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Why I Wrote This Book
In June of 1956 my father took me to Ebbets Field in nearby Flatbush. I was stunned by the brilliant green of the outfield rising out of the middle of Brooklyn. It was the first time I saw the Boys of Summer.
It was also the first time I sat in a cloud of cigar smoke surrounded by Black men in sharp summer hats, all of them talking baseball as if they had known the players personally. My father kept score, carefully filling in the scorecard while reading the names aloud.
"Pee Wee Reese."
"Duke Snider."
"Carl Furillo."
"Don Newcombe."
I remember laughing. The names were wonderful. They sounded like characters from another country, half poetry and half folklore. Long before I understood batting averages or earned-run averages, I understood that baseball had invented its own language.
That afternoon began a fascination that has stayed with me for more than seventy years. The game produced extraordinary players, but it also produced extraordinary names: Three-Finger Brown, Satchel Paige, Cool Papa Bell, Dizzy Dean, Oil Can Boyd, Pie Traynor, Death to Flying Things Ferguson, and hundreds more.
This book is about those names—where they came from, what they meant, and why they remain one of the great pleasures of baseball history.
If you have questions, I'll field them.
 
The Name on the Scorecard
Baseball is the only game I know that can take a perfectly innocent man named Mordecai Peter Centennial Brown and decide the problem is his name. Mordecai Peter Centennial Brown. There are novels with shorter casts. Baseball looked him over, noticed the damaged hand, and said, Three Finger. Welcome to the club.
I began collecting baseball names for the same reason some people collect stamps, antique spoons, or restraining orders. I could not stop. Every time I thought I had reached the outer fence of the subject, another man came wandering in from 1907 named Oyster Burns or Noodles Hahn. Noodles Hahn. You cannot simply learn that a professional baseball player was called Noodles Hahn and go on with your day. There are responsibilities.
The names began to crowd the room. Rabbit. Mule. Goose. Frog. Pie. Pickles. Oil Can. Cannonball. Cyclone. Dizzy. Daffy. Bobo. Bugs. Cool Papa. This was no longer a roster. It was a language.
That surprised me. I had thought I was gathering oddities. What I found instead was a rough, comic, affectionate history of the game told sideways. Baseball nicknames reveal what players noticed about one another, what sportswriters thought would sell a paper, what fans could shout from the bleachers without taking a second breath, and what an age considered funny, admirable, strange, or fair game.
Sometimes the names are tender. Sometimes they are cruel. Sometimes they are magnificent. Sometimes a man is called High Pockets because his pockets were high. History does not always strain itself.
The wonderful thing is that the nickname often outlives the explanation. A boy hears “Shoeless Joe” long before he learns why Joe was shoeless. Satchel Paige sounds inevitable, as though the name had been waiting in baseball for Leroy Paige to arrive and claim it. Babe Ruth has become so thoroughly Babe that George Herman Ruth feels like the alias. A nickname can give a player a second life. Statistics tell us what a man did. Names tell us how he traveled through the imagination.
This is not an encyclopedia. If it were, we would need several volumes, a loading dock, and a man named Forklift McGee. I have chosen names that open doors. Behind them are clubhouses, newspapers, old slang, prejudice, admiration, exaggeration, and the human inability to see anything unusual without immediately calling it something.
The stories are not always clean. Nickname origins are folk history, and folk history has a habit of improving itself after dinner. Where the record is uncertain, uncertainty belongs in the story. Baseball has enough genuine astonishment. It does not need me adding a trained bear. Mostly, I want to listen to the names. Say them aloud. Oil Can Boyd. Cool Papa Bell. Death to Flying Things Ferguson. If you feel nothing, I cannot help you. If you smiled, come sit down. We have a lineup.
 
Nobody Called Him Mordecai
How Baseball Gives a Player a Second Life
A birth certificate is a hopeful document. Parents place a name on it with solemn intentions. Baseball waits outside. George Herman Ruth becomes Babe. Harold Reese becomes Pee Wee. Leroy Paige becomes Satchel. Mordecai Brown becomes Three Finger, which is not so much a nickname as a scouting report.
The game has always renamed its people because baseball is intimate. Men travel together, dress together, fail publicly together, and spend impossible amounts of time waiting for something to happen. Under such conditions language gets restless.
Babe Ruth
George Herman Ruth Jr. had one of those names that sounds prepared for a bank presidency. “Babe” came early in his professional life, when the young Ruth was associated with Jack Dunn, the Baltimore Orioles owner and manager who signed him. He was Dunn’s new youngster—his babe. Then the babe grew up and hit 714 home runs.
A great nickname can survive its own absurdity. Better yet, it can make the absurdity seem ordained. Ruth became a huge adult presence, appetites and all, yet “Babe” only grew with him. The word stopped meaning infant. It meant Ruth. Imagine trying to rename him late in his career. George Ruth stepped to the plate. No. The sentence has died.
Pee Wee Reese
Harold Henry Reese was a champion marbles player as a boy. “Pee Wee” was a kind of marble, and the name followed him into baseball. It did not come from his stature; he grew to five-foot-ten.
There is something suspiciously perfect about a man named Pee Wee playing shortstop. The position asks for quickness, nimble feet, and the ability to appear where trouble has just started. A man named Mountain Reese might have done the job, but he would have made us nervous. Reese became captain of the Brooklyn Dodgers and a Hall of Famer. More importantly, his name became part of the sound of Brooklyn baseball. Harold remained on the paperwork. Pee Wee played short.
Satchel Paige
Leroy Robert Paige became Satchel, according to the story he told, after devising a way to carry several bags while working at a railroad station. The exact embroidery around the tale varies. The name does not. Satchel Paige. It swings.
Paige understood performance, timing, and the commercial value of being unforgettable. He named pitches. He told stories. He turned age into theater and mystery into a business partner. “Leroy Paige” could have been a dentist. Satchel Paige was going to pitch until somebody proved he could not, and even then he might ask for another inning.
Catfish Hunter
Jim Hunter became Catfish because Oakland owner Charlie Finley wanted color and handed the young pitcher a nickname with a fishing story attached. Hunter had not arrived in professional baseball carrying Catfish as a treasured family heirloom. The legend was, to put it gently, management-assisted. This is important. Not every baseball name rises naturally from the soil. Some are planted by a man in an office who knows newspapers exist.
Yet Catfish stuck because Hunter made it stick. He pitched too well for the name to remain a gimmick. Five straight twenty-win seasons will add dignity to almost anything. Even Catfish.
