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To my father,

ALFRED BARRA,

who loved Mickey but worshipped Willie






Whatever you do, don’t God-up these guys.

—Red Smith’s advice to a young sportswriter




I have seen the boys of summer in their ruin.

—Dylan Thomas





What’s the use of being a boy if you’re going to grow up to be a man?



—Frank Merriwell




I used to dream how good it would be to be Willie Mays or Mickey Mantle.

—Reggie Jackson
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Preface

I didn’t cry when my father died, but I held back tears on August 13, 1995, when I heard that Mickey Mantle was gone. My father would have understood. He once told me he had not cried when his father died, but I recall him weeping uncontrollably when Joe Louis passed away in 1981. Several friends have told me they had similar reactions to the deaths of their fathers and their sports heroes.

Many times over the years I’ve thought about this, and I’ve come to the conclusion that if we don’t weep over losing our fathers, it might be because we do not yet comprehend the magnitude of our loss. But when the favorite athletes of our youth are proven to be mortal, we experience a sudden jolt; we know then that not only is our youth gone, but our youthful dreams as well.

Mantle’s death ended a dream I had nourished for years that I could sit Mickey and Willie down together for a long interview, a hope I’d had since I had seen them interview each other in 1968 in Esquire. I was scheduled to interview them both for Inside Sports in 1983 when they had been banished from baseball by Commissioner Bowie Kuhn, but I couldn’t get them together. Mantle was polite but exceedingly hungover and, to my staggering disappointment, seemed to have no memory of or even interest in the things I wanted to discuss, like his 1958 barnstorming tour with Willie or his appearance in Birmingham to promote his Mickey Mantle’s Country Cookin’ restaurant in 1970, where he autographed a Sport magazine with his picture on the cover and gave me ten minutes of interview time for my school paper. Mays was distracted and in the same ill humor he was in every one of the five times I had attempted to interview him.

The idea for this book—to try to trace their remarkably parallel lives—came later and must be credited largely to Charles Einstein. Charlie and I first met in 1996, when I was working with the Newark Star-Ledger and realized that a man named Charles Einstein was covering lounge acts in Atlantic City for the paper. I asked the sports editor if it could possibly be the same Charlie Einstein who had written Willie’s Time, published in 1979 and perhaps the finest book about a professional athlete that I had ever read. Indeed it was the legendary Charlie Einstein—sportswriter, novelist, screenwriter (I had seen his documentary A Man Called Mays only once but could repeat entire chunks of it verbatim), editor, son of the radio comic Harry Parke (better known as Parkyarkarkus, or “park your carcass”), and half brother to both the comic Super Dave Osborne and the comedian-actor-director Albert Brooks.*

Over the next few years, in person, in long phone sessions, and through several letters, Charlie told me of a Willie Mays I not only had never known but had never dreamt of—a man with a huge capacity for kindness and generosity, but given to dark moods and desperation, a man who had never entirely come to terms with his own fame or his place in the world after baseball. He also told me how much Willie liked and admired Mickey and about their personal rivalries on the ball field, on the golf course, and even at the pool table.

The more people I sought out who knew Mickey and Willie, such as the greatest of all baseball writers, Roger Kahn, and George Lois, the innovative advertising genius who befriended them both, the more I had a picture of two men who had never entirely grown up and who seemed just a bit bewildered that the world had passed them by while leaving them as famous as they had been in their playing days.

I began retracing their lives to a past dimly remembered but still strongly felt by those of us who lived through it. To me, and I firmly believe to millions of other Americans, Mickey and Willie signify a simpler time. Not, as purveyors of nostalgia would have us believe, a more innocent time, but a simpler time. Their images, if not their personal lives, reflect an America to be found now only in old baseball cards, yellowing newspapers, and moldy sports magazines—and in the memories of fans like me. It’s an America I hope to revive in these pages before it passes altogether.


* Charlie’s history fascinated me. After a successful career as a sportswriter, mostly covering the New York Giants and Willie Mays (with whom he had collaborated on several books), he moved to Arizona in the mid-1950s and then got a job covering the Giants when they moved to the Bay Area in 1958. In the late 1970s, after his wife died, he moved back east, to a small town in southern New Jersey called—swear to God—Mays Landing.




Introduction

My First Game Was Better Than Yours

Every baseball fan has a “my first game” story, but mine is better than yours. My first ball game was at Yankee Stadium, and I saw Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays play.

Until I saw that game, it had not occurred to me that Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays could actually play baseball on the same field. That they did in 1961 was an accident of scheduling. Both the Yankees and Giants had a break before road trips, and the team owners agreed to an exhibition game to replace the annual Mayor’s Trophy Classic that had been played for years between the Yankees and either the New York Giants or Brooklyn Dodgers, the proceeds going to city charities. (Since the Giants and Dodgers moved to the West Coast in 1958, there had been no game.)

When the game was set, the New York press went wild. The theme was Willie Mays’s “return” to New York since the Giants had moved to San Francisco three years earlier. Actually, Willie had played in New York twice since then: in a 1958 postseason exhibition that pitted Willie Mays’s National League All-Stars against Mickey Mantle’s American League All-Stars at Yankee Stadium, and again at the second All-Star Game in 1960, when Willie demolished Whitey Ford in front of the home crowd in the Bronx.

Nonetheless, Yankee Stadium was in a frenzy on that early summer day when we took our seats. I don’t recall if the game was a sellout; it certainly seemed that way to me. The crowd’s spirits were dampened a bit when the threat of rain canceled a pregame home run contest between Mays and Orlando Cepeda (who would go on to lead the NL in home runs that season) and Mantle and Roger Maris (who would, of course, break Babe Ruth’s record of sixty home runs that season). But the disappointment was forgotten when the game began.

I had my first experience with goose bumps when the PA man—surely it was Bob Sheppard, the ghostly voice of the Yankees, though I did not know this at the time—announced, “Now batting … for the San Francisco Giants … number twenty-four … Wil-lie …” The roar of the crowd was like a wave hitting the shore, drowning out the rest of his name.

Many years later, Charles Einstein sent me his account of the game. Describing the crowd as Mays came out of the dugout, he wrote, “An unbroken, throat-swelling peal of adulation sprang from the hearts of Giants-starved New Yorkers. It rolled and volleyed off the great tiering of this triple-decked palace and against the vague outline of the Bronx County Courthouse, looming in the gray-black mist out beyond the huge scoreboard in right-centerfield.

“They rocked and tottered and shouted and stamped and sang. It was joy and love and welcome, and you never heard a cascade of sound quite like it.” And in the hundreds of games I’ve attended since, I’ve never heard it again.

