Raines* MON (NL) 8-16-1987 5-2-1-1
59 Darryl Strawberry NY (NL) 8-16-1987 5-2-1-1
60 Chris Sabo CIN (NL) 6-18-1988 4-2-1-1
61 Chris Speier SF (NL) 7-9-1988 6-2-1-1
62 Kevin Mitchell CIN (NL) 6-22-1993 5-2-1-1
63 Travis Fryman DET (AL) 7-28-1993 5-2-1-1

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
64 Gary Sheffield FLA (NL) 4-10-1994 5-1-1-2
65 Scott Cooper BOS (AL) 4-12-1994 6-2-1-1
66 Mike Blowers SEA (AL) 5-24-1995 5-2-1-1
67 Rondell White MON (NL) 6-11-1995 7-2-1-1
68 Melvin Nieves DET (AL) 4-6-1996 5-2-1-1
69 Larry Walker COL (NL) 5-21-1996 5-1-1-2
70 Alex Ochoa NY (NL) 7-3-1996 5-2-1-1
71 Rich Becker MIN (AL) 7-13-1996 6-1-1-2

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
72 Juan Gonzalez TEX (AL) 8-31-1998 5-2-1-1
73 Carl Everett BOS (AL) 8-29-2000 5-1-1-2
74 Chris Richard STL (NL) 9-3-2000 6-1-1-2
75 Roger Cedeño DET (AL) 7-18-2001 (2) 5-1-1-2
76 Greg Colbrunn ARZ (NL) 9-18-2002 6-1-1-2
77 Eric Byrnes OAK (AL) 6-29-2003 5-2-1-1
78 Mark Teixeira TEX (AL) 9-13-2004 5-2-1-1
79 Raul Ibanez SEA (AL) 6-11-2007 5-1-1-2

# Player Team (League) Game AB-D-T-HR
80 Dustin Pedroia BOS (AL) 7-2-2008 5-2-1-1
81 Stephen Drew ARZ (NL) 9-1-2008 5-2-1-1
82 Ian Kinsler TEX (AL) 4-5-2009 6-2-1-1
83 Ryan Howard PHI (NL) 6-18-2010 4-1-1-2
84 Sam Fuld TB (AL) 4-11-2011 6-2-1-1
85 Kelly Johnson ARZ (NL) 5-30-2011 6-1-1-2
86 Carlos Beltran STL (NL) 5-11-2012 5-1-1-2
87 David Wright NY (NL) 6-23-2013 5-2-1-1
88 Kyle Seager SEA (AL) 6-2-2014 5-1-2-1
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Table 1. Players Who Hit for Quasi-Cycles (1876–2016)    (cont.)

NOTES
(1) Players listed in boldface also collected a single and therefore simultaneously also achieved a
traditional cycle. (2) A player’s name bracketed with asterisks indicates that he was subsequently
elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame.
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Abaseball team would be considered “streaky”
if its record exhibits an unusually high number
of consecutive wins or losses, compared to

what might be expected if the team’s performance
does not really depend on whether or not they 
won their previous game. If an average team in Major
League Baseball (i.e., with a record of 81–81) is not
streaky, we assume its win probability would be stable
at around 50% for most games, outside of peculiar 
details of day-to-day outcomes, such as whether the
game is at home or away, the starting pitcher, and 
so on. 

In this paper, we investigate win outcomes for every
major league team from 1962 (the year both leagues 
expanded to play 162 games per season) through the
2016 season in order to find out if any teams exhibited
significant streakiness. We use a statistical “runs test”
based on the observed sequences of winning streaks
and losing streaks accumulated during the season.
Overall, our findings are consistent with what we would
expect if no teams exhibited a nonrandom streakiness
that belied their overall record. That is, major league
baseball teams, as a whole, are not streaky.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF STREAKINESS
The idea to quantify streakiness grew after Gilovich,
Vallone, and Tversky questioned whether a “hot hand”
phenomenon exists in sports.1 Their research focus on
basketball data showed that players who made a suc-
cessful basket did not measurably alter their chance of
making the next one. Other researchers systematically
reviewed sports data for related hot-hand results, and
showed that empirical evidence for the hot-hand 
phenomenon is quite limited.2,3 This article investi-
gates how the hot-hand fallacy relates to major league
baseball teams winning (or losing) consecutive games
by measuring their streakiness.

Several statistical models have been developed to
detect and fully characterize sports-related streakiness
in various forms. Unlike in this paper, many researchers
investigate an occurrence of streakiness, perhaps even
an outlying event. For example, Albert singled out
streaky hitting patterns from the 2005 season, and later
examined historic baseball streaks such as the 2002

Oakland A’s, a team that won 20 games in a row en
route to an AL West Division title and a 103–59 record.4,5

Albert and Williamson use a Bayes model to describe
parameters of a model of individual player streakiness,
while emphasizing the utility of a more basic runs-test
for detecting streakiness.6

The nonparametric Wald-Wolfowitz test (known as
the runs test) is a standard way to examine a sequence
of binary events (in this case, wins and losses) to detect
patterns that cannot be explained by simple random-
ness.7 We outline how the runs test is applied to 
find streaks in a team's win-loss sequences, and we
also consider teams that lack an expected amount of
streakiness, that is, teams that fail to come up with 
occasional long winning streaks or losing streaks that
are an inevitable outcome of long sequences of events.

Sire and Redner considered a similar problem for in-
dividual match-ups between teams of varying quality,
and their research is based on the Bradley-Terry model,
which contrasts team strengths to determine the prob-
ability each game is won or lost.8 They concluded “the
behavior of the last half-century supports the hypothe-
sis that long streaks are primarily statistical in origin
with little self-reinforcing component.” Albert and
Williamson used simulated data from a Bayesian model
to detect streakiness in individual sports performances,
including baseball hitting probabilities.