Oil Can Boyd
Dennis Boyd traced the nickname to his Mississippi childhood and drinking homemade liquor from oil cans. The story has been retold in several forms, but the can stayed put. Oil Can Boyd sounds like a man who should enter the ballpark carrying his own weather. The name has motion in it. Noise. A little danger. Boyd was a talented and vivid pitcher, and his nickname did what the best ones do: it announced him before he arrived.
What These Names Tell Us
A nickname can replace a name without erasing the man. Babe, Pee Wee, Satchel, Catfish, Oil Can—each became a public doorway. The strange part is how quickly we accept them. Nobody asks why a grown man is Babe while he is rounding third. Nobody pauses over Satchel. The name earns citizenship. Baseball gives players second names because the game is too long for formality. We spend 162 games together. Eventually somebody is going to notice your pockets.
Last Call from the Dugout
Parents, choose carefully. You may spend nine months debating Theodore versus William. Then your son reports to Class A ball, eats six peaches on a bus, and becomes Peaches forever.
 
The Clubhouse 
Naming Ceremony
Teasing, Belonging, and Baseball Identity
There should be a small brass plaque outside every clubhouse: ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK. PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS MAY BE NAMED. The clubhouse is a language factory. Men notice. Men repeat. One joke becomes three jokes, then a greeting, then a newspaper reference, then a plaque in Cooperstown.
Dizzy Dean
Jay Hanna Dean talked, pitched, predicted, boasted, and generally behaved as if silence were an equipment failure. “Dizzy” suited the public character, though stories about the precise origin differ. Dean did not suffer from the name. He enlarged it.
With his brother Paul—soon called Daffy—he helped turn the 1930s Cardinals into the Gashouse Gang. Dizzy won thirty games in 1934 and then became a broadcaster, where his relationship with standard English was creative and occasionally armed. Dean understood something essential: if people are going to call you Dizzy, give them their money’s worth.
Daffy Dean
Paul Dean was not, by most accounts, especially daffy. This did not save him. Once Jay was Dizzy, the public and press discovered the irresistible convenience of Daffy. Brothers had become a set. Baseball had found matching luggage. Paul won nineteen games twice and pitched brilliantly in the 1934 World Series. Still, history keeps handing him the propeller beanie. That is the danger of family.
Bobo Newsom
Louis Newsom became Bobo, a name with disputed explanations and perfect baseball acoustics. Bobo Newsom bounced among teams so often that his career resembles a railroad timetable. He could pitch, talk, and refer to himself in the third person. Any one of these qualities might have earned attention. Together they created Bobo. The name is round and comic. The man was more complicated. That happens often in this book. Nicknames flatten; people refuse.
Bugs Raymond
Arthur Raymond was called Bugs, old slang suggesting eccentricity or craziness. He was a gifted pitcher and a deeply troubled man whose drinking damaged his career and life. Here the clubhouse joke darkens. A name that sounds like a cartoon rabbit can conceal pain. Baseball’s old language was often merciless toward illness, addiction, and behavior it did not understand. “Bugs” made a difficult man easy to summarize. He was not easy.
Noisy Kling
John Kling was a catcher, an excellent one, and the nickname “Noisy” has been attached to his chatter. Catchers live in conversation. They direct, argue, encourage, complain, and occasionally explain to an umpire that the laws of optics have failed. Noisy Kling sounds less like a person than a diagnosis from the row behind you. The name survived because sound survives strangely in written history. We cannot hear Kling. Yet one word tells us the clubhouse remembered him with the volume turned up.
Gabby Street
Charles Street was “Gabby,” a familiar nickname for a talkative man. I approach this one with professional interest and absolutely no objectivity. Street caught in the majors, later managed the Cardinals to a World Series championship, and became a broadcaster. Apparently the man found careers in which talking was not merely tolerated but occasionally invoiced. This gives me hope.
What These Names Tell Us
Clubhouse names are social fingerprints. They tell us who was loud, odd, young, small, theatrical, or unlucky enough to resemble a household object. Teasing can be affection. It can also be cruelty wearing a towel. The line shifts with time, power, and who gets to do the naming. Baseball’s nicknames preserve the joke, but not always the face of the man hearing it. That is worth remembering before we laugh. Then again: Noisy Kling. I am only human.
Last Call from the Dugout
If you join a baseball club, say little, wear ordinary pants, and never eat anything memorable. This will not save you. But it may delay the ceremony.
 
Manufacturing a Legend
Sportswriters, Broadcasters, 
and the Public Imagination
A sportswriter with a deadline is a dangerous person. Give him a ballplayer, a pencil, and fifteen minutes before the evening edition, and he may create a legend the player has to carry for sixty years. Nicknames sold newspapers. They fit headlines. They made strangers vivid.
The Sultan of Swat
Babe Ruth had enough nicknames to field a team: the Bambino, the Big Bam, the Colossus of Clout, the Sultan of Swat. Sportswriters did not merely cover Ruth. They built weather around him.
“The Sultan of Swat” is ridiculous in precisely the correct amount. It combines monarchy with hitting a ball very hard. Ruth could bear it because Ruth could bear almost any language placed on him. A lesser hitter called the Sultan of Swat would be found by morning.
The Georgia Peach
Ty Cobb became the Georgia Peach, a sportswriter’s construction that joined birthplace and sweetness. The sweetness is the surprise. Cobb’s public image became ferocious, combative, spikes-first. “Peach” creates an almost comic dissonance. Yet peaches belonged to Georgia in the public imagination, and the alliteration did the rest. Never underestimate alliteration. It has put weaker ideas into office.
The Big Train
Walter Johnson threw extraordinarily hard. “The Big Train” captured speed, force, and the industrial awe of his era. A train was not merely transportation. It was power arriving on schedule. Johnson’s fastball inspired testimony bordering on the supernatural. The nickname gave writers an image large enough for the reports. Today we would display velocity on a screen. Then, they gave the man a locomotive.
The Splendid Splinter
Ted Williams was thin, magnificent, and a hitter of almost frightening concentration. “The Splendid Splinter” is sports writing in evening clothes. The phrase has music. It makes Williams sound carved from rare wood and kept in a velvet case. It also captures the narrow, angular young body that first drew the comparison. Williams had other names, including Teddy Ballgame. But the Splendid Splinter belongs to the age when a columnist could look at a left fielder and become briefly Shakespearean.