Mickey Mantle, some said, was a forgotten idol that night. He was not forgotten by me. He woke up Yankee fans with a towering two-run homer into the right-field seats, delivered from the left side of the plate. My father and I, sitting over the third-base dugout, had a perfect view. It was my first major league home run, and it was everything I had hoped it would be. I could hear the distinctive crack of the bat and could easily follow the trajectory of the ball as the thousands in the stands rose to watch its flight.

I cannot tell you who was pitching—and anyway, the only pitcher I knew then was Whitey Ford. I think the pitchers were minor leaguers brought up for the game. Neither can I recall what anyone else on the Yankees did at bat. I do, though, have one sharp recollection of Mantle after his home run swing: he shot out of the batter’s box down to first base as if he did not know the ball was going over the wall. (And how could he not have?) After crossing first base, he slowed into a home run trot with his head down. I would later learn that this was typical of Mickey after a home run; he didn’t want anyone to think he was showing up the opposing pitcher—even a minor leaguer like the guy pitching for the Giants.

Willie Mays walked his first time up, drawing boos from the crowd, which shocked me. How could anyone boo Willie Mays? My father explained that they were booing the Yankee pitcher who hadn’t given Willie anything good to hit. Mays, playing to the crowd, attempted to steal second; the Yankees catcher, who I later learned was Johnny Blanchard—both Elston Howard and Yogi Berra had the day off—muffed the pitch, allowing Willie to slide in uncontested. No matter that there wasn’t a close throw—Willie lost his cap about two-thirds of the way down the base path to second, and that’s what we had all come to see.

The second time up—I’m sure it was the fourth inning and Willie’s second and last plate appearance—he lunged into a pitch and smashed a hard bouncer between second and third, scoring two runs that proved to be decisive.

The fans bellowed their approval in the fifth when Willie made a basket catch of a medium-range fly ball and fired home in time to prevent a runner from scoring; he couldn’t have satisfied us more if he’d thrown out the runner at the plate.

If there was a disappointing note to an otherwise perfect day, it was that both Mickey and Willie were out of the game after the fifth inning. There wasn’t anyone else on either the Yankees or Giants who I was remotely interested in, though I also had great affection for Yogi and Whitey. The Giants had Cepeda and Juan Marichal, but I knew nothing about them at the time. Nor did I yet understand who Roger Maris was and what significance he would bring to the 1961 season.

I got to see Mickey and Willie, and nothing else mattered.

I suppose the seed that would become this book was planted that afternoon, though it could have also been the year before, when my father brought home four packs of Topps baseball cards. Now, you’re either going to believe this or you aren’t—and I realize I’m testing my credibility and your credulity—but in either the first or second pack I opened, I got both Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays All-Star cards. I understand now that this was more than just a case of incredible luck; the way Topps packaged cards back then was supposed to guarantee that things like that didn’t happen. If it did, kids who were happy with what they got in a few packs might not buy more. (I know I was more than satisfied with what I got. Every card I possibly could have wanted was in that one pack. Who cared about Dick Groat or Brooks Robinson or Mike McCormick?)

I admit that it’s entirely possible, perhaps even likely, that I did not get both cards in the same pack; I can only swear that that’s how I remember it. At any rate, I have the cards to this day, and if I’m wrong and they weren’t in the same pack, the odds of getting the Mantle and Mays cards in just four packs was still astronomical. But I got them.

The smell of the stick of bubblegum under Mickey’s card lasted for years. Every time I picked the card up, it gave off such an evocative aroma that I understood how the taste of a cookie could inspire Proust to write seven volumes. On the day Mickey died in 1995, I was at the New York Giants training camp working on a story. Later that afternoon, when I returned home, I went upstairs and dug out the card and sniffed it. All traces of the scent of bubblegum had vanished.

On the day in 1960 when my father gave me the four packs of cards, some neighbors came over for a beer. One or two of them suggested that Mays and Mantle would someday be regarded as the greatest two players of all time. Len O’Sullivan, our next-door neighbor, told me, “They might be the two greatest players ever!” Jim O’Kane, who lived around the corner, said, emphasizing the point with his finger, “They are the only two guys in the game who can do it all.” (I didn’t know what “all” meant back then; I had some vague idea that it meant they could also take a turn at pitching.)

Listening to my father and his friends debate the relative merits of Mantle and Mays was my introduction to sports guy talk and my first experience with baseball analysis. I knew the names of other professional athletes; I knew that Joe Louis, Rocky Marciano, and Sugar Ray Robinson had been champion boxers at some time in the recent past, and I knew that Johnny Unitas was a great football player. I knew that Wilt Chamberlain was a basketball player who had set some sort of scoring record. But Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays were the only two professional athletes whose names I heard mentioned in supermarket lines or in restaurants or in a New York subway. They were the only two I heard discussed at backyard barbecues. I wasn’t old enough to yet understand the hopes and dreams that post—World War II America had invested in them. It quickly became clear to me, though, that Mickey and Willie were symbols of something much more important than just baseball, and that in the America I was growing up in baseball was much more than just a game.

In our house, much of this feeling was tied to Mays. I remember my father talking about Willie Mays as if there were something very important at stake in his success, something I vaguely understood as a hope for integration and equality—though no one I knew had any real notion that blacks could achieve equality with whites in society. (My father, like all children of immigrants, was raised to believe in the New Deal; by the 1950s, he had become a moderate Republican—pretty much like Willie himself, I came to understand.)

The first picture I ever tacked to my bedroom wall was of the two smiling young sluggers at their first meeting in the 1951 World Series. (You can see it in the first photo section of this book.) Willie was twenty, and Mickey would be twenty in another sixteen days. How splendid they were—I would have sold my soul to be either one of them. Though I never articulated it, the thought in the back of my mind was always, What a great country we are to have heroes like Mickey and Willie!

In 1961 Sport magazine held a contest, “Who’s the Greatest, Mickey or Willie?” With my mother’s help, I addressed and stamped the envelopes and stuffed the ballot box with ten votes for each of them. The first baseball magazine I remember owning was a special edition put together by the editors of Sport devoted entirely to Mickey and Willie. I can still feel the rush of pure joy when I spotted it at the newsstand. I bought three copies, carefully preserved two, which I own to this day, and cut up the third to lovingly paste the photos in a scrapbook.

One day in the spring of 1963, after finishing up my paper route, I stopped for a Coke at Whelan’s Drugstore on Route 9 in Old Bridge, New Jersey. There I spotted a Mickey Mantle—Willie Mays “Zippee” ball—a Wiffle ball with Mickey and Willie’s picture on the package. As it turned out, I didn’t have money for both the Coke and the ball; I skipped the Coke. I took thousands of swings at Wiffle balls while fantasizing that I was Mickey or Willie, but I hit only generic Wiffle balls. The Mickey Mantle—Willie Mays “Zippee” ball package remains unopened to this day.