THE RUNS TEST
Suppose we have a sequence of outcomes that are
each classified as a win (W) or a loss (L). If the 
sequence is random, the wins and losses will be well
mixed, and exaggerated clustering of wins or losses,
as well as any lack of expected clustering, indicates a 
violation of the assumption of randomness. In statistics,
a sequence of homogenous outcomes is traditionally
considered a “run,” but we will more often refer to it
as a “streak” to avoid a confusing overlap with base-
ball terminology. However, the statistical procedure is
still referred to here as the “runs test.”

The Wald-Wolfowitz runs test counts R = the
number of homogenous streaks in any sequence of
wins or losses (i.e., R represents the number of times
a winning streak or a losing streak ends). If R is too
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large given a fixed number of trials, the sequence is
showing anti-correlation (a disinclination to have two
wins or two losses in a row) and we should reject the
assumption of independence in the sequence of wins
and losses. On the other hand, if R is too small, then
there exist too many sequences of consecutive wins or
losses that are considered highly improbable under the
independence assumption.

In testing sequences with 100 or more binary
events, the distribution of runs is very close to a bell
curve and can be accurately gauged using the normal
distribution. As a result, we can efficiently judge a
team’s streakiness based on how many standard devi-
ations away from the number they are expected with
independent random trials. For example, we expect
around 95% of the sequences to be within two stan-
dard deviations, so sequences falling outside this range
are suspect, in terms of streakiness.

If an interesting pattern is discovered using the
runs test, there are numerous artifacts of the win/loss
sequence that can be further investigated using run-
related statistics. 

MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL DATA
To understand how we compute the runs statistic, 
consider the win-loss data from the 1972 Philadelphia
Phillies. We did not choose this Phillies team ran-
domly; this team was known not only for being a
bottom-rung team, but one that had a pitching ace,
Steve Carlton, who finished with a 27–10 record in 41
starts, with a 1.97 ERA. The other three main starting
pitchers on the team had a combined 10-39 record, and
Carlton earned nearly half the team’s wins that season.

For that reason, one might conjecture the 1972
Phillies would have a peculiar kind of streakiness: 
abbreviated winning streaks along with longer losing
streaks that were halted when Carlton was the starting
pitcher. In fact, this happened 19 times when a Phillies
loss was followed by a winning game started by Carl-
ton. But in the course of the year, we will see that
peculiarity did not give the Phillies an unusual pattern
of losing streaks that were truncated at four or so
games. Overall, we will show the Phillies team was no
streakier than we would expect from a team that has
the same 37.8% chance of winning any game.

Here is how the 1972 Philadelphia Phillies season is
summarized in terms of daily wins (W) and losses (L): 

For example, the first streak is a winning streak,
which lasts only one game. The next streak must be a
losing streak, which lasted two games. 

Figure 1 plots these streak sequences for the 1972
Phillies as a step function, stepping up each time a
new streak starts. The flat part in the line that starts at
25 games represents a 10-game losing streak the
Phillies began on May 16, and ended with a win on
May 27. The step function will jump over and up with
apparent randomness, but if the final statistic (after
162 games) ends up within the darkest gray (middle)
region, then the runs statistic is within one standard
deviation of the number of runs we would expect if
the sequence was based on random Bernoulli trials.
By graphing the path of the runs statistics, we are able
to assess when and why a team’s streaks were notable.
In this particular case, the final number of runs (for a
59–97 team) is well within the expected bounds we
would expect if the Phillies had the same probability of
winning each game (e.g., 59/156 = 0.378. Note that
only 156 games were played due to the strike.).

The runs test will signal non-randomness (a poten-
tial streaky sequence) if the plotted step function ends
up outside two standard deviations after 162 games.
The two standard deviation interval is represented by
the second, slightly lighter gray band in Figure 1. The
lightest band represents a runs statistic within three
standard deviations. If the win-loss sequence is truly
random, we would expect a team to fall outside three
standard deviations once every 370 seasons. In terms
of our accumulated data across 55 years, that is equiv-
alent to saying we would expect to see 3.93 teams

WLLWWLWWLWWLWWWLWWLWLWLLWLLLLLLLLLLWLLL
LLLLLLWWWLWLLLLLLWLLWLLWLWLLLLWLLWLLLLWWLL
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Figure 1.
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experience having a runs statistic more than three stan-
dard deviations from the expected value. We actually
found only one such team matching a standard devia-
tion over three—the 2005 St. Louis Cardinals (discussed
below). We also found 94.5% of the runs statistics were
within two standard deviations, which is very close to
what would be expected if there is no streakiness.

2005 ST. LOUIS CARDINALS
As the sole outlier in over 50 years of accumulated
data, the 2005 St. Louis Cardinals are worthy of extra
scrutiny. In that year, the Cards went 100–62 (but lost
to the Houston Astros in the National League Cham-
pionship Series). They were led by 25-year-old first
baseman Albert Pujols, who garnered 41 home runs,
117 RBIs, and batted .330. Chris Carpenter led the
pitching staff with a 21–5 record and a 2.83 ERA. What
made this team's runs sequence exceptional is not the
long winning streaks, but the lack of losing streaks.

The Cardinals recorded 99 streaks (50 winning
streaks and 49 losing streaks). The table below shows
that St. Louis stopped losing streaks at one game 39
times, which is over 30% more frequent than expected
for a team with a 0.617 winning average. That is, if we
observe 49 independent random trials representing 
the number of games (after their initial loss) until they
win a game, then the probability the streak ends on
the next game is 0.617, which should happen
(0.617)49 = 30.2 times out of 49. For the 2005 St. Louis
Cardinals, the losing streak ended after one game 
39 out of 49 times. 

