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			Foreword

			by Bill “Spaceman” Lee

			Bill Lee was considered the ultimate “flaky California southpaw” as well as a legend of the Boston Red Sox for 10 years after having pitched the University of Southern California to the 1968 College World Series championship. His ideas may be out there but he is a classic intellectual.

			Steve Travers is my disciple. Whether he wants to be, or not to be. We are the opposite spheres of horsehide, 108 stitches, known as a baseball.

			A baseball yin and yang. The Universe’s cosmic energy opposing and complementing.

			He is my favorite conservative and I am his favorite liberal.

			After the mentor, in my case the tormentor, and the protege.

			I for Don Lucas my coach at Terra Linda High School (beautiful land), and Steve for Coach Al Endriss at Redwood High School and the Redwood Indians. I was raised outside the city lights and on the periphery of what would become the Lucas Skywalker Ranch. Steve and I are tied through baseball and locale.

			Here in front of you is Steve Travers’ great collection of essays and books about baseball and other sports lore.

			For me especially W.P. Kinsella (he the one that makes me cry). I collaborated with Dick Schaap. Pat Jordan preceded me by two decades by being suspended by Jim Fanning for leaving a game and then sent to the elephant league Palatka Azaleas of the Florida State League. He left with two games left in the season, and left for good. If I could have read A False Spring in ‘82, I would not have taken the bait in the Montreal clubhouse and challenged Jim Fanning to a fight. 

			Together W.P. Kinsella, Buck O’Neil (drain the bitterness out of your heart), and I dedicated Pupkey Park, on account the dog was buried under home plate. W.P. was prescient with The Thrill of The Grass, written about the ‘81 strike and the Philly fans who cut through the fence at Veterans Stadium and tore out the Astroturf and planted the real grass. Having real grass possibly could saved Darren Dalton, Ken Brett, Tug McGraw, Dan Quisenberry, and the youngest of them all Rheal Cormier from very similar fatal cancers. Rheal was my protege and honored me by wearing my number 37.

			Snowflake Bentley of Vermont said no two snowflakes are the same, neither are sports fans. The old cliché’: “Different strokes for different folks.” Ted Williams (the greatest hitter) used to swing up. Bobby Doerr used to swing down. 

			 There is no bad sports writing, with the exception of Dick Young of the N.Y. Daily News, the same Dick Young that ran Tommy Seaver out of N.Y. 

			 As Casey Stengel famously said, “You can look it up…”, oh it looks like my friend Steve Travers already has. See you at a Red Sox game together.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This is a list that consist mainly of my favorite sportswriting ever. Much of the most influential sportswriting I ever read occurred during a relatively short period of my life, that is, my youth between the ages of nine and 15. I came into my own as a sports fan at age nine, and over the next six years, until high school, all I really cared about was sports. I was aware of what was happening in the world, and formed some modicum of political interest, but it was during these years in which I did not drink, do drugs, have a girlfriend, listen to rock music, or do much of anything that would be considered “cool” or “hip,” in which my life revolved squarely and almost exclusively around playing, watching, attending, and reading about sports. This is when I read the most influential sportswriting of my life. In succeeding years, I dabbled just a bit in drugs but never to any serious extent. It was still years before I had a girlfriend, got serious about music, became passionate about politics, and also developed true faith in Jesus Christ; all things among many others that wiped just some of the awe and wonder of my youth away from sports (mostly baseball) and formed the sinful experiences of adulthood. 

			In particular, what I recall were a small handful of books and articles. First and foremost I must mention Ball Four by Jim Bouton. This book was published in 1970 when I was 11. I read reviews of it in The Sporting News, but did not read it in earnest until my father gave it to me as a Christmas present when I was in junior high. Dad said he was not quite sure whether giving me Ball Four was such a good idea, as some of the subject matter was adult in nature and could be corrupting in its influence over me. Perhaps it was. It taught me much about many things, including drug use, alcohol and sex, but I was going to learn all that stuff anyway. Who better to give me a primer than the late, great Jim Bouton? 

			In subsequent years, I discovered my “coming of age” reading of Ball Four during puberty was the most intense experience for many young men of that age. Certainly in later years, when I became a division I baseball player, a top prospect in collegiate summer ball, and finally an actual professional in the employ of the St. Louis Cardinals and Oakland Athletics, I came to regard Ball Four as the perfect preparation and predictor of the baseball life. Bouton told me what I would find, and I found it.

			As mentioned, I subscribed to and read cover-to-cover each week The Sporting News. I also subscribed to Sports Illustrated, Sport, and Inside Sports magazine, as well as The Baseball Digest. I regularly bought baseball books at The Cottage Bookstore near where I lived in California. To me then it was the most magical place in the world. I also played Strat-O-Matic Baseball and Foto-Electric Football. My grandfather was an old scribe who gave me numerous books and games. My sports education started early and was off the charts, the best one could imagine. I was by the third grade a sports impresario, a young genius for athletics, probably by age nine or 10 a person who could have worked at the Elias Sports Bureau or even written sports coverage for a major newspaper. 

