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  Introduction

  
  “Why?”


  That tiny, seemingly innocent word has driven people, even nations, to examine the reasons we began the traditions we accept as a normal part of our lives.


  Fans of baseball know this all too well.


  Yet, modern-day enthusiasts of what has been deemed America’s Pastime are not always of the same opinion as to why some tradition may have begun. Loyalties are often dictated by the team for which they cheered as youngsters. High-powered business executives wear replicas of team jerseys to an important meeting on Wall Street. Teens wear T-shirts spelling out in bold print a particular ball club.


  One thing that unites them all, however, is an appreciation of the sport that begat these traditions.


  That’s what this book is all about.


  Some of the answers to these questions, each of which begins with that intriguing word “why” are brief and to the point. Others require more detail in order to give a meaningful response.


  Whatever the case, this writer hopes that each question and answer in this volume will allow the reader to appreciate, even more, the greatest sport ever created.
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  WHY DO WE SOMETIMES REFER TO A LEFT-HANDED PITCHER AS A “SOUTHPAW”?
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  Baseball announcers as well as other fans of the game, perhaps in an attempt to insert an extra dimension of variety into the broadcast, will sometimes refer to the pitcher on the mound as a “southpaw” if he’s a left-handed thrower. The reason is quite simple once you think about it.


  Baseball stadiums are designed to have batters looking east or northeast. When a pitcher faces the batter, he receives the sign from the catcher and prepares to toss the pitch, be it a fastball, a curveball, or even a knuckler, with his body facing west. As a result, the left side of his body as well as his left arm are facing south. When the pitcher eventually lets go of the ball, he’s releasing it from the south side of the mound.


  Hence, he’s called a “southpaw.”


  Get it?




  WHY ARE MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL PITCHERS NORMALLY LIMITED TO 100 PITCHES PER GAME?
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  Throughout Major League Baseball, as well as within the minor and amateur leagues, when a pitcher on the mound nears the 100 mark in the total of his tosses, his manager, in all probability, will have notified his bullpen to alert one of the relief pitchers to prepare to enter the contest.


  The reason is that most physical therapists and other medical experts are of the opinion that an athlete’s arm will endure this much strain before showing signs of fatigue.


  Of course there are exceptions to this practice. One rather stunning example in modern times happened on July 2, 1963, in San Francisco’s Candlestick Park when the Giants hosted the visiting Milwaukee Braves.


  Neither team was setting the world ablaze, despite the fact that both squads featured some future Hall of Famers. The visiting Braves had the likes of Henry Aaron, Eddie Mathews, and Warren Spahn. San Francisco heralded Willie Mays, Orlando Cepeda, and Juan Marichal.


  The aging Spahn (42 years old) no longer had his overpowering fastball, but he had developed a wicked curveball that left opposing hitters shaking their heads in awe and disbelief after seeing a third strike nip the lower outside corner of the plate.


  His mound opponent, 25-year-old Marichal, was no slouch himself. In only his fourth year of big-league baseball, this high-kicking native of the Dominican Republic eschewed finesse to keep hitters off-balance with an overpowering fastball.


  Both pitchers wasted no time in setting down their opponents in order in the first. And so it continued throughout the night as the temperature dipped below 60 degrees.


  At the conclusion of regulation time, both pitchers said they could go on.


  In spite of the rather cool temperature, most of the 15,921 fans in attendance stayed to watch what they anticipated was developing into a classic pitchers’ duel. Following each inning most of the sleepy-eyed fans rose and applauded to show their appreciation.


  Each of the two pitchers waited for the other to blink.


  But neither Spahn nor Marichal made a habit of blinking.


  At 12:21 a.m., in the bottom of the 16th inning, after Harvey Kuenn grounded out, up to the plate stepped a heretofore hitless Mays. The Giants’ superstar swung at Spahn’s first pitch and smacked a towering fly ball to deep left-center field. The hometown crowd screamed with delight as they watched the ball disappear over the fence and into the chilly morning air.


  The Giants won the game 1–0. But other numbers stood out more than the score: Marichal that night threw 227 pitches and Spahn, 201.