Table 1.
Streak (in games) 1 2 3 4 5 6
WIN 24 14 6 2 3 1
expected 19.1 11.8 7.3 4.5 2.8 1.7
LOSS 39 7 3 0 0 0
expected 30.2 11.6 4.4 1.7 0.6 0.2

Figure 2 shows how the Cards’ season became 
less streaky as the season progressed. The Cardinals’
year of 99 streaks is among the highest recorded 
over the past 55 years, but the highest number of
streaks—100—belongs to the 1971 California Angels.
The Angels had a mediocre record of 76–86 but had
fewer than expected long streaks of wins or losses. Out
of 50 winning streaks, 34 were ended after one game
(much higher than the 23.5 expected). 

2003 DETROIT TIGERS
The streakiest team of the past 55 years is the 2003 
Detroit Tigers, one of the worst teams in major league

baseball history. The Tigers compiled a record of
43–119, breaking a record for AL teams by recording
more losses than the 1916 Philadelphia Athletics. With
27 winning streaks and 27 losing streaks, the Tigers
had the fewest number of streaks of all major league
teams since 1962, not counting the 1981 and 1994
strike-shortened seasons. Figure 3 shows how their 
accumulation of streaks developed over the season.

For a team with a 43–119 record, long losing streaks
are inevitable. If we treat each game as an independ-
ent trial, then we would expect 27(0.2654)=7.2 losing
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streaks that would end at one game (actually, 6 streaks
ended at one game). On the other hand, we would 
expect between two and three losing streaks of six
games or more. In 2003, the Tigers endured ten differ-
ent losing streaks of six or more games, including a
10-game losing streak in September and an 11-game
losing streak in August. These long streaks account for
why the ’03 Tigers runs statistic is such an aberration.
In the seven losing streaks of seven or more games,
the Detroit Tigers accumulated more than half of their
losses for the season (62 out of 119). (Table 2)

CONCLUSIONS
Once any non-random pattern is determined from a
runs test, more advanced statistical methods may be
used to characterize how each team’s win probability
changes depending on whether the last game is a win
or a loss.  In related research, Quintana, et al. analyzed
individual batters’ streakiness with regard to hits, and
looked at how a player's performance varied from 

season to season (across four seasons).9 Some obvious
factors were helpful in predicting how a player’s suc-
cess rate might change, such as the quality of the
opposing pitcher, but for the most part, explanatory
variables such as game score or inning were not help-
ful in the prediction.

According to the distribution of the nonparametric
Wald-Wolfowitz runs test, we found close to the ex-
pected number of results within one and two standard
deviations of what was expected. Interestingly, we
found fewer than expected cases outside of three stan-
dard deviations. Obviously, the simplicity of the
applied runs test does not reveal the subtle win prob-
ability factors that change from day to day, from series
to series, from pitching match up to who is on the 
disabled list. But the data show that detailed investi-
gations into team streakiness are not warranted due to
the overwhelming evidence that winning streaks and
losing streaks fall into a pattern that is consistent with
independent, random trials. �
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Table 2.
Streak (in games) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
WIN 17 5 4 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
expected 19.8 5.3 1.4 0.4 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0

LOSS 6 4 4 2 1 3 1 2 2 1 1
expected 7.2 5.3 3.9 2.8 2.1 1.5 1.1 0 0 0 0
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Today, statistics have become a fundamental
component of the fabric of baseball analysis and
have gained appreciation at the major-league

level.1 As Ron Von Burg and Paul E. Johnson note, “For
many, statistics are the main way of understanding
and relating to the game of baseball.”2 Broadcasters
employ color commentators whose job entails un-
packing the nuances of the game, including explicating
various statistics and in-game strategies. Fans and
media can go to websites like Baseball-Reference.com
to see era-by-era comparisons of teams or players and
new statistics like WAR (“wins above replacement”)
and wRC+ (“weighted runs created plus”).

These newer statistics and data analyses fall under
the label “sabermetrics,” defined by Bill James as “the
mathematical and statistical study of baseball records”
and later broadened to “search for objective knowledge
about baseball.”3 Fundamentally, sabermetrics is a
search for new ideas in an old game. Nathaniel Stoltz
points out, “…as time has progressed and media have
diversified, the sabermetric movement has made an 
increasingly sizeable impact on baseball discourse.”4

Being relatively new, sabermetrics is not steeped in
baseball tradition, and this makes it a potential threat
to more traditional ways of thinking about the game.
Although Michael Lewis’s Moneyball put these ad-
vanced analytics into the public’s mind and teams have
come to depend on these advanced analytics, sports
journalists have been slower to appreciate or incorpo-
rate them, generally favoring traditional evaluation
methods with which they are comfortable.5,6 Detractors
see sabermetrics as a threat to baseball’s past because
it facilitates a departure from traditional statistics 
and “intangibles” like heart, grit, and character in cele-
brating player achievement.7 With the growth of
sabermetrics, the traditional terminology employed

when using those statistics is undergoing some trans-
formation and causing a bit of upheaval in the process.
One of these terms under scrutiny is “valuable” as used
in the award for the “most valuable” player.

In Major League Baseball, the “Kenesaw Mountain
Landis Memorial Baseball Award” is given by the Base-
ball Writers’ Association of America (BBWAA) to the
“most valuable” player (or “MVP”) in each league, as
voted by two organization members from each  city.
The vote follows consideration by and discourse
among member and non-member journalists, bloggers,
and fans in and outside the press. In their memo to
voters, the BBWAA notes that there is no formal defi-
nition of “most valuable” and the meaning is left to
the discretion of the voter.8 Because the definition of
“value” is the result of discourse and a majority con-
sensus, it is fundamentally determined rhetorically,
and as such it is not without debate or controversy.