For making the honor roll at St. Thomas Aquinas Elementary School, my parents bought me Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays Hartland statues. Mickey’s was a perfect replica of his crouching left-handed batting stance; Willie was re-created making his famous “basket catch.” When my daughter was ready for college, I considered selling them on eBay for $500. At the last moment, a scholarship saved me countless sleepless nights.*

I tried to become a switch-hitter in stickball and Wiffle ball to imitate Mickey and taught myself to lunge at the ball when batting right-handed to look like Willie. I tried, with miserable results, to basket-catch fly balls, and when rounding the bases after a home run—something I didn’t get a lot of practice at—I put my head down like Mickey so as not to show up the pitcher. (My father told me that he would always catch me looking up to see where the ball landed.)

When I recall gazing at the beaming, boyish faces on their bubblegum cards, or waking up every morning to see that 1951 picture on my wall, I wonder if Mickey and Willie ever truly understood how much they meant to so many. When that picture was taken, I now believe, they were as happy as they would ever be. Many years after I first stuck the photo on my wall, I learned that it was taken on October 4, perhaps two hours before the first game of the 1951 World Series. The next day Willie hit a fly ball to right-center; Mickey, running to make the play, caught his cleats in an exposed drain and tore up his knee, altering the entire course of his career. He wound up in the hospital alongside his father, who collapsed while watching his stricken son, and they would watch the rest of the World Series on television from adjacent hospital beds.

There was no inkling among the press and fans that Mutt Mantle had only a short time to live, that Mickey would spiral into an unending cycle of alcohol abuse, or that Willie’s anxieties would result in lifelong stomach pain, fainting spells, and nervous exhaustion. Though it is now mostly forgotten, the two greatest players of the 1950s and 1960s, the men who would be remembered as the most popular players of their time, would also endure horrible, and to us inexplicable, booing from their hometown fans.

Money problems, marital discord, and alienation from their own children were all unknown to the young men who posed side by side that day. With all respect to Roger Kahn (and Dylan Thomas), it was Mickey and Willie, not the 1950s Dodgers, who were truly the boys of summer. And though I, like much of America, tried to look the other way over the next forty-some years when it came to their frailties, I would finally come to see them in their ruin.

I don’t know that anyone’s ever calculated this, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find that Mickey Mantle and Willie Mays, in that order, are the two most written-about players in baseball history, or at least two of the top three, along with Babe Ruth. The year 2010 saw the publication of a thick and well-researched biography of Willie, Willie Mays: The Life, the Legend, by James Hirsch, and there are countless shorter lives of Willie, several autobiographies and memoirs, and a superb life-and-times account, Willie’s Time, by Charles Einstein that, in my opinion, stands as the best thing ever written about him. Also published in 2010 was Jane Leavy’s Mantle biography, The Last Boy: Mickey Mantle and the End of America’s Childhood, the most detailed of the nine versions of his life. There are also six volumes of autobiography, memoirs, and recollections, as well as numerous books by fans and collections of letters to and from Mickey, that have been published since his death.

And yet, it seems to me that there has always been one major element missing from the many books on Mantle or Mays: each other. Though they are and always will be linked in the minds of millions, I don’t think it’s ever been noted exactly how much they had in common and how each man’s image reflected the other. The similarities in their lives were uncanny. Both were children of the Great Depression, born in 1931. They were almost the same size (about five-foot-eleven and 185 pounds, at least early in their careers); Mantle had a bit more muscle, and for most of his playing career probably outweighed Willie by five to ten pounds.

Both were heralded as phenoms when they arrived in New York in 1951 after brief but legendary minor league careers. (If integration had come along a couple of years earlier, they probably would have played against each other as minor leaguers.) Both started out playing for Hall of Fame managers, Mantle for Casey Stengel and Willie for Leo Durocher. Both played stickball in the streets of New York with kids (though only Willie was lucky enough to have TV cameras record the games). The burden of expectation caused each of them to break down in tears before his first season was over.

Mickey exploded on the national scene in 1953 when he hit the first “tape measure” home run, and Willie the next year when he made the most famous catch in World Series and probably baseball history. In 1958 and 1959, they barnstormed against each other with specially selected All-Star teams.

Together they defined baseball in the 1950s and through the mid-1960s. Both made the covers of Time and Life, and they were the subjects of popular songs. In the 1960s, they were often pictured together on the covers of baseball magazines, including some devoted entirely to them. They were paired off on television on the popular show Home Run Derby, did commercials and endorsements together, and appeared together on numerous TV shows. Together they created nostalgia and the autograph and memorabilia craze. Finally, in the early 1980s, they were both banned from baseball by Commissioner Bowie Kuhn for doing public relations work for Atlantic City casinos.

They had exactly the same talents—everyone who saw them observed that no other players in the big leagues possessed their astonishing combinations of power and speed. And despite Willie’s far greater durability, they were, in terms of effectiveness on the field, remarkably similar. Both batted over .300 ten times and hit over 50 home runs in a season twice. Total Baseball: The Official Encyclopedia of Major League Baseball ranks Mays as the best player in the NL from 1954, the year he returned from the Army, through 1965, except 1959, when he ranked fourth. (For the 1956 and 1961 seasons, he shared the top spot with Henry Aaron.) Mantle was Total Baseball’s best player in the AL every year from 1955 through 1962; he was also ranked second in 1952 and fourth in 1954. (Mantle was surely poised to top Total Baseball’s ranking in 1963, when he batted .314 but was limited to just sixty-five games by injuries.)

In every season from 1954 through 1965, Mickey and Willie were selected for the All-Star teams. From 1951 through 1964, the Yankees or the Giants were in every World Series except in 1959. Their fortunes in the World Series and All-Star Games contrasted oddly. Mays was the ultimate All-Star, hitting .307 in twenty-four games, producing 29 RBIs and runs scored, while Mantle hit just .233 in sixteen All-Star Games without a single home run. But in twenty World Series games, Mays managed just .239 without a single home run; in sixty-five games, Mantle set the all-time World Series home run mark with 18.

That Mickey and Willie were the most dominant players of that period isn’t simply a myth built up by worshipful New York sportswriters—it’s a fact. The ultimate question isn’t “Were they the greatest of their time?” but “Which of them was the greatest?” (That’s a subject I explore in detail in Appendix A.)