			In reading Sports Illustrated, mostly between 1972 and 1974, I came across perhaps my greatest influence, Pat Jordan. Jordan had once been a flame throwing pheenom prospect of the Milwaukee Braves, but he lacked some essential ingredient of success in the game. Later, in a psychological effort to discover why despite his talent he had failed, he started writing about pitchers. This included stories of men who had talent and work ethic in just the right measure, allowing them to attain greatness (Tom Seaver), but also those who despite talent lacked the necessary desire, resulting in failed careers like Jordan (Bo Belinsky). The Seaver and Belinsky pieces appeared in Sports Illustrated, as excerpts from a book about many pitchers, ranging from Major Leaguers to high school studs, in a book titled The Suitors of Spring. I consider the long form essays on Seaver and Belinsky to be the two greatest human interest pieces ever written about sports figures. While today at age 62 I still feel this way, I must admit the fact I read them when I was 13 or 14, a lonely boy with no girlfriend, not popular, with sports my only real consolation in life, truly influenced how I felt and still feel about Jordan’s work. To true aficionados, however, Pat Jordan holds up still today not as the most famous of baseball scribes, but like John Milius’s screenplays, he is a cult of talent, one of the greatest of influences. For me, having taken up writing years after I like Jordan played professionally, at a time in which I was failing in life and needed to take up the art as much for therapy as any other reason, I find an additional nexus with the man. There are very, very, very few other professional writers who were also professional athletes. We are perhaps the only two on the scene today.

			There are of course many other great works of sportswriting before and after my junior high school years, and I endeavor here to dig them up and give them credit where credit is due, but it was also important from the get-go to give the reader an understanding of where I am coming from. Enjoy.

		

	
		
			PART I: 
Articles and Essays in Magazines, Newspapers and Web Sites

		

	
		
			“Casey at the Bat” (San Francisco Examiner) by Ernest Thayer (1883)

			https://www.zocalopublicsquare.org/2015/05/08/casey-at-the-bat/chronicles/poetry/

			The outlook wasn’t brilliant for the Mudville nine that day:

			The score stood four to two, with but one inning more to play,

			And then when Cooney died at first, and Barrows did the same,

			A pall-like silence fell upon the patrons of the game.

			A straggling few got up to go in deep despair. The rest

			Clung to the hope which springs eternal in the human breast;

			They thought, “If only Casey could but get a whack at that—

			We’d put up even money now, with Casey at the bat.”

			But Flynn preceded Casey, as did also Jimmy Blake,

			And the former was a hoodoo, while the latter was a cake;

			So upon that stricken multitude grim melancholy sat,

			For there seemed but little chance of Casey getting to the bat.

			But Flynn let drive a single, to the wonderment of all,

			And Blake, the much despised, tore the cover off the ball;

			And when the dust had lifted, and men saw what had occurred,

			There was Jimmy safe at second and Flynn a-hugging third.

			Then from five thousand throats and more there rose a lusty yell;

			It rumbled through the valley, it rattled in the dell;

			It pounded on the mountain and recoiled upon the flat,

			For Casey, mighty Casey, was advancing to the bat.

			There was ease in Casey’s manner as he stepped into his place;

			There was pride in Casey’s bearing and a smile lit Casey’s face.

			And when, responding to the cheers, he lightly doffed his hat,

			No stranger in the crowd could doubt ‘twas Casey at the bat.

			Ten thousand eyes were on him as he rubbed his hands with dirt;

			Five thousand tongues applauded when he wiped them on his shirt;

			Then while the writhing pitcher ground the ball into his hip,

			Defiance flashed in Casey’s eye, a sneer curled Casey’s lip.

			And now the leather-covered sphere came hurtling through the air,

			And Casey stood a-watching it in haughty grandeur there.

			Close by the sturdy batsman the ball unheeded sped—

			“That ain’t my style,” said Casey. “Strike one!” the umpire said.

			From the benches, black with people, there went up a muffled roar,

			Like the beating of the storm-waves on a stern and distant shore;

			“Kill him! Kill the umpire!” shouted someone on the stand;

			And it’s likely they’d have killed him had not Casey raised his hand.

			With a smile of Christian charity great Casey’s visage shone;

			He stilled the rising tumult; he bade the game go on;

			He signaled to the pitcher, and once more the dun sphere flew;

			But Casey still ignored it and the umpire said, “Strike two!”

			“Fraud!” cried the maddened thousands, and echo answered “Fraud!”

			But one scornful look from Casey and the audience was awed.

			They saw his face grow stern and cold, they saw his muscles strain,

			And they knew that Casey wouldn’t let that ball go by again.

			The sneer is gone from Casey’s lip, his teeth are clenched in hate,

			He pounds with cruel violence his bat upon the plate;

			And now the pitcher holds the ball, and now he lets it go,

			And now the air is shattered by the force of Casey’s blow.

			Oh, somewhere in this favoured land the sun is shining bright,

			The band is playing somewhere, and somewhere hearts are light;

			And somewhere men are laughing, and somewhere children shout,

			But there is no joy in Mudville—mighty Casey has struck out.

		

	
		
			“Johnson vs. Jeffries” (New York Herald) by Jack London (1910)

			https://boxrec.com/media/index.php/Jack_Johnson_vs._James_J._Jeffries

			Racism, racism, racism. We cannot seem to get away from it. As I write this in 2021, a white police officer has been found guilty on three separate counts in the killing of a black man named George Floyd. There seems little doubt had the jury not done as they did, the cities of America would be burning tonight, as they did all summer after Floyd’s death went viral. There is little doubt some other incident will happen sooner or later, and Antifa and BLM will set the streets on fire once again. The current Vice-President of the United States is on record saying it should happen, it will happen, and in fact she has helped raise bail for the rioters and the looters who made it happen. This is the world I occupy.

