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This book is dedicated to all my young friends and readers from military families who are “good sports.”
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  Introduction


Athletes sometimes call one another warriors, and refer to the games they play as battles, or wars.

But war and military battles are much more serious than a pickup game of football played in the backyard, a basketball game played in a gymnasium, or a baseball game played in a big stadium in front of thousands of people. War is not a game, and in the military service soldiers use real weapons. Men and women can get hurt and be killed. Peace, not just victory, is always the ultimate goal.

No one really wants to go to war or lose his or her life training for war or fighting in one. But just as athletes recognize that part of being a “good sport” is realizing that he or she has a job to do and a role to help the team win, soldiers accept a similar responsibility. Like any members of a team, they promise to do their duty for the benefit of others.

The athletes profiled in Soldier Athletes all sacrificed for the larger good. They gave up their playing careers—sometimes reluctantly, and at great personal cost—for a bigger cause.



  Ted Williams
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Baseball slugger Ted Williams in the cockpit, ready for take off.
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FROM THE BATTER’S BOX TO THE COCKPIT

ON APRIL 30, 1952, some twenty-five thousand fans poured into Boston’s Fenway Park. Most had come for the same reason: to see slugging outfielder Ted Williams play one final time. The previous January, Williams, who had been trained as a pilot in World War II and remained a member of the Marine reserves, was called back into military service, one of more than one thousand veteran pilots who were recalled into the service to fight in the Korean War. Williams was due to report in just a few days. This would be his last game.

Many fans thought this might be the final game of Williams’s career and believed they might never have another chance to see Williams play. One of baseball’s greatest hitters, Williams was already thirty-three years old and was expected to serve nearly a year and a half in the Marines. Even if he survived the war, many people thought Ted would retire from baseball after sitting out nearly two full seasons.

From the time he was a kid learning to play baseball on the playgrounds of San Diego, Ted Williams had only one dream. As he once said, “When I walk down the street, I want everyone to say, ‘There’s goes the greatest hitter who ever lived.’” After reaching the major leagues in 1939, Williams had gone a long way toward making that dream come true. Despite missing three seasons while he served in the military during World War II, by 1952 Williams had collected four batting titles and led the league in home runs and runs batted in four times. Ted had played in nine All-Star games, twice been named the most valuable player in the American League, and led the Red Sox to the 1946 AL Pennant and World Series. In 1941, he had hit .406 for the season. Since that time, no other player has ever hit over .400.

Most Boston fans loved Ted, and the crowd arrived early. Before the game, the club held an emotional ceremony for him on the field. Players from both the Red Sox and the Tigers stood together and held hands in a line shaped like a wing that stretched across the field from one dugout to the other. Ted was given a number of gifts, including a book signed by more than four hundred thousand fans sending Ted their best wishes. During the ceremony, Ted stood next to Private Fred Wolfe, a veteran of the Korean War, who was confined to a wheelchair due to injuries he received during his service. At the end of the ceremony, the crowd stood and cheered as Ted turned toward the stands and waved.

Then Williams really gave them something to cheer about. With the score tied 3–3 in the seventh inning, Williams’s teammate and friend Dominic DiMaggio cracked a single. The next hitter made an out, bringing up Ted.

The crowd stood and cheered again. They realized this might be the final at bat of Williams’s career.

Ted looked out at pitcher Dizzy Trout and remained focused. He didn’t notice the crowd and didn’t stop to think that this might be his last at bat. He just concentrated on the pitcher as he wound up, and then watched the ball as it left his hand and hurtled toward the plate.

Williams saw the ball spinning in the air and immediately recognized it as a curve ball. He tracked the pitch with his eyes, and as the ball began to dip over the inside of the plate, Ted began to swing.

He hit the ball on the fat part of his bat with a slight uppercut. A loud crack! ricocheted through the ballpark.

As the ball left the bat in a white blur, the crowd gasped, and then kept cheering. The ball soared high and deep to right field. Tiger outfielder Vic Wertz started to chase after it but saw it was going over his head and pulled up. The ball landed eight rows deep in the stands.

Ted Williams had hit a home run! The fans cheered long and loud as the scoreboard operator showed that Williams’s blast had given the Red Sox a 5–3 lead, and Williams’s teammates poured from the dugout and met him at home plate.