Both were consummate all-around athletes who excelled at basketball and football in high school. Reversing the stereotype, Willie was a great passing quarterback at Fairfield Industrial High School in Westfield, Alabama; at the same time, Mickey was a dazzling running back at Commerce High in Commerce, Oklahoma. If circumstances had been different, they might have ended up playing for the two greatest college football coaches of their era: Willie for Bear Bryant, then at Kentucky—Bryant had been hugely impressed when he saw Willie play baseball for the Black Barons at Rickwood Field—and Mickey for Bud Wilkinson at Oklahoma.

They were both natural center fielders, but both played other positions when they were young. Mantle spent more time at shortstop than Willie, but neither of them ever quite got the hang of it. Willie began his rookie season in center field; Mickey began his rookie year in right field while Joe DiMaggio struggled through his final season, and in 1952 Mickey became the Yankees’ starting center fielder. Both had great throwing arms and were told during their early careers that they had a shot to make it as a pitcher.

Mickey and Willie both idolized Joe DiMaggio. Both loved Westerns and, as boys, dreamed of growing up to be cowboys. Their lives were dominated by their fathers, who saw baseball as a way for their sons to escape a life of brutal manual labor. For Cat Mays it was the steel mills, for Mutt Mantle the hellish zinc mines. By the time Mickey and Willie graduated from high school, both their mothers had almost disappeared from the narratives of their lives.

It was often said of both that they were “born to play ball.” Whether or not that was true, they were certainly bred to the game. Cat began rolling a ball to his son while Willie was still an infant. Mutt began to throw to his son as soon as Mickey could hold a broom handle.

Both men were southerners. (New York sportswriters were fond of labeling Mickey a cowboy, a westerner—he did, after all, once ride a horse to school—but Mickey regarded himself as a southerner and often said so.) The Mantles and the Mayses were living, breathing Americana. The Mantles were what John Steinbeck’s Joad family might have been had they chosen to stay and scrape a living out of the harsh Oklahoma earth rather than emigrate to California. Willie’s folks were the country cousins of the Younger family in Lorraine Hansberry’s great play, A Raisin in the Sun; they resisted the lure of northern cities like Chicago and stayed near their roots.

They were both the products of two generations of ball-playing men, and both honed their skills through competition with industrial leaguers. Though neither of them was actually a member of an industrial league team, their fathers, uncles, and close friends played industrial ball, and Mickey and Willie played with and against them. Mantle and Mays were probably the last products of the great age of industrial league baseball that died out a few years after World War II.

Neither man ever truly understood how to manage money. Mantle envied Willie’s salary; Willie was notoriously jealous of Mantle’s income from commercials and endorsements.

Needless to say, in spite of all these similarities, there were enormous cultural differences. Mickey grew up listening to country stars such as Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys; his favorite singer was Hank Williams. Willie and his family listened to country blues singers like Amos Millburn, the more sophisticated R&B sounds of Louis Jordan, and even jazz artists like Billie Holiday and Nat King Cole. The one singer both men enjoyed was Bing Crosby.

The Mantle clan was large and closely knit; Mays came from a broken home. Mickey’s father drove him relentlessly toward baseball; Willie’s father helped him along and let him find the way to baseball on his own.

Mickey drank prodigiously and recklessly from an early age; Willie got sick on his first taste of alcohol and never touched it again. Mantle, though he remained married to his high school sweetheart for decades, led a sex life that was an unreported scandal. Mays, in contrast, was never the subject of rumors of promiscuity; his first marriage, to an older, more sophisticated woman, went badly. He had no biological children and, if the journalists who knew him are to be trusted, seldom saw his adopted son after his divorce.

One Mantle biographer, writing seven years after his death, concluded that “Mickey Mantle, like most heroes, was a construction; he was not real. He was all that America wanted itself to be, and he was also all that America feared it could never be.”1 Surely, it would be no stretch to say the same thing of Willie Mays. In his mammoth one-volume history of the decade, The Fifties, David Halberstam wrote that “Willie Mays seemed to be the model for the new supremely gifted black athlete.… He showed that the new-age black athlete had both power and speed.… [Mays was] a new kind of athlete being showcased, a player who, in contrast to most white superstars of the past, was both powerful and fast.”2 At the same time Mays was at his peak, there was a supremely gifted white athlete named Mantle who had at least as much power and speed. Bob Costas says, “There was one thing about Mantle that screamed out ‘The Natural.’ He was a God-made ballplayer.”3 Surely the same God made Willie Mays.

“Today,” Arnold Hano, one of Willie’s first biographers, wrote in 1965, “players are as skilled as most stars of the past, but something is lacking. Call it color, call it magic, but you call for it in vain. Except for Willie Mays. Oh, there are a few others. Mickey Mantle has always brought his own sense of excitement to the game.”4 He most certainly did, and who, at their peak, could have denied that Mantle’s “own sense of excitement” was a brand quite similar to Willie’s?

Though their names are melded in the minds of three generations of American sports fans and their careers ran along uncannily parallel lines, they are still, oddly, segregated. Indeed, for most of their playing careers the realities of American life dictated that they be segregated. It wasn’t until the early 1960s that they could meet together at restaurants and nightclubs in most parts of the country, and even then not in the Deep South. And it wasn’t until the 1970s that they began to appear together regularly at card shows, in commercials, and on television shows.

Mantle and Mays were friends, probably as close as it was possible for a white man and a black man to be at that time. In any event, their work schedules didn’t allow them to see each other more than a couple of times a year. Always, the newspapers kept one apprised of what the other was doing. “We kept an eye on each other, Willie and me. I was always aware of him,” Mantle remarked. “I’d go long periods without seeing him,” Mays said after Mantle died, “but I couldn’t go for two days without hearing about him. It was like we were never far apart.”

Mickey and Willie—they were given boys’ names that they never grew out of. The private lives of both men revealed that they were ill equipped for life after baseball, a fact that those of us who loved them found almost impossible to understand. How, though, could we have understood? From our perspective, what could have been better than being Mickey Mantle or Willie Mays? Even after baseball, what better life could a fan imagine than being Mickey Mantle or Willie Mays?

“In some ways,” Roger Kahn told me, “I believe they knew each other better than anyone else knew them. They were the only two men in America who understood the experience they had both been through.”


* My Mickey Mantle Hartland has a couple of minor scratches on his left forearm from falling over. My mother suggested the cause was “Mickey’s bad left knee,” but my father saw that the problem was that Mickey’s left shoe was uneven on the bottom. He thought about gluing something to the bottom of the shoe to even it out, but decided against it. “You might want to sell this someday,” he said, “so don’t put any glue or anything else on it.” He fixed the problem with a tiny sliver of cardboard instead.
    My father’s suggestion that I might want to sell the statue someday struck me as absurd at the time. It never occurred to me when I was a kid that any of my treasures would increase in value over the years or that I would ever sell them for any price. (I did sell my Dick Groat and Luis Aparicio Hartlands and gave the money to my daughter.)
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Fathers and Sons

If a scientific research team were to conduct an exhaustive study of the ideal places, times, and conditions for breeding the perfect baseball player, they’d surely come up with something very close to Westfield, Alabama, in the heart of Birmingham’s steel industry, or the mining district of Commerce, Oklahoma.