The Human Rain Delay
Mike Hargrove took his time at the plate. He adjusted. He stepped out. He prepared. Civilizations rose and fell. “The Human Rain Delay” is a modern nickname with old craftsmanship. It requires no explanation to anyone who watched him. This is the sportswriter’s gift: compression. Four words replace several paragraphs and a request for patience.
Death to Flying Things Ferguson
“Death to Flying Things” has long been attached to Robert Ferguson and his defensive skill. The trouble is that careful research has found no evidence that anyone called him that during his playing career. The glorious phrase appears to have been pinned backward onto history. I need a moment. Possibly a small lie-down. Death to Flying Things. Somewhere, a modern branding consultant has just burst into tears.
The phrase is excessive, dramatic, unforgettable—and apparently a later invention by a century that had begun missing the nineteenth century.
What These Names Tell Us
The press did not simply report baseball. It helped invent the public language of baseball. A nickname could transform speed into a train, thinness into splendor, and—given enough repetition—a later invention into accepted history. This was mythmaking with carbon paper. The best names survived because they gave readers an image. You did not need to see Walter Johnson pitch to understand the Big Train was coming. You could hear the whistle.
Last Call from the Dugout
We now have search optimization, audience analytics, and brand strategy. They—or, as it turns out, later generations—had Death to Flying Things. I am not certain progress is a straight line.
 
The Body Keeps Score
Fingers, Feet, Pockets, Pains, and Physical Fame
Baseball has always been unusually willing to name a man for the part of him that hurts. A ballplayer could arrive with a perfectly serviceable name supplied by his parents and, by the end of spring training, be known to the nation as High Pockets, Piano Legs, or Old Aches and Pains. No committee met. There were no forms. Somebody noticed something, somebody else laughed, and the name went into circulation. The body was fair territory. Height, weight, feet, ears, knees, fingers—especially fingers.
Three Finger Brown
Mordecai Peter Centennial Brown had enough name for several men before baseball got hold of him. Then baseball took one look at his right hand and simplified matters. At five, Brown caught his right hand in a grain machine and lost his index finger nearly to the base. A later fall broke the remaining fingers; they healed at odd angles. In a less perverse universe, this might discourage a boy from choosing a profession requiring him to grip and throw a ball. Brown chose pitching.
Then came the astonishment: the damaged hand helped him create extraordinary movement. The hand that should have ended the argument became part of the argument for letting him pitch.
“Three Finger” sounds like something barked from a bench. It is visual and not especially delicate. But Brown won 239 major-league games, became the Cubs’ dead-ball ace, and entered the Hall of Fame. The meaning changed. Mordecai is a magnificent name. It arrives wearing a waistcoat and carrying documents. Three Finger arrives with a baseball.
Shoeless Joe Jackson
Joe Jackson’s new spikes blistered his feet during a mill-league game, and he played in his stockings. One shoeless appearance followed him for life. This seems excessive, even for baseball. Most of us have made unfortunate footwear decisions without being named for them in perpetuity. Baseball keeps minutes. Apparently forever.
High Pockets Kelly
George Kelly was tall and wore his pants so his back pockets seemed remarkably high. High Pockets. Kelly became a Hall of Fame first baseman. History nevertheless preserved the altitude of his trousers. A man may drive in runs in a World Series, play for John McGraw, and reach Cooperstown. But if the clubhouse decides your pockets are near the mezzanine, there will be paperwork.
Piano Legs Hickman
Charlie Hickman had thick legs. Piano legs. Nobody said “powerful lower-body profile.” Nobody requested biomechanical analysis. They looked at him and saw furniture. Hickman could hit. Yet the name survives because it is wonderfully overbuilt. It makes him sound less as if he ran the bases than as if four movers had to get him around second. Nice legs, Charlie. Where do you keep the sheet music?
Old Aches and Pains Appling
Luke Appling was a Hall of Fame shortstop and a famously enthusiastic reporter of his own ailments. Back. Head. This hurt. That hurt. Old Aches and Pains. The nickname suggests a porch, a blanket, and a detailed weather report from every joint. The career lasted twenty seasons. Appling hurt. Appling played. Apparently both were true.
The Big Unit
Randy Johnson stood six-foot-ten and threw a baseball with the sort of velocity that encourages spiritual reflection. In a 2001 spring-training game, a dove—not a seagull—flew into the path of one of his fastballs. The umpire ruled it no pitch. The bird was unavailable for comment, having cried its final fowl. “The Big Unit” fit. Johnson won 303 games, struck out 4,875 batters, and earned five Cy Young Awards. His nickname sounds industrial. A Big Unit should require a loading permit. That suits him better than Tall Randy, which would have been accurate but unforgivable.
What These Names Tell Us
A baseball nickname can begin as reduction. Three Finger. Shoeless. High Pockets. Piano Legs. Take the whole man and point at one thing. But names change in use. Brown’s injured hand became inseparable from mastery. The nickname stopped pointing toward damage and began pointing toward legend. Modern baseball can measure bodies to astonishing precision. “Piano Legs” tells us somebody looked across a clubhouse and had a thought. A rude thought. A memorable one.
Last Call from the Dugout
Randy Johnson walked into a room and apparently blocked the light. Baseball noticed. Baseball always notices. Stand up straight when entering the clubhouse.
 
The Baseball Barnyard
Rabbits, Mules, Geese, Frogs, and Other Creatures
At some point baseball became a petting zoo. Rabbit. Mule. Goose. Moose. Frog. Birdie. Catfish. If Noah had managed in the National League, he could have saved roster space.
Rabbit Maranville
Walter Maranville was small, quick, energetic, and mischievous. “Rabbit” suited the motion. He played twenty-three major-league seasons and became one of baseball’s beloved characters. The name arrives before the statistics and begins rearranging the furniture. A rabbit does not lumber to shortstop. It arrives. Maranville also possessed enough personality to make the nickname feel conservative.
Mule Suttles
George Suttles, the great Negro Leagues slugger, became Mule because of his strength. This is barnyard praise. Still praise, if the mule can hit. A mule is not elegant. Nobody writes sonnets to its footwork. A mule pulls. Suttles hit with tremendous power, and the name gave that power a body everyone understood. Before exit velocity, there was livestock.
Goose Goslin
Leon Goslin became Goose, with stories often connecting the name to his appearance and the way he moved. Whatever the precise first utterance, Goose Goslin is one of those names that seems to have existed before the man. He was a great hitter, a Hall of Famer, and a key member of pennant-winning clubs. Leon Goslin sounds like he might inspect your insurance policy. Goose Goslin is already on second.