  Those in attendance would not need any printed box score to remember the most important thing: they were fortunate to see one of the greatest baseball games ever played.
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  “A PITCHER HAS TO LOOK AT THE HITTER AS HIS MORTAL ENEMY.”


  EARLY WYNN




  WHY WAS JACK ROOSEVELT ROBINSON THE FIRST AFRICAN AMERICAN EVER TO PLAY AS PART OF AN OFFICIAL TEAM LINEUP IN MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL?
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  Any baseball historian knows that Jack (the name he preferred, as opposed to “Jackie”) Robinson, of the old Brooklyn Dodgers, was the first person of color to be invited to join a Major League Baseball club.


  Other talented ballplayers had aspirations of filling this designation in history, many of whom were relegated to teams in the so-called Negro League. But, according to many observers, there were three specific reasons why Robinson eventually was the one selected.


  1) He brought fans to the field. The Brooklyn Dodgers suffered in attendance figures. While Ebbets Field was the site of a significant number of memorable moments, team records in the mid-1940s were mediocre. On Opening Day of 1947, April 15, Robinson’s first official day in a Dodger uniform, 26,623 fans were in attendance (of the potential 32,000 capacity), and an estimated 14,000 of them were African Americans.


  2) America needed a sports leader to help conquer racial prejudice. The last struggle of the Civil War did not squelch unjustified attacks on black citizens; in some areas they only escalated. Signs throughout the nation spelled out in bold print “White” or “Colored.” Everyone knew the rules. Robinson had the education, character, and fortitude to withstand the abuse that would come with breaking them.


  3) The persuasive power of Branch Rickey was overwhelming. Everyone knew that Major League Baseball had imposed a “whites only” policy on all of its owners. Two years after the 1944 death of then commissioner Judge Landis, his replacement was the former Kentucky governor and US senator Albert B. “Happy” Chandler. Self-proclaimed experts were confident that this “good ole’ Southern country boy” would maintain the tradition of the past.


  Those experts were wrong.


  Chandler was convinced that the times were changing. He felt that if black men were willing to give their lives in World War II, which had ended less than three years earlier, then they should certainly be welcome to give their service to baseball.


  With the support of Rickey, the general manager and part owner of the Dodgers, Chandler permitted the signing of a superb African American athlete out of UCLA named Jackie Robinson.
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  JACKIE ROBINSON IN 1954.


  One of the first tasks Rickey accepted was to invite Robinson into a closed-door meeting in his office to set some informal ground rules that included something like this admonition: “I don’t need just a colored player. . . . If a runner slides into you if you’re covering second base and calls you a ‘black son-of-a bitch,’ I need a man who will have the courage not to fight back.”


  Robinson spent the 1946 season with the minor-league Montreal Royals, where he batted .349 and swiped 40 bases, and he was invited to join the Dodgers at their spring training camp in Daytona Beach.


  Not all of his new teammates welcomed him with open arms. Fred “Dixie” Walker was one of the more outspoken critics and demanded to be traded. His club shortly thereafter sold him to the last-place Pittsburgh Pirates. Others, such as another “Southern boy,” Harold “Pee Wee” Reese, became close friends and loyal supporters of Robinson throughout his career.


  On that memorable April 15, the entire baseball world focused on Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field when Jack Roosevelt Robinson crossed the white foul line to take his position at first base.
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  “BASEBALL IS LIKE A POKER GAME. NOBODY WANTS TO QUIT WHEN HE’S LOSING; NOBODY WANTS YOU TO QUIT WHEN YOU’RE AHEAD.”


  JACKIE ROBINSON




  WHY IS A BASEBALL FIELD SOMETIMES REFERRED TO AS A DIAMOND?
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  The average fan knows that every baseball infield has 90 feet between bases. It would seem, therefore that the equal distances would form a square. Not so.


  Two theories became the source of this conclusion: One school of thought says that the framers of our national sport moved second base a few inches closer to home plate in order to make it slightly easier for a catcher to throw-out a runner attempting to steal second. The second theory is that while standing in the batter’s box, a player would get a slightly different view of the infield. Because of an optical illusion, both the first and third bases appeared to be somewhat closer than 90 feet. With second base moved slightly infield, the position of the bases would reflect the shape of the gem that symbolizes a life of holy matrimony.