Thousands of southern blacks left their homes during the Depression and moved to industrial cities in the North, but in Westfield, Alabama, William Howard “Cat” Mays chose to stay home. Grueling as the work in the local steel mills was, Cat understood that the promise of a better life in towns like Gary, Indiana, Flint, Michigan, and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was remote. He stayed in Alabama. At the same time, countless families from Oklahoma and adjoining states made the decision to abandon everything and make the hazardous trek to California; their stories would be told in prose by John Steinbeck and in song by Woody Guthrie. No one spoke for Elvin Charles “Mutt” Mantle, who chose to keep his family in Oklahoma, taking jobs as a road grader, tenant farmer, and, finally, miner to put food on the table.

For both Cat Mays and Mutt Mantle, the main recreation—practically the only one—was baseball, specifically the industrial league baseball organized by their companies. They raised their boys in a baseball culture. No fathers ever guided their sons toward professional baseball with more single-mindedness than Cat and Mutt. Both men saw baseball as a way to get their sons out of those small towns, out of the mills and mines, although they guided them in very different ways. And once Mickey and Willie left, neither ever lived in his hometown again.

Willie Howard Mays—why he was not named William like his father has never been explained—was born in Westfield on May 6, 1931. There’s no monument or plaque to mark the spot; little of the Westfield that Willie knew remains standing today. A pamphlet printed by the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce in the 1960s called it a “village,” which is inaccurate—Westfield was never a village or a town, but a community of neighborhoods populated by black working-class families whose lifeline was the steel mills in nearby Fairfield. Virtually all the houses were of the type called “shotgun”—it was said that you could fire a shotgun at the front door and the pellets would go out the back door.* They were built and owned by mills such as the Tennessee Cast Iron and Railroad Company (TCI), the great subcorporation of U.S. Steel, officially to “benefit” the workers but in reality to maintain their dependence on their employers.†

The larger town of Fairfield provided necessary services—such as schools—to the small nearby communities like Westfield. Fairfield was born in 1910, the same year that nearby Rickwood Field opened, and it was a planned community from the start, the result of U.S. Steel’s purchase of TCI.‡

Years later in his autobiography, Jackie Robinson, criticizing Willie for his lack of involvement in the civil rights movement, would remind Mays of his roots: “I hope Willie hasn’t forgotten his shotgun house in Birmingham slums, wind-whistling through its clapboards, as he sits in his $85,000 mansion in San Francisco’s fashionable Forest Hills, or the concentration camp atmosphere of the Shacktown of his boyhood.”1

The house Willie grew up in was fairly standard for families of black steelworkers, and not terribly unlike those of most white steelworkers in the Birmingham area. In fact, it was not a great deal different from the house of a zinc miner in Commerce, Oklahoma, where Mickey Mantle grew up. Some might have rated the Mays home as superior: an early Mays biography describes the house he grew up in as “middle class.”2 It’s doubtful anyone would have said that to describe the Mantles’ house in Commerce; Cat’s family had little money, but his house had electricity, which the Mantle home did not.

Today some of the neighborhoods in and around Westfield are in ruin. All that’s left of most of the original company houses is their foundations. The population has been shrinking steadily for decades, from perhaps 5,000 when Willie was born to just over 1,100 in 1990 and under 1,000 today. The steel industry that sustained these communities began deserting the Birmingham area in the late 1970s, and the industrial baseball leagues that produced Willie Mays were gone at least two decades before that.

The black population of Alabama yielded many fine baseball players, among them perhaps the game’s greatest pitcher, Satchel Paige; the leading home run hitter of the twentieth century, Henry Aaron; and arguably the greatest all-around player in the game’s history, Willie Mays. The greatest concentration of black baseball talent in the country was in the South, and in the South no state produced as many Negro League players as Alabama; in Alabama the preponderance of talent came from the industrial leagues of the Birmingham area.

Mays grew up in a baseball tradition that was more than half a century old when he was born. Baseball had been introduced to the Deep South after 1865 by Confederate soldiers who had learned the game either from their Union captors in prison camps or during breaks when men from the two armies would get together for some R&R before they resumed slaughtering one another. How the game came to be popular with southern blacks is a subject on which historians are split. Some say that free blacks learned it from their former masters. Others suggest that black soldiers in the Union Army, who numbered perhaps 200,000, picked it up from their white comrades. Yet a third possibility is that blacks watched white men play, then went home and played it themselves. It’s likely that all three factors had a role.

The father of black ball in Alabama was a man named Charles Isam Taylor, who went to Birmingham from South Carolina in 1904. A veteran of the U.S. Army and the Spanish-American War, Taylor worked his way through Clark College in Atlanta, where he helped organize the school’s first baseball team. For four years, Taylor made a living by staging and promoting (and sometimes playing in) baseball games for Birmingham’s black fans. In 1910, realizing that there was more money to be made above the Mason-Dixon Line (where black teams could be matched against white teams), Taylor moved his team to the industrial town of West Baden, Indiana. The fans were heartbroken, and at least one black newspaper, the Birmingham Reporter, continued to print items about their games, passing on information about the local lads who were playing ball so far from home. From there, Taylor fades into obscurity, but his brainchild of using the industrial leagues as a talent farm for a professional league lived on and flourished.

If there was one progressive aspect to the steel and coal barons who dominated Birmingham industry, it was that they saw the value of sponsoring baseball teams among the black as well as the white workforces. Baseball provided great exercise and improved morale enormously, and shirts with company names and logos proved to be cheap but effective advertising.

Lorenzo “Piper” Davis, the most important figure in Birmingham black ball history, was Willie Mays’s mentor and first manager. He told me in 1987, “There is a lot to be said about the way the companies treated us. It was the closest thing a black man could get to a square deal. They paid for bats and gloves and uniforms, and they even paid for our travel expenses to go play other company teams.”3

Davis, of course, was speaking of a time in the late 1930s and early 1940s when the Birmingham steel industry, shaking off the Depression, was booming again, but from the years before World War I until the early 1950s, when a combination of factors ranging from the civil rights struggle to televised major league baseball eroded support for both the Negro Leagues and white minor leagues, Birmingham could lay claim to being the baseball capital of the South.