Moose Skowron
Bill Skowron acquired Moose as a child, reportedly after a haircut made him resemble Mussolini and the name evolved. This is a linguistic journey. Bring sandwiches. Mussolini to Moose is not a normal linguistic commute, but clubhouses and childhood neighborhoods do not use timetables. Skowron became a powerful first baseman. Moose fit the adult body so well that the strange origin almost disappeared. Sometimes a nickname grows into its owner by accident.
Mudcat Grant
Jim Grant was Mudcat, a name linked in accounts to a childhood nickname bestowed by a teammate or friend. Mudcat Grant pitched, sang, performed, and carried style with him. The animal itself is not glamorous. The name is. That is the alchemy. Say Mudcat Grant aloud and try to make it boring. I will wait.
Birdie Tebbetts
George Tebbetts became Birdie, a light little name for a catcher who spent years in baseball as player, manager, scout, and executive. Behind the plate, hitters said he chirped too much. He was not related to the dove pulverized by The Big Unit. Catchers are rarely named for delicate creatures. We expect Moose, Tank, Anvil. Birdie slips through the screen. Maybe that is why it survives.
What These Names Tell Us
Animal names do quick work. They give us speed, strength, shape, motion, temperament. Rabbit runs. Mule pulls. Goose waddles or looks goose-like. Moose occupies acreage. The comparison may be crude, but language likes shortcuts. Baseball, being baseball, then lets the shortcut become a monument.
Last Call from the Dugout
Somewhere in baseball history there may be a man named Elegant Gazelle Henderson. I have not found him. The clubhouse got to him first.
 
What’s for Dinner?
Noodles, Pickles, Oysters, Pie, 
and Country Breakfast
Baseball names make me hungry. This is not a sentence I expected to write. Noodles Hahn. Pickles Dillhoefer. Oyster Burns. Pie Traynor. Peaches O’Neill. Oil Can Boyd, if dinner has gone badly. The old game appears to have been played partly inside a pantry.
Noodles Hahn
Frank Hahn was Noodles. Explanations vary, as nickname explanations enjoy doing once everyone who was present has died. One story ties the name to a popular song or expression; another to his appearance or behavior. I refuse to improve the evidence. I also refuse to surrender the pleasure of Noodles Hahn. He was a fine pitcher whose career burned brightly and relatively briefly. Yet the name makes him immortal in a separate league: men whose names sound like lunch.
Pie Traynor
Harold Traynor became Pie, reportedly from a childhood fondness connected with pie and store visits. Pie Traynor went on to become one of the most celebrated third basemen of his era and a Hall of Famer. “Harold Traynor, great third baseman” is information. “Pie Traynor” is a person you remember. This is the unfair advantage of dessert.
Pickles Dillhoefer
William Dillhoefer was called Pickles. The last name was already doing considerable work. Pickles Dillhoefer is a complete comic event. It requires no hat, horn, or falling ladder. He was a catcher whose major-league career was brief and whose life was tragically short. The name, buoyant as it is, survives beside a sad story. Again the nickname and the man refuse to be the same size.
Oyster Burns
Thomas Burns became Oyster. Accounts of the origin are not entirely consistent. Some nickname stories arrive polished by decades of retelling, and Oyster has had time to acquire a shine. Burns was a nineteenth-century player, which helps. The nineteenth century produced baseball names as though Congress had appropriated funds. Oyster Burns. I would buy a ticket without knowing the opponent.
Peaches O’Neill
Patrick O’Neill became Peaches. Why? The record is not always generous. This is one of the frustrations and delights of nickname history. The name survives; the moment of naming walks out the side door. Somebody knew. Somebody laughed. Now we have Peaches O’Neill and a hole where the joke was.
Country Breakfast
Billy Butler acquired “Country Breakfast” from broadcaster Ken Harrelson, a nickname inspired by Butler’s substantial build and the idea of a hearty meal. At last, a nickname that is not merely food but a menu category. Butler was a professional hitter. Country Breakfast made him sound as though he arrived at the plate with biscuits, gravy, and no concern about the cholesterol panel. The name is affectionate excess. So is breakfast.
What These Names Tell Us
Food names are intimate. We name children Pumpkin. We call sweethearts Honey. Baseball called grown men Pie and Pickles. The names shrink the distance between player and fan. A Sultan is remote. Noodles is at the table. Perhaps that is why these names feel so warm. Or perhaps I skipped lunch.
Last Call from the Dugout
The lineup card reads Noodles, Pie, Pickles, Oyster, Peaches, and Country Breakfast. Somewhere a nutritionist has called the bullpen.
 
Cannonballs, Comets, and Human Storms
Speed, Power, Weather, and Heavy Machinery
When a player moved too fast or threw too hard, baseball reached for machinery, artillery, and weather. Subtlety had already been optioned to the minors.
Cannonball Crane
Ed Crane was Cannonball, a name applied to the force of his throwing. A cannonball does not nibble the outside corner. The nineteenth century loved such comparisons because technology itself still carried astonishment. Speed was new enough to be noisy. Crane threw hard. Baseball brought artillery.
Cyclone Young
Before Cy Young became the name on the pitching award, Denton Young was linked to “Cyclone,” a reference to the force of his pitches. “Cy” emerged from it. Think about that. One of baseball’s most official names began in weather.
Young won 511 games, a number that now looks less like a record than a geological formation. The nickname shortened, the man expanded, and eventually pitchers began receiving Cy Young Awards. A nickname became an institution.
The Big Train
Walter Johnson’s fastball made writers think of a train. Not a bicycle. Not a brisk horse. A train. The image captured speed and force, but also inevitability. You do not argue with a locomotive at close range. Johnson’s 3,509 strikeouts stood as the major-league record for decades. The train kept coming.
Rapid Robert
Bob Feller was Rapid Robert, the Heater from Van Meter, and other variations on one central observation: Good heavens. Duck. Feller threw exceptionally hard. Stories about motorcycles and timed pitches became part of the spectacle around his velocity. Today a radar display tells us. Then a crowd watched and invented poetry.
The Ryan Express
Nolan Ryan borrowed the train image for a later age. The Ryan Express. It is commercial, clean, and fast. Ryan’s record 5,714 strikeouts give the nickname ample freight. He pitched until forty-six, which means the Express made an unreasonable number of stops without being retired from service.
Storm Davis
George Davis was Storm. Sometimes the legal name and the nickname line up so neatly you suspect editorial interference. Davis pitched for thirteen major-league seasons. “Storm Davis” sounds like a reliever who should enter while groundskeepers secure loose objects.