			How racist America still is can be argued, but one thing seems clear. Much of the racism this once-great nation is accused of being guilty of is manufactured, which distorts from the real racism African-Americans still face. This is the racism of the big city left, who maintain their African-American constituents in modern versions of “plantations” or worse, inner city “concentration camps” forcing people to depend on them for a few crumbs in return for reliable voting blocs, which can easily be manipulated into corrupt yet even more reliable stacks of identical votes by the illegal, the alien, the dead, the unregistered, and those no longer living in addresses, that are never checked or verified, because no one desires to have reliable legal voters when illegal or dead ones will achieve their purposes. Now the “de-fund the police” movement in these very “concentration camps” has led directly to black-on-black murder rates that are at genocidal levels. The real “racists” are their white liberal overseers and opportunistic black politicians, but of course the so-called “racists,” as the big lie goes, are those with the temerity to obtain knowledge that this situation exists. All of this makes mockery of the savage hatred they once faced.

			Which brings me to “Johnson vs. Jeffries” by the renowned novelist Jack London, hired to cover the fight held in Reno in 1910 for the New York Herald. I found this in At the Fights: American Writers on Boxing. The editors expressed surprise that London, who advocated Socialism, was a racist himself. One merely needs to ask why this is, and those with common sense, after pondering it a while, will acquire knowledge providing the answer.

			***

			London begins by matter-of-factly stating that Jack Johnson won; that he did easily; and throughout the victory the black champion smiled and toyed with his opponent, the “Great White Hope,” Jim Jeffries, who announced before the fight his goal was to prove the white man superior to the negro. 

			London describes how Jeffries had once been the champion, and likely wanted to stay retired, but Johnson had emerged as the new heavyweight champeen. This was anathema to all but the black people of America, who had to hide their joy lest hateful whites, if not the Klan itself, ride through their property doing death and destruction. 

			Apparently there were false accusations that Johnson had a “yellow streak,” this being the argument against the black athlete until the 1960s at least. They were, according to the theory, physically magnificent, but not courageous. London was no fan of the black man or of Johnson, but was honest enough to report, “So far, the burden of proof all rests on the conclusion that Johnson has no yellow streak.” 

			London praises referee Tex Rickard, as the crowd was enormous under a blazing hot sun, and the fear of a riot in opposition to Johnson hung thick in the air. London notes that many women were present at the fight, sitting like “olden Spanish ladies” in screened boxes, but many could also be found ringside. This brings to mind several factors associated with Johnson.

			He had a white girlfriend, or wife, depending on the legalities or the state he happened to be in. This was one of the most infuriating things for whites, and it dogged Johnson for years. The woman in question was routinely called a prostitute, and Johnson eventually would be nailed by the authorities under violation of the Mann Act, which made it illegal to transport a woman across state lines for immoral purposes. 

			But while London certainly had enough propriety not to get too specific, his mention of women in the crowd had a side purpose. There were white women who were fascinated, and indeed turned on by black men like Johnson. This was called “jungle fever,” and was at the root of much white hatred hastening back to slavery; the innocent yet sexually curious white teenage girl tempting the huge “buck” of a slave hand into sex. Johnson was built like a brick you-know-what and was acutely aware of his own sexual heat, which was part of his act as he prodded and made fun of the howling white audiences. 

			London writes that all the “celebrities” of the “sporting world” were on hand; indeed it was as big an athletic event has had been held up to this point in history, at least on par with the recent 1909 World Series featuring Honus Wagner vs. Ty Cobb, or the London Olympics of 1908. 

			Jeffries came on “grim with determination” while Jeffries, the “care-free negro,” just smiled. They did not shake hands. But after the two felt each other out Johnson began giving Jeffries a “lacing.” The more Jeffries corner or the crowd screamed expletives at Johnson, the harder he hit.

			Jeffries responded by trying to get Johnson in the “clinches,” refusing to “bore in.” Soon Jeffries was cut, and doom began to descend. By the sixth his right eye was closed, all with “Johnson fighting and smiling,” taunting his opponent and the white crowd. By the ninth Jeffries “poorness of conditioning” became apparent; he had been too long retired and Johnson was in his prime. The more Jeffries’ corner barked at Johnson, the more he hurt Jeffries, who had “no comeback to him,” wrote London.

			Eventually he was knocked down, then out, and it was over, “An ignominy of ignominies.” Johnson was “this amazing negro from Texas… this king of fighters.” London concludes by asking, “And where now is the champion who will make Johnson extend himself…” 

			Where is the “Great White Hope.”

		

	
		
			“Sport for Art’s Sake” (New York World) by Heywood Broun (1921)

			https://thestacks.deadspin.com/knock-em-out-the-box-sport-for-arts-sake-1182708699

			The “Great White Hope” never really was found. Certainly not in the form of a great white fighter toppling a healthy and dominant Jack Johnson. Instead Johnson was dogged by the law and racism until he disappeared from the scene, leaving boxing mostly to the white fighters, with few exceptions, at least until Joe Louis arrived on the scene.

			This essay from the New York World Herald in 1921 by Heywood Broun was found in the marvelous The Best American Sports Writing of the Century (1999) edited by the great David Halberstam and one of my favorites, Glenn Stout, who may have written the greatest of all Dodger histories. 

			***

			Broun opens by writing the effort of Georges Carpentier was more than a “moral victory,” but was more artistic and best described by the works of “Bernard Shaw” or Eugene O’Neill. None of the crowds of ancient Greek athletic antiquity were more inspired, he writes. Jack Dempsey vs. Carpentier, he continues, had all the “inspiring spectacle” of David vs. Goliath. Was this the first time this Biblical story was resurrected to describe a sporting contest? Maybe, maybe not; it certainly has since then. He goes on to write that in this instance, “Little Red Riding Hood has the better of the wolf.” 