Statistics are among the key criteria the writers use
to determine for whom they should vote and around
which the debate revolves in defining the value of the
“most valuable” player; consequently, discourse
around MVP races tends to focus on performance seen
through a statistical lens. For example, in 1941, Joe
DiMaggio beat out Ted Williams for MVP largely 
because of his notable 56-game hit streak despite
Williams having a solidly better season.9 In 1999,
catcher Pudge Rodriguez beat out pitcher Pedro Mar-
tinez in part because some writers felt that a pitchers
do not contribute enough to their team to merit “most
valuable” because they are not everyday players.10 In
2001, Ichiro Suzuki won the MVP award over Jason
Giambi, whose supporters pointed out he led the
league in on-base percentage and slugging and beat
Ichiro in walks, home runs, and RBIs with 170 fewer
at bats.11

When you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge is of a meager and unsatis-
factory kind. —Lord Kelvin

One absolutely cannot tell, by watching, the difference between a .300 hitter and a
.275 hitter. The difference is one hit every two weeks. It might be that a reporter, 
seeing every game that the team plays, could sense that difference over the course of the
year if no records were kept, but I doubt it. —Bill James (as quoted in Moneyball)

The Struggle to Define “Valuable”
Tradition vs. Sabermetrics in the 2012 AL MVP Race

Peter B. Gregg, PhD.
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One of the more significantly controversial MVP 
debates in recent years occurred during the summer
and autumn of 2012 on the merits of Miguel Cabrera of 
the Detroit Tigers and Mike Trout of the Los Angeles
Angels of Anaheim, both of whom were having 
notable seasons (see Table 1). Cabrera’s supporters
pointed out that he was on pace to win the Triple
Crown, leading the league in batting average, home
runs, and runs batted in, a historic feat that had not
happened since 1967. Mike Trout was a rookie sensa-
tion; his supporters argued that not only was he
running neck-and-neck with Cabrera for batting aver-
age and hitting for power, sabermetric analysis showed
he was scoring runs and stealing bases at a historic
pace, as well as being an exemplary defender.

This noteworthy public crisis between “traditional”
and “sabermetric” player evaluation methods formed
an important transition point in baseball discourse by
the press regarding the use of sabermetrics to evaluate
players. “Claims to know are claims of power,”12 and
in the case of the 2012 American League Most Valu-
able Player award, the debate hinged on what
knowledge claims constituted the definition of “valu-
able.” For Joe Posnanski, “…the argument seemed to
split baseball fans between those who embrace the
new baseball metrics and those who do not.”13 This
race served as an important representative anecdote
in the ways that sports journalists talked about saber-
metrics.14

In this paper, to examine the rhetorical strategies
used by reporters to define “valuable," I apply Edward
Schiappa’s methodology for exploring “definitional rup-
tures.”15 I unpack the factions’ stated purpose or intent
of defining, the interests advanced by the definitions,
and the consequences of the definition. This three-layer
approach reveals that the heart of this tension revolves
around the power to define “valuable” as an institutional
norm among baseball journalists, with mainstream jour-
nalists relying on older statistics and baseball history
and newer journalists using sabermetric measures to
define “valuable.” I then discuss the consequences of
that tension in 2012 and beyond.

I examined published articles and analyses by
sports journalists and bloggers starting from late 
July 2012 and continuing through early November
after the award was announced. I emphasized writing

by BBWAA members and the responses to their arti-
cles. The articles constituted the primary discourse
since they came from the BBWAA voters or in response
to their analysis and argumentation.

METHODS OF ANALYZING DEFINITIONAL RUPTURES
Schiappa notes that the “rhetorical analysis of defini-
tion… investigates how people persuade other people
to adopt and use certain definitions to the exclusion
of others.” He argues that definitions are strategies to
respond to situations or questions, and they “posit at-
titudes about situations.” Definitions are constituted
by “rhetorically induced social knowledge.”18 This 
social knowledge often comes in the form of authority-
based “articulation of what particular words mean and
how they should be used to refer to reality.”19 While
most definitions are not contested, at times the mean-
ing of a particular word or how it ought to be used 
is a site of dispute or controversy. The various sides
involved in the dispute take on the “natural attitude”
that their usage in that specific context is correct.20 For
example, a baseball fan who disagrees with an official
scorer’s definition of an error has in a small way 
participated in a definitional dispute; when a team 
petitions the league for a ruling change on the play,
they are arguing over a definition.

These definitional controversies “can be understood,
in part, as definitional ruptures.”21 This necessitates not
treating definitions as factual claims based on obser-
vations about the world and instead treating them as
attempts to establish social or institutional norms
based on theories of how the world ought to be. Seen
in this way, a struggle among journalists to define 
a term like “valuable” is a struggle for “denotative 
conformity,” or intersubjective agreement about 
the meaning of a word.22 Words with high denotative
conformity are usually seen as factual observation
statements, resulting from their agreed-upon usage
and the context of the use. Words with low denotative
conformity are usually seen as theory statements
about the world. For example, the strike zone has a
clear definition in the MLB rulebook, but the strike
zone as defined in practice by umpires varies on many
different constraints, including the catcher behind the
plate.23 Seen in this light, the sides in a definitional
rupture in baseball journalism over the meaning of the

word “value” use the same
word with a different defini-
tion and thereby construct
or endorse different institu-
tional norms for how it
should be used.