What These Names Tell Us
Power makes language reach outward. A fast pitcher is not merely fast. He is a cannonball, cyclone, train, express. We compare the human body to forces larger than the human body because ordinary adjectives fail. Very Fast Walter Johnson. No. The Big Train. Now we are at the ballpark.
Last Call from the Dugout
Baseball measured velocity with locomotives, artillery, and weather. Then came the radar gun. Useful device. Terrible poet.
 
Dizzy, Daffy, Bobo, and Bugs
Eccentrics, Oddballs, and Clubhouse Characters
Baseball does not require eccentricity. It merely provides excellent lighting. A season is long. A clubhouse is enclosed. Travel is tedious. Given enough games, every private oddity will eventually stand on a chair and introduce itself.
Rube Waddell
George Edward Waddell was Rube, an old label suggesting a country bumpkin. He was also one of the greatest strikeout pitchers of his age and a man surrounded by stories: fire trucks, fishing, distractions, sudden departures. Some stories are better documented than others. Waddell became a magnet for anecdote, and anecdotes reproduce when left unattended. The name “Rube” helped frame him. Once the public expects a wild character, every story arrives wearing the correct costume.
Dizzy Dean
Dizzy belongs here again because no chapter on baseball eccentricity can pretend not to see him waving. Dean predicted. Dean talked. Dean mangled grammar with such confidence that grammar occasionally apologized. He was also a superb pitcher. That matters. Eccentricity without performance is a man bothering the equipment manager. Dean won thirty games in 1934. After that, he could talk.
Bobo Newsom
Bobo moved from club to club, pitched for a very long time, and cultivated a personality large enough to require its own seat. He referred to himself as Bobo. This is advanced nickname ownership. Bobo had incorporated. Most men accept a nickname. Bobo became management.
Bugs Raymond
Bugs Raymond reminds us again that old baseball often converted troubled behavior into entertainment. Raymond’s drinking and instability were serious. The nickname made the trouble picturesque. We should resist the temptation to turn every damaged player into a lovable eccentric because a century has softened the photograph. Some stories are funny. Some men were hurting. Sometimes both sentences occupy the same locker.
Mad Hatter
Hugh “Mad Hatter” Daily had a reputation for temper and difficult behavior. He also pitched with a physical impairment, having lost part of his left hand. The nickname tells us what his era thought it saw. “Mad” was easy language. It required no diagnosis and offered no mercy. Yet “Mad Hatter” is undeniably vivid. History hands us these uncomfortable packages and declines to provide scissors.
The Human Rain Delay
Mike Hargrove’s rituals at the plate made him a character without requiring him to say a word. Step out. Adjust. Prepare. Again. His eccentricity was procedural. I admire this because it proves one can become legendary through paperwork.
What These Names Tell Us
The oddball nickname is baseball’s way of policing normality and celebrating its violation at the same time. Be like us. But if you cannot, please be interesting. The danger is that the nickname can become a cage. Once a man is Dizzy, Bugs, Bobo, or Mad, every action is read through the sign over his head. Still, baseball remembers its characters because the season needs them. One hundred sixty-two games is too long to spend entirely with sensible people.
Last Call from the Dugout
The clubhouse door opens. Dizzy is talking. Bobo is referring to Bobo. Hargrove is adjusting a batting glove. The game begins Thursday.
Cool Papa and the 
Music of a Name
Rhythm, Style, and the Language of the Negro Leagues
Cool Papa Bell. Before we discuss the man, listen to the name. Cool. Papa. Bell. Three beats and a chime. The Negro Leagues produced some of baseball’s most musical names, but the subject requires care. These players competed in a segregated system forced upon them by racism. The nicknames can carry joy, style, community language, publicity, and sometimes the stereotypes of the wider culture. The music is real. So is the history.
Cool Papa Bell
James Thomas Bell said “Cool” followed an early pitching performance; “Papa” was added later. The finished name is a masterpiece. Bell became legendary for speed. Satchel Paige helped spread some of the most extravagant stories about him, including the famous tale that Bell could turn off a light and be in bed before the room got dark. No, electricity did not make a special exception. But the story tells us how Bell lived in baseball memory. Speed became magic.
Turkey Stearnes
Norman Stearnes was Turkey, reportedly because of the way he ran. He was also one of the greatest hitters in Negro Leagues history. The contrast is delightful. A nickname can mock the motion while the statistics applaud the result. Turkey Stearnes may not sound sleek. He got there.
Mule Suttles
Mule returns because the Negro Leagues understood power without requiring a laboratory. Suttles was a feared slugger. The name has weight. One syllable. Pull. Modern language might give us launch angle and barrel percentage. Mule gives us a fence under consideration.
Smokey Joe Williams
Joseph Williams was Smokey Joe, a name attached to the speed of his pitching. Smoke is what remains after heat has passed through. Williams became one of the great pitchers of Black baseball, facing the limits of segregation rather than the limits of talent. The nickname carried his fastball where the major leagues refused to carry the man.
Double Duty Radcliffe
Ted Radcliffe caught and pitched. Damon Runyon reportedly supplied “Double Duty” after seeing him perform both jobs in a doubleheader. This is nickname efficiency at its finest. What does he do? Double duty. Next question. Radcliffe played for decades and became a living link to Negro Leagues history.
Cannonball Dick Redding
Dick Redding was Cannonball, another power name for another formidable pitcher. The repetition across baseball is revealing. When language found a useful weapon, it reloaded. Redding’s reputation rests in a baseball world whose records were not preserved with the consistency afforded the white major leagues. The name survives like testimony. He threw hard. People remembered.
What These Names Tell Us
Negro Leagues names often carry rhythm because the culture around the leagues understood showmanship, language, and public identity. But we should not turn segregation into colorful scenery. Cool Papa Bell was not in the Negro Leagues because the nickname sounded better there. He was there because organized white baseball barred Black players. The joy of the names and the injustice of the system are both true. History can hold two notes. Listen closely.
Last Call from the Dugout
Cool Papa Bell. Say it once more. Some names identify a man. Some names enter the room playing music.
Names Bigger Than the Player
Places, Professions, Sultans, and Larger-Than-Life Men
Baseball occasionally looked at an ordinary human being and decided he required a kingdom. Duke. Sultan. Count. Chief. Kaiser. Popeye. A roster began to resemble a diplomatic crisis.