			In the second round Carpentier, obviously the underdog, landed one on the jaw of Dempsey, an all-time great whose name is still a household one. Referring again to O’Neill Broun quips, “The tragedy of life is not that man loses but that he almost wins.” For 11 seconds it appeared Carpentier would triumph. But the “regularity of the universe,” eventually willed itself against him.

			This was an era of “Malthusian theory,” of eugenics, abortion and sterilization in order to determine and maintain the order of superior men in dominance over his inferiors. It would lead to Adolf Hitler and well over 1 billion abortions, but all of that was unknown at the time to Broun, who brings up these precepts in comparing Carpentier, supposedly weak and even “haggard,” to the sterling champion, Dempsey. Unfortunately, “A gorgeous human will had been beaten down to the point where it would function no longer.” It was a “complicated piece of art,” continues Broun. Dempsey won, but “Carpentier got all the glory. Perhaps we will have to enlarge our conception of tragedy, for that too is tragic.”

		

	
		
			“Dempsey vs. Carpentier” (New York World) by H.L. Mencken (1921)

			https://www.pophistorydig.com/topics/dempsey-vs-carpentier-1921/

			I must confess I am not a huge boxing fan or historian. Ask me anything about baseball, or college football, and I have the answer. I knew little about the 1921 Jack Dempsey-Georges Carpentier fight, but it must have made one heckuva an impact because I find it not only in The Best American Sports Writing of the Century, but also in At the Fights, written by no less a writing luminary than H.L. Mencken, also known as the “Sage of Baltimore”. 

			***

			“In the great combat staged there in that colossal sterilizer beneath the harsh Jersey sun there was little to entertain the fancier of gladiatorial delicacies,” he starts. It was a “brief and hopeless struggle” between a man “full of romantic courage” and a bruising champeen. He does not write this but like Heywood Broun he alludes to classic literature, this time Don Quixote and the parable of the windmills. I also love his reference to the “Follies girls at ringside,” the ever-present “groupies” of sport. 

			Then Carpentier landed his famed blow and for a brief few seconds he seemed the victor. The crowd wanted badly to reward his “heroic struggle.” Then, “Clout! Clout! Clout!… sickening blows” delivered by the powerhouse Dempsey. “His jaw sagged. He heaved pathetically.” Eventually Carpentier resembles “an Autumn leaf in Vallombrosa,” and with that the hopes of “gallant France,” revered as our allies in the recent Great War, were felled. Every sentence is parable and description from poetry or National Geographic. The Frenchmen in the stands groaned but were not dishonored. 

			“To reinforce his left Dempsey has a wallop in his right hand like the bump of a ferryboat into its slip,” Mencken writes. 50 years later his analogy might have been more like a space craft locking with the lunar module; smooth yet powerful. 

			The crowd “in the more expensive sections,” was well-dressed. This reflected the era. The Roaring ‘20s were well underway, wealth was everywhere, and sport was now on a grand scale as in the days of Rome. It was the American Empire in all her glory!

			I am not smart enough to figure out the latter part of this sentence: “The show was managed with great deftness, and all the antecedent rumors of a frame-up were laid in a manner that will bring in much kudos and mazuma to Mons.” He adds that the fight put to rest the “common allegation of professional moralists” that the fight game was attended only by “thugs.” He further added that he did not see “a single homely gal,” and one French mademoiselle rooting for Carpentier was “a creature so lovely” he spent more time staring at her than the action in the ring.

		

	
		
			“The Four Horsemen Arrive” (New York Herald Tribune) by Grantland Rice (1924)

			https://125.nd.edu/moments/october-18-1924-the-four-horsemen-arrive/

			Grantland Rice’s colorful description of Notre Dame’s 13-7 victory over Army at the Polo Grounds in New York City, October 18, 1924 in the New York Herald Tribune remains to this day perhaps the most iconic, most-quoted, most hyperbolic, and most influential piece of sportswriting ever committed to pen, paper, typewriter, tele-type, word processor, computer or the cloud. So great and so powerful was the effect of this writing that today, almost a century later, it is a major challenge to write about it. It was Shakespearean, for the ages. It loses no luster in the re-telling; the prose was fabulous then and is not diminished by time or later style changes. Like Shakespeare, it is so incredible that to attempt to write like it is to immediately open ones’ self up to scorn. An actor may imitate Marlon Brando or Jack Nicholson, but it is done as homage, not to be taken seriously. To try and re-create Rice’s “Outlined against a blue-gray October sky” or “the bewildering panorama of the green plain below” is to automatically credit Rice whether by name or not, for to even conceive that these images are original conceits of the modern writer is laughable. 

			The New York Herald Tribune article delivered in time for that evening’s edition in many ways ushered in the modern age of sports and sports communication. Newspapers had covered baseball since teams gathered to play in the Elysian Fields in the 1840s. The writing was stilted; it had to find itself as there was no template. Many writers did emphasize from the old classics, echoing Henry V’s “band of brothers” or, in the case of Mark Twain, actual sports reportage by Mark Twain himself! Poetry, as in “Casey at the Bat”, often found a place for itself in the sports pages. 

			Athletics quickly became wildly popular. Baseball established itself as Our National Pastime. When the “Christian gentleman,” Christy Mathewson, emerged as the game’s greatest hero at the beginning of the 20th Century, the game and its participants became respectable; a proper lady might even marry one of these ruffians. Game coverage often referred only to a player’s last name, as in “Cobb led the Detroits with three hits,” or “Alec of the Phillies could not be struck by woeful Giants bats.” 