Table 1.
R H HR RBI AVG OBP SLG OPS+ SB Off Def WAR

Trout 129 182 30 83 .326 .399 .564 168 49 64.2 13.0 10.3
Cabrera 109 205 44 139 .330 .393 .606 164 4 46.4 -8.2 6.4
League leader is in italics
2012 MLB Leaderboard, Fangraphs.com
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Definitions entitle something, giving both a label
and a status to that which is defined.24 This entitling
places the phenomenon in a set of beliefs or frames
about the world that includes what is real and what
qualities constitute the phenomenon.25 When a new
definition arises in discourse, the interrelated attitudes
and beliefs are brought into the debate, and they too
must be negotiated. “Whole sets of normative and 
factual beliefs must be changed before someone may
be convinced to accept a new institutional fact.”26

When advocates push for a new definition, they must
persuade others to change their linguistic behavior.

Schiappa outlines three major areas for the critic 
to identify and analyze within a definitional rupture:
purpose or intent, use of power, and definitional prac-
tice. In exploring purpose or intent, the critic should
examine the shared purposes in defining the word, 
the interests and values advanced by the competing
definitions, and the practical consequences of the 
definition as it affects “the needs and interests of a par-
ticular community of language users involved in a
dispute.”27 In examining questions of power, the
rhetorical critic should identify who has the power to
define or speak as an authority and how that power is
used within the social institution. “A proposed defini-
tion is a request for institutional norms: When should
X count as Y in context C?”28 and “[t]he acts of fram-
ing and naming always serve preferred interests, even
if those interests are not noticed or are uncontrover-
sial.”29 As it pertains to definitional practice, the critic
should identify or discover questions within the rup-
ture involving how members do (or do not) achieve
denotative conformity with a definition or whether de-
notative conformity is a reasonable goal.30

SEEING “VALUABLE” AS DEFINITIONAL RUPTURE
The 2012 American League MVP race constituted a cri-
sis among baseball journalists in defining “valuable”
as an observation statement (with high denotative
conformity) or a theory statement (with low denota-
tive conformity) about the world. Because the BBWAA
does not provide a definition for “valuable,” the onus
is on the voters themselves to create theory statements
to determine it. For traditionalists, value is best defined
by an already-recognized significant historical achieve-
ment and the success of the team; for sabermetricians,
value is defined by stats like WAR, a complex statisti-
cal aggregate accounting for the entirety of play. Both
factions’ definitions of value included a sensitivity to
fairness and egalitarianism. Traditional journalists’ goal
was to fairly and equally treat this season’s achieve-
ments with the ways past seasons’ achievements had

been treated for other players. Sabermetrically-
oriented journalists’ goal was to fairly and equally rep-
resent all the achievements of players in a season and
reward the player who contributed the most. Sean
Hartnett contended, “You couldn’t conceive two MVP
candidates that provide such conflicting cases for their
candidacy… You’ll have old guard writers who will
cling to the importance of the Triple Crown and new-
age writers who will favor sabermetric measures such
as WAR and range factor (RF)—and you’ll never get ei-
ther side to agree with one another.”31 Ultimately
Cabrera won the American League MVP vote, earning
twenty-two first place votes over Trout’s six. “After all
the debate, all the rhetoric, all the statistical and his-
torical analysis, it wasn't close.”32

PURPOSE AND INTENT OF DEFINING “VALUABLE”
The debate over the definition of “valuable” was an at-
tempt to alter or maintain linguistic behavior. Supporters
of both players had the shared purpose of wanting the
award to go to the “most valuable” player. In their 
discourse, they frequently used “valuable” as the key
term in determining their vote, and so it was “the term
‘valuable’ that appears to foster differing viewpoints.”33

Numerous other writers noted that the argument was
less about statistics versus intangible qualities and more
about which statistics should be counted.34 For David
Roth “…this vote…was more than just the usual MVP
vote. It was also a fairly impassioned contest between
two different philosophies and between old-fashioned
counting stats and newfangled metrics.”35
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Mike Trout’s 2012 performance
was emblematic for sabermetri-
cians struggling for acceptance
of sophisticated player valuation
methods.
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Schiappa notes that a definitional rupture “should
be addressed in part by re-asking such questions as
‘How should we use the word X?’”36 For Trout support-
ers, the definition of valuable was driven by the need for
statistical accuracy and precision and a search for fair-
ness to other players that year. They generally attempted
to quantify his contributions statistically and held a 
belief in statistical proof as more valid than unmeasur-
able contributions players might make to a team. Tim
Britton suggested, “This is about recognizing Trout’s
uniquely comprehensive skill set and the myriad ways
he contributed to his team winning baseball games. It’s
about appreciating the athletic versatility that baseball,
let’s face it, isn’t always known for.”37

For the supporters of Cabrera, the definition of
valuable consisted of a player making significant con-
tributions to a team that made the playoffs, and 
included historically important statistical achieve-
ments as part of what merited the award, regardless
of other measures of value. Bill Madden summarized
the position:

Here’s a guy having one of the greatest offensive
seasons in history, on the cusp of being the first
Triple Crown winner since Carl Yastrzemski in
1967, and yet there is this clamor from the saber-
metrics gallery that Cabrera must be penalized
for his slowness afoot and supposed defensive
shortcomings. To hear them tell it, if Cabrera
winds up leading the league in batting, homers,
RBI, slugging and total bases, and being second
in hits and runs, it will still pale in comparison to
L.A. Angels super rookie Mike Trout leading the
league in runs, stolen bases and…WAR.39