The Duke of Tralee
Roger Bresnahan was associated with “The Duke of Tralee,” a nod to Irish identity and Tralee. Bresnahan was a Hall of Fame catcher and innovator. But Duke of Tralee gives him acreage. This is what grand nicknames do. They widen the frame. A player no longer walks from the dugout. He arrives from his holdings.
The Sultan of Swat
Babe Ruth returns because Babe Ruth had more titles than a minor European court. The Sultan of Swat transformed hitting into dominion. The nickname is inflated. So was the performance. Ruth’s genius was making hyperbole chase him and lose.
The Duke
Edwin Snider became Duke, a childhood nickname connected with his bearing. Duke Snider. Brooklyn center field. The name has such natural authority that “Edwin” now feels like private information accidentally released. Snider was a Hall of Fame slugger on the Boys of Summer Dodgers. A Duke among Bums. Baseball enjoys contradiction when it can sell tickets.
Count Puccinelli
George Puccinelli was Count. The precise nickname story is not always foregrounded in modern references, but Count Puccinelli survives as pure verbal pleasure. It sounds like an operetta in which the shortstop has misplaced the estate. This is one reason obscure names matter. Fame is not the only route into language. Sometimes syllables sneak in.
Chief Bender
Charles Albert Bender, an Ojibwe pitcher and Hall of Famer, was widely called “Chief,” one of the generic labels white baseball repeatedly imposed on Native players. Here the grand title is not grand. It is racial shorthand. Accounts of Bender’s feelings about the nickname deserve careful attribution; what is certain is that the label came from baseball’s habit of reducing Native players to a type. That fact changes the sound of it. A name can be famous and still belong more to the people doing the naming than to the person named.
Kaiser Wilhelm
Several baseball figures carried grand or topical names, and “Kaiser Wilhelm” attached imperial imagery to the diamond. The joke depended on public recognition. Nicknames are tiny newspapers. They preserve what an audience knew at the moment. A century later, the joke may require footnotes. At the time, it only required a face, a resemblance, or a passing association.
What These Names Tell Us
Large names do two opposite things. They elevate and they reduce. Duke can turn a boy into nobility. Chief can erase a specific Native identity beneath a generic stereotype. The grammar is the same. The power is not. That is why nickname history deserves more than a chuckle and a list. Names show us who had permission to define whom.
Last Call from the Dugout
Sultan, Duke, Count, Kaiser. Then the umpire says, “Batter up.” Democracy has resumed.
 
Names That Need Explaining
Humor, Cruelty, Prejudice, and the Language of Another Era
Old baseball photographs are easy to romanticize. Wool uniforms. Grandstands. Hand-painted signs. Men with faces like unmade beds. Language is harder. Some nicknames carry racial prejudice, ethnic caricature, mockery of disability, body shaming, or casual cruelty. We do history no favor by hiding them. We do people no favor by repeating them as if nothing has changed.
Chief Bender
Charles Bender was Ojibwe. “Chief” was not his name. It was a category white baseball frequently applied to Native players. Bender’s career was magnificent. He won 212 major-league games and entered the Hall of Fame. The nickname tells us less about him than about the world around him. That is still history.
Dummy Hoy
William Hoy was Deaf and was widely called “Dummy,” a term commonly imposed on Deaf people in his era. Today the word is plainly insulting. Hoy had a long and distinguished major-league career. A durable legend credits him with inspiring umpire hand signals. Historians have challenged the neat version of that story, so neatness will have to survive without us. The responsible response is not to improve the legend. It is to see Hoy clearly. He was a skilled player. The nickname reflects the language of his time, not his intelligence.
Nig Cuppy
George Cuppy carried a racist nickname based on complexion. There is no clever way around it. Some old baseball names are ugly. Printing them in historical discussion can feel uncomfortable. It should. The discomfort is evidence that language changes and that the past was not a costume party. We can identify the record without inviting the insult back to dinner.
Fatty Briody
Charles Briody was Fatty. Many large players were. Baseball once treated body size as open microphone night. Fatty, Chubby, Jumbo, Tubby—names were applied with a directness now more likely to produce a meeting with Human Resources. The humor can seem mild beside racial slurs. It was still public reduction. A man became his waistline.
One-Arm Daily
Hugh Daily lost part of his left hand and was known as One-Arm Daily. Like Three Finger Brown, he turned physical difference into a pitching career. But notice the language. The nickname names absence first. Daily’s achievement comes later, if we bother to look. This chapter is an argument for bothering.
Yogi Berra
Lawrence Peter Berra became Yogi as a teenager playing American Legion ball. After seeing a movie short about India, his friend Jack Maguire looked at Berra sitting with his arms and legs crossed and thought he resembled the yogi on the screen. “I’m going to call you Yogi.” This is how language behaves when nobody is supervising. A boy sits down. A friend sees a movie. The New York Yankees acquire a mystic. The name stuck so completely that Lawrence Berra now sounds like the man who handled Yogi’s taxes.
There is also a small historical wrinkle worth keeping. The word yogi belonged to a real spiritual tradition long before it belonged to a catcher from St. Louis. Berra’s nickname was born from an American boy’s movie-screen impression of India—not from any understanding of yoga or Hindu religious life. That does not make Yogi Berra a villain. It makes the nickname a tiny postcard from its time.
The Human Flea
Frank Bonner was called the Human Flea. I include him because not every difficult nickname is a moral crisis. Some are simply astonishing. The Human Flea. I searched my conscience. My conscience made a small squeaking noise and laughed.
What These Names Tell Us
Language leaves fingerprints. Old nicknames show affection, prejudice, hierarchy, ignorance, intimacy, and wit—sometimes in the same word. We should not sanitize the record until everyone sounds as though named by a corporate communications department. Nor should we use “different times” as a magic eraser. Different times were experienced by actual people. The question is not whether we may laugh. The question is whether we are paying attention to who supplied the joke and who had to carry it.
Last Call from the Dugout
History is not improved by pretending everyone was polite. Baseball certainly was not. Keep the record. Read the room. Know the difference.
 
Why We Remember the Name
Baseball, Folk Language, and the Making of Myth
Here is the problem. I can tell you that Mordecai Brown won 239 games. Useful. I can tell you that somewhere in baseball there was a man called What’s-the-Use Chiles. Now you are leaning forward. Names are memory handles. The famous ones prove the point. The obscure ones prove it better. This is not a nickname. This is a philosophy that has misplaced its shoes. John Chiles played professional baseball. History gave him statistics. Language gave him What’s-the-Use. I know which part followed me home. A great name does not ask permission from fame. It gets into the memory through an unlocked window and begins making coffee.