			After World War I, changes, as always happen during cataclysms, began to take root. First the Chicago “Black Sox” deliberately threw the 1919 World Series to the Cincinnati Reds. The two leading sportswriters of the era, Grantland Rice and Ring Lardner, heard rumors of the scandal and paid close attention to signs of its occurrence while covering the games. They became convinced the “fix was in,” and wrote about it, fueling rumors circulating amongst the public. Rice, already the leading voice among sports scribes, now was fixated as a national figure of high character to be trusted and believed.

			Technologies were advanced during and after the war, most notably perhaps in the form of the radio. During the “Roaring ‘20s” the American economy grew by leaps and bounds. It was the New Rome, a land of wealth and pleasure not known since the days of the Colosseum. Sports crazed fans bought radios and listened to sporting events hyped beyond comprehension by the newspapers and radio broadcasts of Ted Husing and Graham McNamee, describing college football, World Series baseball, and major heavyweight boxing matches.

			Fueled by the endless fascination, huge arenas not previously contemplated were built to house these national sporting contests. Babe Ruth emerged as an American icon not seen before nor since, and with his rise came the “House That Ruth Built,” Yankee Stadium. Both the University of California and their rival, Stanford University, had nationally acclaimed football teams and built giant stadiums to house throngs upwards of 70,000 or 80,000 fans to see them play. Stanford bid to have the Rose Bowl, a popular New Year’s Day festival, played at Stanford Stadium, but the good citizens of Pasadena answered back by building the Rose Bowl stadium that exists today. Construction took several months at a cost of $272,198, and the facility opened in 1922, with the first Rose Bowl Game played on January 1, 1923 (Southern California 14, Penn State 3). 

			The city of Los Angeles responded by building a stadium named and modeled after the Roman Colosseum, the L.A. Memorial Coliseum, opening the same year as Yankee Stadium (1923). The main benefactors were the University of Southern California, a small football program in the shadow of northern rivals California and Stanford. The building of the Coliseum vaulted the Trojans past the Golden Bears and Indians into the upper echelon of collegiate powerhouses. With Los Angeles growing beyond even itself, the Coliseum attracted the Olympic Games in 1932.

			Other huge stadiums were built: The “Big House” at Michigan, the “Horseshoe” at Ohio State, the “Swamp” at the University of Florida. Others were built across the Fruited Plain and eventually were used to house the Cotton, Orange and Sugar Bowls.

			Prior to the building of these stadiums, there were relatively few major sports facilities. Harvard and Yale had legitimate stadiums, but most were parks or grounds, as in Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field or the Polo Grounds, an odd configuration housing the New York (baseball) Giants on Coogan’s Bluff, sight of Civil War doings roughly on the Manhattan-Harlem border. By 1924, college football was approaching big league baseball in popularity. Previously the province of the Ivy League, the game grew when the University of Chicago and the University of Michigan formed powerhouses in the 1900s. Then the West followed suit, with great champions at Washington, California, Stanford, and USC. 

			West Point featured a great football program, and in 1912 they were led by an end regarded by the newspapers as one of the “best runners in the East,” Dwight D. Eisenhower. They were upset by little-known Carlisle Indian School, who featured the great Jim Thorpe. In 1913 Army ventured to the hinterlands of South Bend, Indiana to play a tiny, unknown Catholic school named Notre Dame. 

			***

			Notre Dame had no real “stadium” to speak of, but they featured quarterback Gus Dorais and end Knute Rockne. They shocked the world by introducing the forward pass as a legitimate offensive play, and using it to beat Army put the Fighting Irish on the map. After World War I, Rockne became their coach. His first stars were Curly Lambeau and George Gipp. Prior to 1924, Notre Dame and California’s “Wonder Teams” were the two national powers. 

			Coach Rockne often played big opponents in large stadiums in big cities. Anti-Catholic sentiment ran rife at the time and he found friendly “subway alumni” in the East. Lacking a big on-campus stadium he justified the travel by the big gate receipts and growing popularity of his Catholic gridders. Also by 1924, such concepts as “All-American teams” and “national champions” were bandied about by the sporting press. The national championship was determined by various services and systems, usually based on some mathematical configuration based on strength of schedule. While Notre Dame had emerged “number one” according to some of these systems prior to 1924, the more prestigious systems favored Cal’s “Wonder Teams,” who were unbeaten between 1920 and 1925. But playing against a power such as Army in a stadium like the Polo Grounds before a huge throng, with the New York press covering every aspect of the contest, improved Notre Dame’s national standing. If the Fighting Irish could defeat Army on October 18, then run out the rest of the schedule undefeated, they would be the odds-on favorites to win the national title. 

			Thus was the stage set when the visiting Irish arrived at the Polo Grounds. The Notre Dame backfield consisted of four solid players named Don Miller, Elmer Layden, Jim Crowley and Harry Stuhldreher. As running dynamos, none might be compared to the likes of Jim Thorpe, Cal’s Brick Muller, Stanford’s Ernie Nevers, and certainly not the incomparable Red Grange of Illinois. The score of Notre Dame’s win was 13-7, which suggests a defensive struggle, not a wild shoot-out featuring somebody like Grange, the “Galloping Ghost” running for some 200 or 300 yards, as he was doing during this time. No doubt the four Irish running backs made some nice, key gains, locking in a victory by securing much-needed first downs and a few scores while the defense did the rest. 

			But Rockne was keen to press coverage. He knew it to be the lifeblood of his program. Publicity attracted attention from fans, which meant money and great high school players eager to play for him. He tasked his school’s publicity man, George Strickler, to make the rounds of the press box and listen for scuttlebutt.