Traditional sports journalists tended to emphasize
baseball history and significant achievement in their
definition of “value.” Cabrera’s Triple Crown played a
decisive role in their votes for him. “The MVP is the
Big Dog of individual awards in sports. It often serves
as a Hall of Fame deal-breaker. Yet the word ‘valuable’
restricts it to those whose brilliance made a difference,
even though the electors are specifically told that it re-
ally isn’t tied to team performance. They decide their
own criteria.”40 The fact that Cabrera played better in
the last months of the season and the Tigers made the
playoffs also contributed to his case for most valuable
player. “We more ‘traditional’ baseball journalists do
tend to weigh postseason appearances highly when 
it comes to the MVP because, really, what else is 
value for? Cabrera got his team to the playoffs. Trout
did not.”41 Other Cabrera voters felt this was an 

opportunity to support Cabrera as the exemplar of
valuable production. “If Cabrera wins the MVP it will
repudiate nothing Trout did. It will simply be a…
reaffirmation of value.”42 For Mark Feinsand, there was
a distinction between best player and most valuable
player. “I think Trout was the best overall player in the
game this season, especially when you factor in his
defense and baserunning. But that doesn’t mean I
thought he was the most valuable.”43

The idea of fairness and equal treatment in a sin-
gle season is partially what drove the Trout supporters
to WAR as a key statistic in measuring value. “Baseball
experts have spent decades trying to find a way to
quantify all of a player's contributions and boil it down
into one number. The best measurement we have right
now is what's known as Wins Above Replacement
(WAR).”44 Traditional baseball statistics tend to be
“counting” statistics, where an event is tallied: a bat-
ted ball leaves the field of play in fair territory without
hitting the ground and is counted as a home run, the
batter hits the ball in fair territory and reaches base
safely without a fielding error and it is counted as a
hit, and so forth. More complex statistics are derived
from averages: average hits per at bat yields a “batting
average,” average of earned runs per nine innings
equals “earned run average.” Almost all are easily seen,
tallied, and understood. 

Advanced baseball statistics tend to be derived
from more complex formulae. In the case of WAR for
position players, the final number is the product of 
various measures  including hitting, baserunning, and
defense, some of which rely on other advanced statis-
tics, and then that statistical value is normalized
against the standard performance in that season. This
formula allows the player to be compared against his
peers and in a manner that includes the complex ways
the player contributes that may not be easily tallied
and seen. For Carl Bialik, “Wins above replacement
[is] an imperfect stat that still does a better job than
any other of encapsulating a player’s overall on-field
value,”45 and for Neil Paine WAR is “the single-number
metric of choice for most sabermetricians when it
comes to measuring a player’s all-around value.”46

For sabermetricians in 2012, Trout clearly created the
most value as a player. “Basically WAR—and some
other advanced metrics—showed that whatever advan-
tages Cabrera had in terms of power and batting average
and timely hitting were swamped by Trout’s advantages
as a fielder, base runner and player who gets on base.
The argument made sense to many of us who cham-
pion the advanced statistics and their power to get
closer to a player’s true value.”47 Journalists supporting

119

GREGG: The Struggle to Define “Valuable”



Trout’s case noted that not only did he lead the league
in WAR, but he did so in a historically significant way.
“Trout’s is the clearest case in 99 years as the majors’
MVP… That’s just how much better he’s been than 
his peers.” Writers also addressed some “intangible” or
non-quantifiable factors often used by Cabrera sup-
porters, as Mark Reynolds wrote at Bleacher Report:

As long as you think the MVP award should go to
the player who produced the most value, then
Trout should have been the winner because 
Cabrera’s offense was not superior enough to
make up for the difference in the other categories.
Cabrera might have been great in the locker
room, but there’s no evidence that Trout wasn’t a
great teammate, too. Cabrera’s team made the
postseason, but Trout’s team won more games.49

Many writers argued that the Triple Crown is over-
valued. Zachary D. Rhymer notes that “the Triple
Crown indeed is a relic. It's a novel accomplishment,
but things have changed too much over the last half
century for both writers and baseball fans to still 
believe that the Triple Crown is the ultimate measure
of value.”50 For sabermetricians each leg of the Triple
Crown represents older, less helpful statistics for eval-
uating player performance. The RBI (or “runs batted
in”) depends considerably on the quality of a hitter’s
teammates, because they need to be on base for the
batter to drive them in for runs. The home run shows
power potential but is also dependent on factors like
the depth of the outfields where the batter hits; since
a team plays half its games at home, some batters are
fortunate to play half their games on a field that is fa-
vorable to hitting home runs. Batting average is a fine
descriptor of how often the batter reaches base safely
on a hit, but does not capture the ability of the batter
to reach base without getting out or to reach base with
a double or triple. For many sabermetricians, the pre-
ferred statistic is either on-base percentage (OBP) or
on-base plus slugging average (or “OPS”).

USE OF POWER
Craig Calcaterra thought that the “MVP award voting,
at least in the American League, has taken on political
and philosophical overtones.”51 Supporters of both
players claimed to know what “valuable” meant
within their individual set of criteria. Because the re-
sult comes via vote of two members from each
American League city, the power to define ultimately
resided in those (then) 28 members. Non-voting mem-
bers and non-members could rally for particular

perspectives on what they would or what members
should do, but they did not actually vote. The debate
over value continued the tension between traditional
sports journalists and an emerging group interested in
newer ways of evaluating players and making strategic
choices. An overwhelming majority of established
writers voted for Cabrera. “The Triple Crown winner’s
main constituency was old people in old media.
Twenty-four of the MVP voters work for newspapers or
newspaper groups; 21 of them (88 percent) voted for
Cabrera…every voter 51 and above…sided with Cabr-
era, the old-guard candidate.”52