Eyechart Gwosdz
John Gwosdz had a surname that looked, to generations of baseball people, like the bottom line at the optometrist. Eyechart. There are nicknames requiring biographies. This one requires you to cover your left eye. The joke is visual, immediate, and wonderfully low-tech. A difficult surname entered the clubhouse. The clubhouse found office equipment. Urban Shocker barely needs help from a nickname committee. His actual name arrives with electricity already connected.
That is another baseball pleasure: sometimes the parents have done the clubhouse’s work in advance. Urban Shocker. He sounds less like a pitcher than a municipal emergency. Bob Walk pitched in the major leagues. I am aware that this is not, technically, a nickname. I am also aware that a pitcher named Walk is language committing a misdemeanor in broad daylight. The statistics may explain the player. The name starts the conversation.
What These Names Tell Us
Baseball is a folk language disguised as a professional sport. Its words travel mouth to mouth: bush league, can of corn, frozen rope, cup of coffee, hot corner. Its names travel the same way.
Some were coined by writers. Some by teammates. Some by children. Some by promoters. Some arrived through prejudice. Some through love. And some men simply reported for work already named Urban Shocker. Then the crowd voted by remembering. That is the last naming ceremony. Not the first joke. Not the headline. Memory gets the final vote.
Last Call from the Dugout
What’s-the-Use Chiles. Eyechart Gwosdz. Urban Shocker. Bob Walk. Four men enter the scorebook. The English language requests season tickets.
 
Conclusion
What Should We Call You?
We began with a hand. A damaged hand, a boy, a farm accident, and a baseball that behaved differently because the fingers holding it were different. Three Finger Brown. By now the name may sound ordinary. That is what familiarity does to miracles.
But think of the journey. A physical injury becomes a clubhouse description. The description becomes a public identity. The identity becomes baseball history. A century later, somebody opens a book because the name still has enough electricity to reach across the room. That is not nothing. Baseball nicknames are small acts of literature performed by people who would probably deny having done any such thing. Piano Legs. The Big Train. Cool Papa. Oil Can. Death to Flying Things.
These names use metaphor, compression, rhythm, alliteration, irony, and exaggeration. I taught English for years. I recognize the equipment. The clubhouse was doing poetry with tobacco juice on its shoe and denying the whole thing. Not all of it was good poetry.
Some names were cruel. Some preserved prejudice. Some reduced a person to race, disability, body, or difference. They remind us that folk language is not innocent merely because it is colorful. People make language. People bring everything with them. Still, I remain astonished by the abundance. Baseball could have been content with surnames. Brown. Johnson. Bell. Ruth. It was not. The game wanted another vocabulary.
Maybe the length of the season demanded it. Maybe baseball’s pauses gave people too much time to look at one another. Maybe the daily intimacy of teams made formal names feel ridiculous. Or maybe human beings simply cannot resist renaming the world. We name storms. We name cars. We name the dent in the kitchen table. We name one another, especially when one another is not present to object. A good nickname says: I noticed you. That can be affection. It can be aggression. Often it is both.
The old baseball names preserve the noticing. Somebody saw Walter Johnson throw and thought train. Somebody saw Charlie Hickman’s legs and thought piano. Somebody watched Mike Hargrove prepare to hit and realized rain would be quicker. That last one may be my favorite form of genius.
I do not know what baseball will do with nicknames in the future. Modern players still have them, but branding has entered the room carrying a laptop. Names become trademarks, handles, graphics, campaigns. Nothing wrong with that. But I hope somewhere, in a minor-league clubhouse, a player is doing one peculiar thing. I hope somebody notices. I hope the wrong person says it aloud. I hope the room goes quiet for half a second. Then laughter. Then repetition. By Tuesday the man has a new name.
By August his mother is using it. By winter it is printed on a bobblehead. And fifty years later some poor writer is trying to discover exactly how it happened. What should we call you? Careful. Baseball may answer.
 
Ten Baseball Nicknames 
We’ll Never Forget
Baseball nicknames have a way of staying in the mind long after the numbers begin to fade. A batting average belongs to a season, and a record may eventually be broken, but a name such as The Bird, Satchel, or the Say Hey Kid can carry a player from one generation to the next. The best nicknames are compact biographies. They tell us how someone looked, where he came from, how he played, or what the public felt when he entered a ballpark.
Some of these names arose naturally in clubhouses or neighborhoods. Others were invented by sportswriters, owners, or teammates. A few were jokes that turned serious. Whatever their beginnings, they became part of the language of baseball. The player and the nickname grew together until it became difficult to imagine one without the other.
The Bird
Mark Fidrych became The Bird because teammates thought the tall, loose-limbed rookie with wild curls looked a little like Big Bird from Sesame Street. That might have remained a passing clubhouse joke if Fidrych had been an ordinary pitcher. He was not.
During the summer of 1976, he became the most delightful figure in baseball. He talked to the ball, scolded it after a bad pitch, praised it after a good one, and dropped to his knees between innings to smooth the mound with his bare hands. Fans had never seen a pitcher behave quite like him, and they might have dismissed the whole performance if he had not pitched so beautifully.
Fidrych won nineteen games for the Detroit Tigers and was named American League Rookie of the Year. Tiger Stadium filled when he pitched, not merely because people expected the Tigers to win, but because they wanted to see what The Bird might do next. Children copied him. Adults who had watched baseball for decades found themselves laughing like children.
Injuries shortened his career, but they did not diminish the memory of that season. The Bird did not need twenty years to become a legend. He had one great summer in which talent, eccentricity, and joy arrived together, and baseball fans have been talking about it ever since.
Catfish
Jim Hunter became Catfish because Oakland owner Charlie Finley believed that a young pitcher named Jim needed something more colorful. Finley invented a story about Hunter running away from home as a boy and returning with a large catfish. The story was fiction, but the nickname was so convincing that it soon seemed more authentic than the truth.
Hunter had the calm manner the name suggested. He pitched quickly, threw strikes, and gave little indication that pressure troubled him. He became the ace of the Oakland Athletics teams that won three consecutive World Series championships and later helped restore the New York Yankees to prominence.
There was nothing flashy about the way Hunter worked. He relied on control, intelligence, and an unhurried confidence that made hitters feel as though he knew something they did not. The nickname sounded rural and easygoing, but the pitcher behind it was exacting and competitive.