			A recent Rudolf Valentino movie, The Four Horsemen, was a hit in theaters. This title stuck with Strickler, who commented that Notre Dame’s backfield performed “just like The Four Horsemen.” The crowd was abuzz over the Irish and Crowley, whose dazzling touchdown run late in the game clinched victory. Sitting in the press box, Rice was struck by the evening twilight and chill that had replaced the sunny warmth at game time. This inspired him to write the following:

			Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again. In dramatic lore they are known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction and Death. These are only aliases. Their real names are Stuhldreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden. They formed the crest of the South Bend cyclone before which another fighting Army football team was swept over the precipice at the Polo Grounds yesterday afternoon as 55,000 spectators peered down on the bewildering panorama spread on the green plain below.

			Rice’s description of Army losing “over the precipice at the Polo Grounds yesterday” was meant for the Sunday, October 19 edition, but it made it into the Saturday evening Herald Tribune, no doubt read by celebrants on Broadway and in “speakeasies” in Manhattan that very night. By the next day and beyond the other newspapers were re-printing it and it was a national story. But it was Strickler who made it a story for the ages. 

			Brainstorming back in South Bend, he realized the school had some horse stables. On a cold, gray day he dressed up the players in overcoats that resembled soldiers on the front lines in France. He placed Miller, Layden, Crowley and Stuhldreher from left to right on horses, each holding footballs, and had a photo taken. That photo went out to every wire service and in short order was in every newspaper in the United States. The players were national heroes, even more so because they represented proud Catholicism worldwide. They were and remain “The Four Horseman of Notre Dame.” 

			It also did not hurt that the Fighting Irish finished the regular season unbeaten and untied. They were invited to the second Rose Bowl Game played in the new stadium in Pasadena against their strongest competition for the national championship of 1924, Ernie Nevers and Stanford, coached by the legendary Pop Warner. 

			Rockne’s team accepted the invitation and defeated Stanford handily, easily clinching their first consensus national title. This was the season in which Notre Dame truly established itself as the kings of college football. Soon thereafter they began their home-and-home arrangement with the University of Southern California, and began playing big games against the strongest competition at Chicago’s Soldier Field, in New York’s Yankee Stadium, again in the Polo Grounds, and other large settings. These games were a substitute of sorts for the fact they did not play in any bowl games again until 1970, but were still able to capture 11 national titles. 

		

	
		
			“Eckie” (Saturday Evening Post) by Ring Lardner (1932)

			https://searchworks-lb.stanford.edu/articles/aph__18447796

			Forget about Tom Wolfe or Gay Talese, and forget about the concept of “narrative non-fiction” as a literary construct of the 1960s. Ring Lardner’s long-form piece in the Saturday Evening Journal was written with the first-person involvement of the writer, and appears at first glance to be novelized. Walter “Eckie” Eckersall passed away in 1930, so this 1932 essay might seem to have been a memorial tribute to one of the great college football players of the very early 1900s, where he starred for coach Amos “Alonzo” Stagg at the University of Chicago, a major power long before the likes of Notre Dame, Southern California or Alabama made a dent on the national horizon. However, there is no mention of his death in the article. It is more an “Irish wake” celebrating his life, which is so larger-than-life, the possibility of his demise is not spoken of, much less conceived.

			***

			He begins by writing of the great excitement around a newspaper office in Chicago, 1908. The style is jaunty, which was Lardner’s well-known signature. There is mention of a great record of some kind resulting in a headline, in which the “RECORD CROWD AT THE COLISEUM GOES STARK RAVING MAD.” This is followed by newspaper-speak; how and when different headlines are used appropriately, with a lot of references to Mr. this and Mr. that or guys with nicknames like Shroudy. It is all very comfortable, a guy talking to you at the corner saloon. It was the day of the afternoon edition, the late edition, and whatever editions were in-between. Newspapers were literally the source of… news, absent radio or other later inventions. In big cities they were hawked all day by newsies to men who wanted every scrap of information on sports and everything, often for betting purposes. 

			It is all quite ramshackle until mention of Walter Eckersall. The writer informs us he “sought a quiet spot” where he knew Eckersall would appear. What spot? In a train? In a bar? Knowing Eckersall, we figure a bar. But it seems he does not find Eckersall, and we are led to believe this results in his firing or imminent firing, again without much explanation about anything other than joking that his editors were filled with the “Milk of Human Kindness.” 

			We can then deduce using clues that Detective Columbo might have missed, that somehow Eckersall was responsible for saving the job of the writer (Lardner, or a fictional character?). We then discover that Eckersall did not brag, even though the writer tells us only Jim Thorpe and George Gipp were his equal on the gridiron. He was a “triple threat” (run, point-kick, punt), in a day prior to the forward pass, but it is pointed out that he was also a star baseball player, so it is assumed had he played the modern game he would have been a fine passer, too. Fielding Yost, coach of the “point a minute” Michigan Wolverines, Chicago’s major rival for supremacy, forced his punters to kick out of bounds because of an inability to stop Eckersall from returning it all the way. He also regularly kicked field goals by virtue of the old “drop kick.”

			By now (1908?) a writer with the Tribune (Chicago?), Lardner (we assume not an alias) writes that to understand how great an athlete is, ask his opponents. Hitters, he writes, will tell us much more about Walter Johnson’s speed than the “Big Train” himself, a modest man, as is Eckersall. The great All-Americans of Michigan’s 1904 and 1905 teams will state that “the very name of Walter Eckersall gave them a headache.” 