  WHY ARE THE PITTSBURGH PIRATES NAMED AFTER CRIMINALS WHO SAILED ON THE HIGH SEAS?
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  At first, it might seem strange for any franchise to adopt the name of those who gained a reputation as feared terrorists among otherwise honest, hardworking sailors who braved the normal perils of rough seas, unpredictable winds, and other threats to mind and body. It’s a lot easier to comprehend once you know the complete story.


  In 1890, the teams considered to be the “major leagues” of that era were faring quite well. To the dismay of the majority of the players, however, the team owners were pocketing most of the profits. Complaints from the players grew increasingly louder. By the end of the season, the majority of those wearing a team uniform—including those of the Pittsburgh Alleghenys (the adopted spelling of that era)—elected to form their own organization and call themselves the Players’ League.


  Perhaps due to lack of management skills, the new league lasted only one year. When the players sought to return to their former venues, even they were amazed that their former owners welcomed them back.


  One of the better players—infielder Louis Bierbauer—thought he would return to his old team, the Philadelphia Athletics. Due to a clerical error, his name was accidentally left off the list of those who were eligible to return.


  That error was caught by the new Pittsburgh club president, J. Patrick O’Neil, who persuaded Bierbauer to join the Alleghenys. Bierbauer agreed.


  The Philadelphia team cried foul.
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  THE 1909 NATIONAL LEAGUE CHAMPION PITTSBURGH PIRATES DEPICTED AS, WELL, PIRATES.


  Following heated discussions by both teams, the issue was submitted to binding arbitration.


  The Pittsburgh franchise prevailed.


  The Philadelphia Athletics protested the decision of the arbitrator. A representative for the club told a group of reporters that, in his opinion, Pittsburgh’s signing of Bierbauer was “piratical.”


  That one accusation, designed to be an insult, had just the opposite effect. It became, instead, a badge of pride. Hence, from 1891 to this day, the Pittsburgh Baseball Club proudly adopted as its team name “the Pirates.”
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  “SOME DAYS YOU TAME THE TIGER, AND SOME DAYS THE TIGER HAS YOU FOR LUNCH.”


  TUG MCGRAW




  WHY DID BASEBALL FANS IN PITTSBURGH DELIGHT TO HEAR THE ANNOUNCER CALL UPON A FICTIONAL “AUNT MINNIE” DURING GAMES?
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  One of the genuine characters among the legion of baseball announcers throughout the history of radio broadcasting was Albert Kennedy “Rosey” Rowswell, a diminutive (5-foot-6, 120-pound) play-by-play man from 1936 to 1955.


  Over these years, this colorful announcer developed a unique vocabulary to describe the action on the field. But in many instances, unless you were a resident of Pittsburgh, you might need an interpreter to translate what he said. For example, when an opposing batter struck out, it was an “old dipsy doodle.” If a Pirate got an extra-base hit, it was a “doozey marooney.” There were many more. Out-of-towners who were new to Pirate broadcasts had to get used to this different jargon.


  Rosey’s most famous description was for a home run hit by a Pirate. Whenever a slugger such as Ralph Kiner would launch a mighty homer high over the scoreboard in left field, Rosey would shout into the microphone, “Raise the window, Aunt Minnie! Here it comes, right into your petunia patch!” After a pause of about two seconds, he would sigh, “She never made it. She never made it.”


  There was, of course, no petunia patch. And Aunt Minnie was a fictional character. But to Pittsburgh fans of that generation, this didn’t matter. She was a welcome part of every family.
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  “NEVER LET THE FEAR OF STRIKING OUT KEEP YOU FROM COMING TO BAT.”


  BABE RUTH


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_012.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
LYONS
PRESS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg
LYONS
PRESS)





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_011.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS
YOU'VE ALWAYS WONDERED
ABOUT FROM AMERICA’S
NATIONAL PASTIME

JOHN MCCOLLISTER