Allen Harvey Woodward, known to his friends for reasons no one can remember as “Rick,” was one of the big reasons. Rick was the son of steel baron Joseph Hersey Woodward and, despite his father’s indifference, was an enthusiastic supporter of Woodward Iron’s company team. In 1909 he made a daring move—supervising the construction of the first steel-and-concrete ballpark in the South. Rickwood Field, named in a radio contest and combining the owner’s nickname with the first part of his last name, became the home of a team called the Birmingham Barons, named for the coal and steel magnates who ran Birmingham. It would also be home, beginning in the early 1920s, to the Black Barons, who played on alternate Sundays and other days when the white team was traveling.

Rickwood Field opened on August 18, 1910. It was largely modeled after Shibe Park in Philadelphia, home of Connie Mack’s champion A’s—Mack himself came to Birmingham to advise Woodward on construction details—while also incorporating elements of Pittsburgh’s Forbes Field and Cincinnati’s Crosley Field (still known in 1910 as “Palace of the Fans”), ballparks that Willie Mays would still be performing in more than half a century later. Rickwood, which stands today as the oldest ballpark in the country, was for decades the crown jewel of southern baseball. It was as if history wanted to provide Willie Mays with a worthy stage from which to launch his legend.§

Willie Mays would become the favorite ballplayer of New York’s liberal-leaning sportswriters, but there was a conservative streak in him that the writers never acknowledged. He came by it naturally enough. His father was named for William Howard Taft, who was president in 1912, the year Cat was born. Many blacks in Alabama, like blacks throughout the South, supported the racially progressive Republican Party of Abraham Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, and William Howard Taft. When the party turned more conservative, they continued to support it if only because most of the local political machines were controlled by white Democrats.

Birmingham after World War II would become one of the hotbeds of black civil rights activism, particularly when black GIs returned from the war. But there were pockets of the black population outside the city who did not easily understand or quickly respond to the call for civil rights. Willie Mays was raised in such neighborhoods, first in Westfield and then later a few miles away in Fairfield. When Willie was born, most black families in Westfield and the surrounding areas didn’t have roots there. They had come there for jobs in the mills and foundries, which had sprung up only in the late 1890s. Black mine and mill workers came to enjoy a certain autonomy and created a life for themselves less dehumanizing than was possible in much of Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, and even South Alabama, where there weren’t many opportunities for blacks other than picking cotton, lumber sharecropping, and truck farming.

Because of the steel and coal industry, most of the black communities to the south and west of Birmingham were more or less self-sufficient and in most ways independent of the city. They had schools, churches, restaurants, and even movie theaters that were black-owned and -operated (though the movie houses got the films only after they had run in the white theaters). On Saturday afternoons, when there was a nickel to spare, young Willie would see the B-movie Westerns he loved so much and get to fantasize that he too would someday be a cowboy like Hoot Gibson, Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, or Johnny Mack Brown, who had been a football star at the University of Alabama in the mid-1920s and became a national celebrity when the Crimson Tide won the 1926 Rose Bowl. At the same time, Mickey Mantle sat in all-white theaters in Commerce, Oklahoma, thrilling to the same celluloid cowboys, including Oklahoma’s own Tom Mix.

Willie’s father Cat—or sometimes “Kitty Cat” (or “Kat” with a “K” in early writings on Willie)—was, in the words of Charles Einstein, “a small bouncy, Buddha-tummied figure.”4 His nickname came from his reflexes—his teammates always admired the way he broke immediately in the right direction on fly balls—and the way he sprang out of the batter’s box on bunts. William Howard Mays learned his baseball from his father, Walter, who had been a sharecropper in Tuscaloosa and was a pretty fair country pitcher. “It went from him through me,” said Cat, “and to the third generation, my own son. And they say the third generation is it.”5

During Willie’s formative years, Cat worked in the “spike and bolt” shop of TCI and starred for its company team, just one of several organized teams he played for before and after the war. “I’d play for anybody who’d give you money,” he told Charles Einstein, “because every time somebody came to get me to play baseball, I’d say, ‘I can’t go, man—I got something to do,’ and he’d say, ‘Come on, man, I’ll give you $2.50.’ Sometimes when things was bad, you’d have to go for ten cent [sic] a game. And for that money you learned baseball. You know, I used to study the pitchers when I got on first base ’cause I could bunt my way on, and if I got on first base it was like getting a double. And to me, from second base to third base was much easier than from first to second.”6

Sometime in 1930, Cat, maybe while picking up some spending money on a traveling ball team, met Annie Satterwhite. Annie was sixteen when Willie was born, but she and Cat never married. Her mother had been dead for several years, and sometime before that her father had abandoned the family. Not much is known about Annie, and Willie talked little about her in his adult years. Shortly after his birth, he was given over to the women he would call his aunts, his mother’s younger sisters: Sarah, thirteen, and Ernestine—or “Steen,” as Willie called her—just nine.

Or at least that’s the story Willie told numerous writers. The truth may be a great deal stranger. Willie never addressed the question of why his mother, who settled down near Westfield after she married a man named Frank McMorris, never brought him to live with her. Moreover, the true identities of Ernestine and Sarah have never been established. In the earliest books on Willie, the girls are said to be Annie’s younger sisters, as they are in James Hirsch’s massive 2010 biography: “As a baby, he was given to his mother’s two younger sisters, 13-year-old Sarah and 9-year-old Ernestine, who were his principal caretakers and who called him ‘Junior.’ ” Sarah was “the most important female figure in the boy’s life, a role she played even after Willie left Alabama to play for the Giants.” The makeshift family, writes Hirsch, “expanded to include two more children born out of wedlock, one from Sarah and one from Ernestine. Both women later married, Sarah to Cat’s cousin, Edgar May, who at some point lost the ’s’ on his last name (or perhaps Cat Mays’s family added the ‘s’). Sarah May ended up raising her sister’s son while married to his father’s cousin.”7

In 1988, however, Willie told a different story to journalist Lou Sahadi. In Say Hey, Sarah and Ernestine are not identified as Annie’s sisters, or even as being sisters at all, but simply as “two young girls in the neighborhood” who were orphaned and “moved” into the house by Cat to take care of young Willie.8 How Cat would have gotten the authority to move underage girls into a house—and exactly whose house it was—has never been explained or even addressed. Was this different version due to Willie’s faulty memory or to Sahadi’s misunderstanding? Surely Sahadi had access to Hano’s and Einstein’s texts, in which Willie clearly says that the girls were his aunts. Even more of a mystery is why Hirsch, in his far more comprehensive book, doesn’t mention this discrepancy.