			We now recall a 1903 game, Eckersall’s first as a freshman, in which the snow was so thick Chicago quarterback Lee Marshall, “was hauled from a drift and taken to the locker room by dog teams, to be scraped and thawed out.” Now I am reminded, incredibly, of Hunter Thompson, who would write equally outlandish, unbelievable prose, but in such a way the reader scratches his head and asks, “Really? Is it possible?” I mean, “dog teams?” Who knows? 

			Eventually Eckersall became so good that children living in Michigan “hid in the cellar” at mention of his name. His position on Walter Camp’s All-American team marked a breakthrough in college football, in the 19th Century a sport dominated by the Ivy League, but now spreading west, eventually to Stanford, California and Washington. Eventually Eckersall pulled off the impossible—defeat of Michigan—a feat so unimagined that the “Chicago ambassador to Ann Arbor asked for his passports, and vice versa,” among other severed relations.

			The Chicago ambassador to Ann Arbor?

			We are beginning to see a pattern. Lardner is from Michigan and therefore “murderously inclined” towards Eckersall, but this hatred will undoubtedly turn towards admiration, so earned by the great sportsman. He goes on to describe a punt by Eckersall pinning the Michigan returner near his end zone, where he was knocked into the end zone for a safety in a 2-0 Chicago victory. “And it was the first time my girl friend has ever seen me cry,” writes Lardner.

			We get some indication of the fanciful tales Ring Lardner comes up with when he describes how in the early days his “readers had never learned to write,” which means… something. They were gullible? 

			At some point the Chicago-Michigan rivalry was so fierce they stopped playing each other, but Lardner wrote a piece indicating there was a game scheduled at the University of Chicago, attracting a crowd, only to return home mad since no game was played.

			“This just goes to show that I had Chicago pretty well under my thumb when I sold it to the Sicilians. Also that the typewriter is pretty near as mighty as the rod.”

		

	
		
			“Pity the Poor Giant” (New York Daily News, excerpted from Farewell to Sport) by Paul Gallico (1938)

			https://www.amazon.com/thirties-time-remember-Don-Congdon/dp/B000RZC2HM

			The editors of At the Fights note that Paul Gallico was “a pioneer in the field of participatory journalism that would serve George Plimpton so well…” He boxed with Jack Dempsey, caught Dizzy Dean’s fastball, golfed with Bobby Jones… and drank with Babe Ruth. 

			Gallico is well remembered for advertising “Columbia Lou” Gehrig to the world. Gallico was a Columbia man and Gehrig once hit a monster home run that landed on the steps of the school library. As if Gallico needed to tell how great Lou Gehrig was; his talent was about as hard to hide as the Empire State Building. Later Gallico wrote the novel The Poseidon Adventure, made into two movies.

			I was unable to determine if either Rod Serling’s TV version or the film version of Requiem for a Heavyweight starring Anthony Quinn was based on the Primo Carnera story. From Gallico’s account it would seem so.

			***

			The “pitiful, scandalous, incredible story” concerns a “living creature out of the legends of antiquity,” created in a sense as if by a mad scientist, then bought and paid for by mobsters, all part of the “most shameful chapter in all of boxing.” This is the story of a “simple-minded peasant” by the name of Primo Carnera, “son of a stone-cutter from Italy,” a six-foot, seven inch, 268-pound behemoth who at one time was heavyweight champion of the world, yet was seen as a “freak.” Despite grossing more than $2 million boxing he “hasn’t a cent to show for it today.” 

			This is the story of corruption in boxing, which is why, as I will explain in later chapters, we owe a debt of gratitude to Muhammad Ali, who took the sport out of the hands of the gamblers and made it an honorable profession, albeit one in which concussions leave many of its participants with short life spans.

			Primo was a “helpless lamb among wolves,“ abandoning his “big carcass,” his last days in America spent in a hospital, with a paralyzed leg, left to his own devices. Gallico felt it necessary to tell this sad tale before abandoning sports journalism, first to become a war correspondent, later as a novelist living overseas. He had seen enough of the New York “sporting world,” and was disgusted by it. 

			Physically there was nobody in the athletic world of the 1930s comparable to Carnera. Gallico’s descriptions are magnificent, using visual images such as a baseball bat, a Virginia ham, his skin emanating the smell of garlic. Carnera was introduced to Madison Square Garden as inhuman, but it was all staged and he did not even know the rules of boxing.

			Eventually, Gallico writes that Carnera wised up to the fact he never knocked anybody out “on the level.” Despite his size and fierce countenance, he was a “good-natured, docile man,” basically a circus act in the south of France until discovered and, like King Kong, transported to America. 

			Despite Carnera’s massive physique, he could not take a punch. At first his fights were fixed and he took no shots. The money flowed to the mob boys, 700 grand in his first tour alone. Guns were produced to force opponents to take a fall, sometimes shown at ringside. 

			When he eventually fought a real fight, he took it on the chin and was “slaughtered.” Despite being brave, he wilted. The great Max Baer knocked him down repeatedly, and then he fell to Joe Louis, an all-time champion for the ages who, as best I can tell, was too good to succumb to the mob, but like Carnera did not keep his money. Louis “slugged Carnera into bleeding submission, cruelly and totally.” Carnera’s mouth was broken. By then the “carrion birds that had fed upon this poor, big, dumb man had picked him clean,” writes Gallico. He had “nothing, not even his pride and his self-respect, and that was probably the cruelest thing of all.”

			Gallico said Carnera should have been born in the 12th or 13th Century, where his strength might have been put to use on a real battlefield. “What an epitaph for one who came from the ancient and noble race of giants,” he concludes.