Because the BBWAA nominates each season’s vot-
ers, it is feasible that the balance of power in the
organization will shift as one faction or the other jostles
for power over the seasons, and so the stakes for a given
debate should be seen as a part of a longer-term power
struggle. The tension over Trout and Cabrera for Most
Valuable Player was a struggle for authority in the press.
It was a question over the type of knowledge needed to
be regarded as a baseball expert. “The false Trout/Cabr-
era debate, stripped of Tigers and Angels fans, is just the
latest in the ongoing battle between two camps in the
baseball media, one of which has seen its longtime pri-
macy usurped by new writers, mostly younger, who look
at the game in different ways and have more in common
with successful front offices.”53 Established writers saw
sabermetricians as using advanced statistics to usurp
their power and prestige. Sabermetricians saw estab-
lished writers using traditional tools to support Cabrera
and undermine the utility of sabermetric evaluation.

One technique used by traditionally-oriented jour-
nalists to subordinate the sabermetrically-oriented
writers was to resort to name-calling. “The old-school
columnists often trafficked in ignorance and name-
calling—relying on the cliché that the statistical
community consisted entirely of geeks still living in
their mothers’ basements.”54 This cliché is epitomized
by Mitch Albom’s claim:

[Baseball] is simply being saturated with situa-
tional statistics. What other sport keeps coming
up with new categories to watch the same game?
A box score now reads like an annual report. And
this WAR statistic—which measures the number
of wins a player gives his team versus a re-
placement player of minor league/bench talent
(honestly, who comes up with this stuff?)—is
another way of declaring, “Nerds win!”55

Commonly the tone was aggressive and character-
ized sabermetricians as effete and weak, a position 
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in alignment with Michael L. Butterworth’s findings
regarding the treatment of statistical political and
sports discourse.56 In addition to calling sabermetri-
cans “geeks,” Madden worried advanced analytics is
“turning baseball into an inhuman board game.”57

The pro-Cabrera writers used their definition to
defer to historical tradition and significance. For them,
the power to decide the meaning of “value” should
rest in the hands of the people who have always de-
cided it, not up-and-coming sabermetrician journalists.
For the traditionalists, WAR is seen as a statistic “for
geeks who don’t know baseball… the real argument
that non-Tigers fans are making about Trout.”58 For
sabermetricians, the 2012 MVP race was a way to add
clarity to the ways people think about player value. 
In his discussion of the race, Jonah Keri argued that
Cabrera won because a player’s value is perceived by
its cultural and financial incentives.59 Players who hit
home runs and drive in runs get emphasized more in
the press, get more praise by their teammates, and get
larger contracts, and as a result they are more likely to
win the Most Valuable Player award, although Nate
Silver noted that “the real progress in the statistical
analysis of baseball is in the ability to evaluate the con-
tributions that a player makes on the field in a more
reliable and comprehensive way.”60

DEFINITIONAL PRACTICE
The MVP debate arose from a lack of denotative con-
formity and was an attempt to attain intersubjective
agreement. Unlike many definitional disputes, the
MVP award is the product of a vote in which scoring
reflects a majority preference. The Trout-Cabrera de-
bate represented the changes in the makeup of the

BBWAA. “There is most definitely a growing divide
among the BBWAA and the plethora of talented writ-
ers online who either are not members of the BBWAA
or members that get drowned out by their older 
cohorts in the association.”61 Ultimately, the definition
used is the one that serves the preferred or powerful
interests, since those members have the power to 
entitle the word with specific meaning and weight.
The preferred interests establish the social or institu-
tional norms. The Trout-Cabrera MVP vote re-entitled
“value” with the traditional definition: the player with
the most value is the one who makes historically sig-
nificant contributions on a playoff team.

While the vote did not necessarily stop the discourse
or guarantee denotative conformity, it offers a resolu-
tion to that specific definitional rupture. Josh Levin 
suggested, “The BBWAA’s voting system empowers
baseball’s most-conservative voices and disenfran-
chises those with non-prehistoric views.”62 John Shipley
was more optimistic, noting, “Maybe someday WAR,
BABIP (Batting Average on Balls in Play) and RC27
(Runs Created per 27 outs) will replace the old stats
as the new standards. But for those who came up
memorizing batting averages and RBI totals from the
backs of baseball cards, they’re still relegated to the
fringes of the national pastime.”63

Entitling “value” as sabermetrically-defined would
give power to the individuals with the expertise,
knowledge, and background to understand, analyze,
and discuss it. This community is largely a newer,
younger generation of writers struggling for power
within sports journalism. Matthew Trueblood sug-
gested that the 2012 MVP race was one of the last
gasps of power by the old guard of baseball writers,
noting that “soon, the electorate for these awards will
be overwhelmingly new-school.”64 Calcaterra argued
that this struggle to determine which measures should
be used to gauge the value of a player exemplify a
struggle over the political economy of baseball dis-
course.65 The established writers defended their power
to determine who should win based on the criteria
they chose, and they entitled and endorsed their 
particular definition as best they could because their
jobs were disappearing and they were losing their
place as authorities in the game. The new guard of
sports writers were “defensive and insecure about
being taken seriously as baseball authorities”66 and
treated as “second-class citizens”67 among baseball
journalists, an ironic position since baseball front 
offices have recognized the value of advanced analyt-
ics and have their own proprietary set of sabermetric
statistics, putting team management on a more similar
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Voters in the 2012 MVP
race who valued the his-
torical rarity of the Triple
Crown tipped the scales
overwhelmingly in Miguel
Cabrera’s favor.
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ground with newer writers than the established sports
journalists.