When the game ended two innings later, Williams jogged in from left field. The next day he left for Willow Grove, Pennsylvania, to resume his military career. Ted Williams, perhaps the greatest hitter who ever lived, was now Ted Williams, marine pilot.
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On December 7, 1942, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, an event that marked the beginning of World War II for the United States. At the time, Ted Williams had just completed his third season in the major leagues. American men at the time were subject to the draft, a law that required most to serve in the military if asked. Since Ted financially supported his mother, he was not yet subjected to the draft. But by the beginning of the 1942 season it was beginning to look as if Williams, like most other healthy young men, might be drafted anyway. As he thought about serving in the military, he became intrigued with the idea of learning how to fly. So instead of waiting to get drafted, Williams enlisted in the reserves, becoming a part-time soldier. He spent the rest of the 1942 season hitting home runs by day and studying flight manuals by night. That November he reported to ground school to learn to fly.

Thus far in his short baseball career, Ted Williams had developed a bit of a reputation for being a little immature and self-centered, a player so preoccupied with hitting that he forgot about almost everything else. When he was playing the outfield, he sometimes practiced his swing instead of thinking about catching the ball. Some sportswriters criticized him for being more concerned with his batting average than with the team. They thought Williams would have a hard time adapting to the discipline of the military.

They need not have worried. Although he would have preferred to continue playing baseball rather than going to war, Ted respected military service. His father had served in the army, and his younger brother, Danny, had enlisted shortly after Pearl Harbor.

Williams was not the only professional baseball player in the military. His group of Naval Air cadets included four other major leaguers. Thousands of professional baseball players, including more than five hundred major league ballplayers, would serve in the military during World War II. Some, like Cleveland pitcher Bob Feller and Detroit Tiger first baseman Hank Greenberg, saw heavy combat, and two major league veterans, Elmer Gedeon of the Washington Senators and Harry O’Neill of the Philadelphia Athletics, were killed in combat. But most other ballplayers saw little action or were not even sent overseas. Many spent most of the war playing baseball, entertaining troops by playing on military teams. As one major league veteran later commented, “I fought the war with a bat and a ball.”

Although Williams was willing to serve in any capacity, he fell in love with the notion of learning to fly an airplane, and Ted soon discovered that the same qualities that made him such a good hitter—his eyesight, hand-eye coordination, intelligence, and ability to concentrate—also made him a good soldier and pilot. He sailed through flight school, learning to fly the SNV-1, SNJ-4, and SNJ-5, propeller-driven aircraft with top speeds of between 165 and 205 miles per hour, planes primarily used to teach pilots how to fly. Ted spent hundreds of hours in the plane, learning to take off, land, and fly safely. One of his teachers later recalled Ted as “an excellent student.” After earning his officer’s commission, Williams applied to flight instructors’ school.


He was sent to Pensacola, Florida, where he helped teach other pilots to fly, eventually becoming a second lieutenant in the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve. Although Williams was often asked to play baseball in exhibitions for the troops, he rarely appeared on the field. Teaching others how to fly airplanes kept Williams busy.

He took his job seriously. As one of his students later commented, Ted was “a very good flier.” He did not act as if he were better than his students because he was a big-league baseball player. Williams knew that the students he was training were going to go on to learn how to fly combat aircraft. Their lives might depend on how effective Williams was as a teacher. Ted knew that what he was doing was far more important than playing baseball for a living.

After helping train hundreds of pilots, in 1945 Williams was ordered to the Pacific and seemed likely to see combat, but when the Japanese government surrendered on August 15, the war came to an end. In January of 1946, Williams was relieved from active duty and returned to civilian life.

He signed a new contract with the Red Sox and reported to spring training. Despite playing very little baseball over the previous three seasons, Williams showed few signs of rust and was still the same dangerous hitter he had been before the war. He led the Red Sox to a pennant and the World Series in 1946, where they lost to the St. Louis Cardinals in seven games.

In the middle of the 1947 season, Williams rejoined the Marine Corps Reserve. He thought he might like to keep flying, but he remained inactive. Once in a while the Marines used Ted to help with recruiting, putting his picture on posters, but he had no other duties.

Over the next few seasons as Williams and the Red Sox tried to get back to the World Series, Williams almost forgot that he was a member of the reserves. Williams won the Triple Crown in 1947, leading the American League in batting average, home runs, and runs batted in. He won another batting title in 1948, and in 1949 he missed winning another Triple Crown when he finished second in the race for the batting title by less than one thousandth of a percentage point. Although the Red Sox played well, they never managed to win another pennant.

Even though World War II had ended a few years before, that did not mean the world was at peace. The Korean peninsula had been ruled by Japan from 1910 to 1945. After the war, control over the peninsula was split in half, with American troops occupying the southern
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