A publicity stunt usually fades as soon as the public grows tired of it. Catfish Hunter was the rare exception. Finley invented the name, Hunter gave it dignity, and baseball accepted it so completely that Jim Hunter almost disappeared.
Dizzy
Jay Hanna Dean had the perfect nickname for a man who could pitch brilliantly, talk endlessly, and turn almost any afternoon into a performance. He was called Dizzy when he was young, and the name followed him into professional baseball, where it seemed less like a nickname than a diagnosis of temperament.
Dean was the great pitcher of the St. Louis Cardinals’ famous Gashouse Gang. In 1934 he won thirty games, led the Cardinals to the pennant, and helped them win the World Series. He predicted victories, teased opponents, entertained reporters, and usually found a way to support his boasts with his right arm.
His personality made him a national figure. Fans who had never seen him pitch knew his voice and his stories. After injuries shortened his playing career, he moved into broadcasting, where his rural expressions and cheerful disregard for grammar made him even more beloved.
Dizzy Dean belonged to a period when baseball players were permitted to be characters rather than carefully managed public figures. The nickname promised noise, motion, confidence, and amusement. Dean delivered all four.
Satchel
Leroy Paige acquired the name Satchel while carrying luggage at a railroad station in Mobile, Alabama. He devised a way to carry several bags at once, and someone compared him to a
Satchel Paige spent the best years of his career in the Negro Leagues, where he became a legend long before white baseball allowed him to pitch in the major leagues. He possessed a remarkable fastball, extraordinary control, and a gift for making every appearance feel like an event. He named his pitches, told stories about his exploits, and understood that a crowd wanted wonder as well as victory.
When he finally reached the major leagues in 1948, he was well into his forties, although his precise age was often treated as part of the mystery surrounding him. He helped Cleveland win a pennant and proved that the stories about his talent had not been exaggerations.
The nickname Satchel carried movement in it. It suggested railroad platforms, travel, endurance, and a man who had been everywhere. Paige spent much of his career moving from team to team and town to town, leaving behind stories wherever he pitched. His name traveled even farther than he did.
Gehrig was not merely present. He was one of the greatest hitters of his generation, driving in runs year after year while sharing the Yankees lineup with Babe Ruth and other stars. Yet his manner was quiet, steady, and almost shy. Ruth created commotion wherever he went. Gehrig went about his work.
The nickname suited both his physical strength and his character. He was reliable without being dull, powerful without being boastful, and admired even by people who disliked the Yankees. When the illness now associated with his name finally forced him from the lineup, the image of the unbreakable man acquired a tragic meaning.
The Iron Horse could no longer play, but the qualities contained in the nickname remained: endurance, modesty, courage, and grace. Few baseball names have gathered so much meaning into three words.
He ran everywhere. He sprinted on routine plays, slid headfirst, broke up double plays, and treated an exhibition game with the same visible urgency as a pennant race. His style could irritate opponents, but it also made him impossible to ignore. Rose wanted every spectator to know that he was working.
The nickname became inseparable from his pursuit of the game’s all-time hits record. His achievement rested not only on talent but on appetite, durability, and a refusal to concede an at-bat. He played for twenty-four seasons and accumulated more hits than anyone in major league history.
Rose’s later gambling scandal permanently complicated his place in baseball. The nickname, however, still describes the player people watched. Charlie Hustle was not simply a man who ran hard. He was a man who made effort into a public identity.
Mays could do everything a baseball player was asked to do. He hit for power, ran with speed, threw with force, and played center field with an ease that made difficult catches appear inevitable. His famous over-the-shoulder catch in the 1954 World Series became one of baseball’s defining images, but it was only one moment in a career filled with remarkable plays.
The nickname preserved something statistics cannot measure. Mays played with visible delight. His cap flew from his head as he ran the bases. He chased fly balls as though the outfield belonged to him and returned to the dugout looking ready to do it again.
Other players have been called great, dominant, or heroic. The Say Hey Kid was loved. The name retained the pleasure of seeing Willie Mays arrive at the ballpark, greet the world, and begin to play.
He was also one of the greatest hitters baseball has known. Cobb batted .366 over his career, stole bases aggressively, and turned running the bases into a form of psychological warfare. He studied pitchers, fielders, and situations with relentless attention.
The nickname endured partly because of its contradiction. A peach suggests softness, gentleness, and Southern ease. Cobb was sharp-edged, restless, and combative. The distance between the name and the man made both more memorable.
Baseball nicknames are not always precise descriptions. Sometimes they work because they contain an argument. The Georgia Peach remains one of the finest examples of a pleasant name attached to a decidedly unpleasant competitor.
Jackson was confident, outspoken, and comfortable with attention. During the 1977 World Series, he hit three home runs on three consecutive pitches from three different Dodgers pitchers. The performance was so improbable that it seemed designed for legend.
The name did not mean that Jackson was always successful in October. No player is. It meant that he wanted to be there, expected the ball to find him, and believed the game would turn in his direction. Pressure did not make him smaller. It made him more visible.
Many players have excellent postseason records, but only one became Mr. October. The nickname has since become part of American sports language, applied whenever an athlete performs unusually well at the most important time. Jackson did not merely receive a nickname. He gave baseball a permanent phrase.
The name suggested someone small, and Reese was not an imposing man physically. Yet he became one of the finest shortstops of his generation and one of the unquestioned leaders of the Brooklyn Dodgers. His value had little to do with size. He caught everything within reach, thought the game several plays ahead, and earned the complete confidence of teammates and managers.
Today he is remembered not only for his baseball but for his character. In 1947, when Jackie Robinson faced relentless hostility during the breaking of baseball's color barrier, Reese quietly walked across the infield and put an arm around Robinson's shoulder. Whether the moment occurred exactly as later remembered matters less than what it came to symbolize. Reese represented decency when decency required courage.
The nickname never sounded heroic. That may be part of its charm. "Pee Wee" is the sort of name given to a neighborhood kid, not a Hall of Fame ballplayer. Baseball has always enjoyed that contradiction. A modest nickname attached to an exceptional player somehow makes both more memorable.
Nearly everyone who followed the Dodgers knew Pee Wee Reese. Far fewer could have told you his given name. That may be the highest compliment a baseball nickname can receive. It becomes the person's first identity and the name on the birth certificate quietly steps aside.
 
My deepest thanks go to Rob, whose love of baseball helped inspire this project, and to every reader who still smiles at names like Satchel, Dizzy, Cool Papa, and Three-Finger.
Thank you for reading
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