Baseball front offices believe in statistics as the key
way to evaluate players. Team officials know the value
of defense and base-running and have proprietary
ways of evaluating players statistically. Traditional
writers and players consequently do not have the best
tools to gauge the quality of a player, and Trout would
almost certainly have the support of front offices but
not many writers and players.68 In recognizing the
change of power in the BBWAA, Levin noted, “Even-
tually, reason will win out over superstition, the
conventional wisdom will change, and the nerds will
become the establishment. The voters of 2012 will not
decide who wins the MVP in 2032, and for that we 
can all be thankful.”69 Two seasons later, when Trout
finally beat Cabrera for MVP after losing to him two
seasons in a row, Paine noted, “In what’s quickly be-
coming an annual rite of summer, Mike Trout of the
Los Angeles Angels once again led the American
League in wins above replacement (WAR), the single-
number metric of choice for most sabermetricians
when it comes to measuring a player’s all-around
value.”70 Perhaps the tide finally turned for saberme-
trician journalists.

AFTERMATH OF THE DEFINITIONAL RUPTURE
The Trout-Cabrera debate of 2012 was an attempt to
reinforce or change institutional norms within base-
ball journalism, addressing the question of how player
value should be defined in practice: how should we
use “valuable” in determining the most valuable
player? However, baseball is slow to change, and “The
statistical revolution that's permeating the baseball
world hasn't won widespread acceptance just yet.”71

Looking back at the race, Carrie Kreiswirth inter-
viewed ESPN editor Scott Burton, who noted, “In
following the MVP debate between Mike Trout and
Miguel Cabrera, it was shocking to me to witness the
backlash to the analytics argument in favor of Trout. It
was like we were stuck in 1998. And the fact that Trout
lost handily, despite being superior in almost every
meaningful way to Cabrera—as encapsulated by
WAR—represented a failure for the analytics commu-
nity. We lost the fight, badly.”72

As sabermetric discourse grows in media and front
offices, it will change how writers and fans talk about
and understand baseball. Any substantial shift in base-
ball discourse is important for the sport, a game
grounded in history and tradition. In the time since
Trout-Cabrera, the use of sabermetric analysis by com-
mentators, analysts, managers, and players has

increased considerably. Today, we find discussions of
WAR happening during broadcasts, fans are more
comfortable with advanced analytics, and sabermetri-
cians are gaining even more control in baseball front
offices.73

The rise in the use of the defensive shift, more 
attention to things like pitch framing by catchers and
batting average on balls in play, and other new 
approaches to player evaluation and scouting all show
greater sensitivity to sabermetric reasoning and opti-
mizing choices, and show its increased persuasiveness
on people who think about and play baseball.74 Saber-
metrics has a louder voice in baseball discourse, but
there is also a risk in seeing statistics as the only way
to “truth” in valuing (and evaluating) players. There 
is the possibility that a faith in traditional value is
being replaced with a faith in statistical value, a shift
from more qualitative and visual evaluation to more
quantitative and abstract reasoning. Seeing baseball 
as a series of statistical events and choices that can
and should be statistically optimized runs the risk of
making baseball even more neo-liberal and governed
by economic metaphors. 

There also remains the possibility that with spe-
cialized discourse “that the manner in which we draw
distinctions among the different spheres may, itself,
contribute to the decline of public discourse.”75 As
baseball becomes more advanced statistically, we may
be seeing the shifting of the permitted “speakers” mov-
ing from practitioners and lay observers to experts in
elevated theory or statistics. With that shift may come
alienation between traditional fans and sabermetrically-
oriented ones. For example, acronyms can function in
the bureaucratization of a field, alienating the laity
from the bureaucratic experts and thereby entrench-
ing the experts’ power in the field. We see this concern
expressed in Albom’s infamous tirade against saber-
metricians’ support of Trout: “There is no end to the
appetite for categories—from OBP to OPS to WAR. I
mean, OMG! The number of triples hit while wearing
a certain-colored underwear is probably being meas-
ured as we speak.”76 While it is easy to write off
Albom’s ridicule as satire or sarcasm, his article also
expresses a concern at the overvaluation of complex
statistics and obfuscation by new acronyms over the
practical or observational qualities of player evalua-
tion and the potential alienation that results.

Baseball as an institution continues to be some-
what slower than individual teams and writers to
accept the statistical revolution played out on the
fields. For example, in 2015 after the heavy use of 
unconventional, sabermetrically-inspired defensive
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shifts depressed offensive statistics, MLB Commis-
sioner Rob Manfred said he was open to banning
particular types of those shifts because of their nega-
tive effect and their deviation from traditional
defensive arrangement.77 This move received consid-
erable pushback from the press, something that
pre-2012 seemed rather unlikely in two ways: these
kinds of defensive shifts were significantly less com-
mon, and the press likely would treat this as a negative
instance of sabermetrics intruding on baseball in a
clear, practical way that should not be permitted.

CONCLUSION
This project explores a representative anecdote of where
and how definitions matter, and it shows the flexibility
of Schiappa’s method in exploring definitional prac-
tice.78 It does not claim to be the last word on the matter.
Since this is a single example based on a brief snapshot
of time, future research in tension between sabermetrics
and “traditional” baseball could look at changing 
definitional practice longer term, gravitating toward dif-
ferent crises or debates: Felix Hernandez and pitcher
wins used in determining the Cy Young Award, how 
the RBI has been valued over time, the case for Jack
Morris and the Hall of Fame. This project could also be
seen as a first step in the larger fusing of rhetorical 
criticism and sports statistics, a move toward exploring
the rhetoric of sabermetrics: the ways that baseball 
statisticians use words to define reality. �
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