One person in Willie’s life to whom he was definitely not related but whom he called “Uncle” was a man named Otis Brooks. Brooks was not mentioned in Mays literature until Say Hey was published in 1988. Willie remembered, “He was from Mobile, and when we moved to Fairfield, he helped out around the house.… Fortunately, he helped me out all the time. Whenever any of my chores took away from playing baseball or any of the other sports I played, like football or basketball, he’d cover for me. He was the first person who ever said to me, ‘Willie, you’re going to be a ball player.’ ” When Sarah would tell Willie to wash the dishes, “Otis would give me a wink. I knew he’d do them for me. Sarah, meanwhile, hovered over me all the time, making sure that I went to school every day and always finding chores for me—chopping firewood, cleaning up the yard—that Otis ended up doing. If it hadn’t have been for Otis, I wouldn’t have had time to play ball as much as I did.”9 It was the first but far from the last time in his life that Willie Mays would be fortunate enough to find someone to do his chores for him.

One wonders how such a young family got by in the early years of the Depression. There was little money and just two underage girls—one of them just nine years old when they moved in—to do the cooking, cleaning, and child care. How did they pay the bills? When the girls became old enough to work, the combination of their earnings, Cat’s income—he did a little better as the decade went on and a New Deal stimulus package stoked up the steel industry—and the extra money from semipro ball must have improved their situation considerably. In or around 1941, Cat moved them out of the company-owned house in Westfield to a larger home in Fairfield in a neighborhood called “The Heights.” It had always been his father’s dream, Willie said, to own his own house.

Cat wasn’t around much between his job, playing ball, and, after the war, working as a porter for the Pullman Company on the sleeping cars that ran between Detroit and Birmingham—mostly hooked to the legendary Wabash Cannonball.‖ But he never deserted the family; he always sent money back and came home as often as he could.

With Cat so often absent, if Sarah and Ernestine had not been mature and caring well beyond their years, it’s likely that Willie would have drifted into juvenile delinquency and not have graduated from Fairfield Industrial High School. Cat never pushed Willie into baseball—he didn’t have to. Willie loved to play. One of the first stories told about little Willie is the famous tale of his father rolling a ball to the toddler and Willie rolling it back, bursting into tears when his father stopped. In a story cut from the same cloth, Mickey’s mother would say that Mutt dropped baseballs into their son’s crib and tried to get the infant to hold them in his tiny hands; at one time, she said, there were so many baseballs in the crib that the baby “was practically rolling around on ball bearings.”10

Cat and Willie played ball together constantly—at the age of five, one biographer claimed, Willie had regular afternoon catches with his father on the steel mill’s field. By the time Willie was six, Cat once told a writer, “I’d come home from work and catch him across the street on the diamond alone, playing by himself. ”11 If no pals were around, Willie would go to the empty lot, toss the ball up into the air, smack it, tear around the bases, slide home, jog out to pick up the ball, then start the routine again.

When he was around ten, Willie moved up to pickup games, playing sometimes with Cat’s pals from the industrial league and with some of his own friends. His first ball field was a makeshift diamond staked out from the corner of a football field at Sixty-Third Street and Court F in Fairfield, today an empty lot just a couple of baseball throws from a few crumbling buildings that are the remains of Willie’s old high school. Later, in his early teens, he would pick up pocket change by playing second base on the Gray Sox, a local semi-pro team that featured his dad in center field.

The ball field at Sixty-Third Street and Court F wasn’t much, but it was big league compared to the scruffy patch of ground on which Mickey Mantle first learned baseball. There were numerous other makeshift fields around Commerce, but some of them were too dangerous for kids to play on because of the sinkholes that would suddenly appear when a tunnel caved in. Mickey liked to joke that a person could walk the twenty or so miles from Commerce to Joplin completely underground. Perhaps he wasn’t joking.

Not all the fields were hazardous, but none of them were bargains. One summer, Mickey remembered, “we claimed a spot near an abandoned mine shaft. It made a perfect baseball field, smooth and firm. The foul lines were laid out with a stick and we used old gunnysacks for bases, nailing them to the ground. One bad feature, though, was the outfield. An endless plain of alkali. You couldn’t see a ditch or a fence or anything that would slow the ball. I guess it’s the main reason why I became an infielder. I hated chasing after base hits when they slipped past and rolled halfway to the next town before I could flag them down.” The games on that field lasted until a northern wind blew in and hurled gray clouds of dust at their eyes. “End of game. We’d cough all the way home.”12

“In Commerce,” said Mickey in one of his several memoirs, “when I was five or six, there was a battered tin barn that leaned close to our house”—at 319 South Quincy Street, as anyone in Commerce today will tell you—“and I spent countless hours there, hitting tennis ballsa off the roof or onto the trees of the adjoining lot. Dad would pitch to me right-handed and I’d bat lefty; Grandpa pitched lefty and I’d bat righty. That’s how they taught me to switch-hit. Every once in a while I’d hit one over the house. Often as not, the next pitch would knock me down. Wherever I’d hit ’em, my brothers Roy and Ray would chase them.”13

The Mantles were said to have come to Oklahoma from Missouri. Spavinaw, where Mickey was born, was just a few miles from the Missouri state line in the heart of Cherokee country. Elvin Mantle—the name was spelled “Elvan” on his driver’s license and “Elven” on his birth certificate and, finally, on his tombstoneb—was called “Mutt” as long as anyone could remember, and he was. There was English, Dutch, German, and perhaps some other blood in the Mantle veins. We do know, thanks to the family historian, Harold Mantle, that Mutt’s English ancestors worked mines around Brierley Hill and iron smelters near Birmingham, England, in the early 1800s, some 130 years before Willie Mays’s father worked in the iron smelters of Birmingham, Alabama, a city named for its English progenitor.

Mickey also proudly claimed some Cherokee blood from his mother’s side, though that has never been substantiated and might have been wishful thinking on his part. “As a small boy living in Commerce,” he said in The Mick, “I heard many stories about the Cherokees, the Chickasaws, the Creeks, and the other Oklahoma tribes, stories told mostly by my dad’s friends.” As an adult, Mickey loved to tell stories about his encounters with the Oklahoma Indian tribes, and when he came to the Yankees he was delighted to find that his teammate Allie Reynolds had Oklahoma Muscogee (Creek) Indian blood. The history of the Oklahoma Indians, particularly the Cherokee, was one of the few subjects about which Mantle displayed any social awareness. “Years later,” he told Herb Gluck, meaning after he graduated from high school, “reading up on Indian history, I began to understand more. Until then it never occurred to me that the Indians made a forced march from southern prison camps, that hundreds died of starvation during the journey into Oklahoma. Their Trail of Tears. They didn’t teach that in school.”c14

Cat Mays was nineteen when Willie was born; Mutt was nineteen when he became a father. Willie’s mother, though, was just sixteen, while Lovell Richardson, Mutt’s wife, was twenty-seven. Like Willie, Mickey had a grandfather, Charlie (from whom his middle name came), who was a left-handed pitcher. Like Cat, Mutt was a pretty good ballplayer on industrial teams who also picked up some extra money playing semipro ball.

Like Willie, Mickey thought his dad was good enough to have played professional ball if he had had the chance. Mickey would watch him play on weekends, driving from Commerce to see Mutt and his pals play for Spavinaw and other groups that were little more than pickup teams in and around Mayes County. “I sat in the stands, thinking he was Pepper Martin, Mickey Cochrane and Dizzy Dean all rolled into a single package. I mean, he ran, pitched, fielded most any position, batted both ways, hit for distance, had a shotgun arm, and threw strikes. I thought he was the best damn ballplayer in the territory. Only the professional scouts never saw him play.”15 Mickey’s evaluation might not have been objective; his friend Nick Ferguson thought that Mutt was only an average player, and so did Mickey’s younger cousin, Jim Richardson. But they did not see Mutt play till he was over thirty, well past his physical prime and after years of backbreaking hard labor. A pitcher from the Tri-State League, Harry Daniels, told John G. Hall, “The reason guys like Mutt never had a chance to develop their game was there was very little equipment and very few organized teams where the youth of his generation could learn to play the game.”16 The black mill workers in Birmingham’s industrial areas were better equipped to play baseball than the white miners of northeastern Oklahoma.

In Willie’s memory, his father deserved to be placed on the same kind of pedestal. Mays recalled to Charles Einstein the praise he received from Piper Davis: “ ‘You got the greatest instinctive jump on a ball I ever saw, except for maybe Joe D. [DiMaggio] or his brother Vince.’ ‘Sounds like I’m pretty good,’ Willie cracked. ‘Only one better,’ Davis said. ‘Your old man. Know the difference, Buck?d You don’t pounce. You’re a grabber. The old man though—that’s why we called him Kitty-Kat—now he knew how to pounce! I’ve seen you on the bases. Passed ball, no more than three feet away, and you explode. Explode, that’s the word for it. Better than Jackie [Robinson], better than anybody. But, Buck, you don’t pounce. You just never learned how.’ ”e17

Whatever the two fathers’ real skill levels, it’s certainly true that circumstances gave neither of them a chance to test themselves in the big leagues—Cat because of segregation, Mutt because he had a family to support before his eighteenth birthday and never got out of the Oklahoma mines. But both knew the game from top to bottom, thanks to the tough and spirited competition of the industrial leagues, and they taught their sons to play the same way.

In about half a century, baseball would evolve into a sport in which parents would groom their kids from grade school to perfect a single skill or play a single position. Willie Mays and Mickey Mantle were all-around players because that was how their fathers played the game.


* This was because the shotgun houses were usually three to five rooms in a row with no hallways and sometimes no doors between them.

† “Oh, the boss man high with TCI,” ran the lyric from a popular song of the 1930s.

‡ The town was first named Corey, after the president of U.S. Steel, William E. Corey; the name was quickly dropped when Corey was caught in a New York hotel with a showgirl from the Copacabana, an incident that made headlines from New York down to Birmingham. Asked to rename the town, the company’s new president thought that his hometown of Fairfield, Connecticut, deserved a namesake.

§ In 1931, the year Willie was born, Rickwood was the site of Game 1 of the Dixie World Series between the Southern Association’s Birmingham Barons and the Texas League’s Houston Buffaloes, in which Ray Caldwell, a forty-Shree-year veteran, outpitched Jay Hanna “Dizzy” Dean 1–0, in a duel that many called “the greatest game ever played.” The radio announcer was Eugene “Bull” Connor, later to become infamous as Birmingham’s public safety commissioner during the civil rights years. Also at the game—or so he said—was Charles “Charlie O” Finley, future owner of the Birmingham A’s and the major league Oakland A’s, against whom Willie would end his major league career. Finley claimed he was the Barons’ batboy at the Caldwell-Dean duel.

‖ The famous train and the city had a long love affair that began in 1871 with the establishment of Birmingham at the crossing of the Alabama & Chattanooga and South and North Atlantic Railroads. The first version of the song about the train, “The Great Rock Island Route,” was written by a man named J. A. Roff in 1882. The song then was published with its famous name, “Wabash Cannon Ball,” in 1904, with the author listed as William Kindt. Over the decades, there were several popular versions, one by the grandparents of country music, the Carter Family, in 1932, and of course the most famous one, recorded in 1936 by Roy Acuff. In Chuck Berry’s up-Sempo rock-and-roll version, “Promised Land,” a broken-down Greyhound bus leaves him stranded in downtown Birmingham; he then takes the Midnight Flier, another famous train, to New Orleans.

a One wonders where Mickey would have gotten so many tennis balls. What he probably meant were the cheap, tough rubber Spaldeens that were popular all over the country and a particular favorite of inner-city kids playing stickball in the street.

b To further confuse matters, the middle name of Mickey’s youngest brother, Larry, was Elven.

c However, a St. Louis native, Robert Mantle, researched the genealogical history of the family and offers at least one possible piece of evidence for Indian blood in the family: while many white settlers moving down into Oklahoma Territory were attacked by Indians, the Mantles were spared because riding in their wagons were two Indian women who had married Mantle men. Or so he claimed from the record left by a wagonmaster.

d “Buck” was the short version of Willie’s nickname, “Buck-Duck.” Willie claimed never to know the origin of the term, which Arnold Hano referred to as “unfortunate and derogatory.” Buck was a common nickname for young African American males. Some players who knew Willie thought the “Duck” part might have had something to do with the shape of his posterior. Willie once offered a different explanation to a sportswriter: “It’s ‘cause I used to dodge back and forth, duck so quick when I was running” (Hano, Willie Mays, p. 37). Willie thought that the first to call him Buck was his boyhood friend Charley Willis, whom he called “Cool.”

e Arnold Hano, echoing Piper Davis, wrote, “No ballplayer is as likely to explode at any given moment in any of a half-dozen ways as is Willie Mays.” He also wrote, “Mays does not glide; he scampers. When he runs the bases, he runs with head over his shoulder, looking behind him for the ball” (Hano, Willie Mays, p. 15).



OEBPS/images/Barr_9780307716507_epub_tp_r1.jpg
MICKREY

AND

WILLIE

MANTLE avno MAYS—

The Parallel Lives of ALLEN BARRA

Baseball’s Golden Age

<<<<<





OEBPS/images/Barr_9780307716507_epub_line_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Barr_9780307716507_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Mantle and Mays, the Parallel Lives

of Baseball’s Golden Age








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