		

	
		
			“Lethal Lightning” (New York Post) by Jimmy Cannon (1946)

			http://literatureofjournalism.blogspot.com/2012/04/finalblog-post.html

			Jimmy Cannon was of that special breed of New York columnists from the 1920s to the 1970s. Aside from H.L. Mencken in Baltimore, most of the well known writers were based in New York. Jim Murray broke that mold when he left Sports Illustrated for the Los Angeles Times in 1961, and in that decade the New Journalism broke out in the form of magazines and books. This 1946 Post essay concerns itself with the classic, well remembered Joe Louis-Billy Conn match-up at Yankee Stadium.

			***

			Cannon’s descriptions sound more like a horror novel, something Stephen King would write (The Outsider), as he talks about “a face” that dissolves in the wind like the “dirty color of sickness,” the identity of a man gradually “blowing apart,” becoming “smelly blackness” in his sub-consciousness. 

			The eight-round fight, Cannon writes, reminded him of reporters waiting on a stoop for news that a man inside is dead. Pretty morbid. 

			“It was like watching a friend of yours being run over by a trolley car,” seeing it coming like in slow motion. He was disgusted at “all this controlled violence, licensed and sanctioned by the state.” Men considered criminals just a few years earlier sat in the best ringside seats. The times and change of laws now made them legitimate businessman, but Cannon knew better. His next paragraph is incredible, Biblical in its descriptions not of a fight, corruption, or even ordinary evil, but of the whole show as being like fallen man, the serpent now having his way in the garden. What a moralist!

			Conn was a beautiful kid, and his features were destroyed by Louis, a real sad tragedy. He was at his peak, and Louis had seen better days. Cannon describes rings of fat where muscles once were. There had been hope Conn could win. By the second round his face was “blotchy and mussed with pain.” Louis was there “with a sheep dog’s harmless awareness.” Eventually fans started to jeer.

			Louis prodded whim as if hitting with “a baseball bat.” Billy’s journey of hope ended in “tarnished glory.” In his dressing room, it was unanimous: Conn will fight no more. 

		

	
		
			“Miracle of Coogan’s Bluff” (New York Herald Tribune) by Red Smith (1951)

			https://thestacks.deadspin.com/miracle-of-coogans-bluff-red-smith-on-the-shot-heard-511048710

			What is the greatest, most exciting moment, season, era in all of sports history? The 1920s gave us the spectacle of sport played in the great arenas resembling the Colosseum of Rome. There was the Babe, the “Galloping Ghost,” Dempsey vs. Tunney, the 1927 Yanks. In 1941 Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio lit up the baseball world at the height of the game’s popularity. Oh, did Notre Dame and Army glitter on the green plains of the 1940s! Surely the greatest demoralizer of the Japanese and Nazi high commands, mobilizing entire economies against an enemy kicking their ass while delighting capacity crowds at Yankee Stadium, not to mention making Hollywood movies, educating its populace, and running the New York Stock Exchange. 

			There is the 1969 “Miracle Mets,” the “1980 “miracle on ice”… then over time athletics starts to become about agents and free agents, contracts and strikes and player’s unions. So we hearken back… to 1951. October, a freeze frame in American history in which we were “first in war, first in peace,” having deposited the Fascists into the dustbin of history, and more recently General Douglas MacArthur had pulled off an audacious victory at Inchon comparable to Hannibal crossing the Alps, and few other military feats. 

			That was the highlight of New York baseball. The Brooklyn Dodgers led in the National League all season, but the New York Giants, having acquired Willie Mays in May, rallied to tie it and force a best-of-three play-off. With the series tied at one, Brooklyn led 4-2 in the bottom of the ninth when Bobby Thomson hit the “shot heard ‘round the world” off of Ralph Branca and, as Russ Hodges announced, “The Giants win the pennant!” Aside from Mays, 1951 was the debut year of Mickey Mantle, the farewell season for Joe DiMaggio, and perhaps the highlight of Jackie Robinson’s playing career. It was the beginning of an era of “three center fielders,” Mays, Mantle and Brooklyn’s Duke Snider. In the “subway Series,” the Yankees held their perch, beating the Giants. It was also the beginning of a great decade for the New York (football) Giants.

			It was certainly grist for the mill of Red Smith, the venerable scribe of the New York Herald Tribune. The title of the piece is “Miracle of Coogan’s Bluff,” but I am unable to totally verify this term was invented by Smith. Had somebody else uttered it? Was his editor responsible for it? Coogan’s Bluff had been the scene of a Civil War battle, but I am unaware of anybody referring to that event as a “miracle.” 

			As for Red Smith, perhaps Pulitzer-winning columnist Dave Anderson described him best. “It’s the same reason Shakespeare ages well. He wrote beautifully, it’s as simple as that.” 

			***

			“Now it is done,” begins Smith. “Now the story ends. And there is no way to tell it. The art of fiction is dead. Reality has strangled invention. Only the utterly impossible, the inexpressibly fantastic, can ever be plausible again.”

			He channels Grantland Rice in describing the “green and white and earth-brown geometry” of the Polo Grounds. From the press box he sat and watched a drunk try to run onto the field, but ushers refuse to allow “profane feet” on the diamond. However the man is determined, possessed even, of a spirit a veritable army of cops and specials are unable to stop as he continues to “crash the line” like Bronco Nagurski, determined to join “cheering thousands” crowded under the windows of the Giants’ clubhouse.

			“At heart, our man is a Giant, too,” writes Smith. “He never gave up.”

			The windows of the clubhouse reveal the flash of photographers capturing every player, every cheer, every moment of joy. Then the drunk emerges and runs across the field, “coattails flying,” sliding into third. “Nobody bothers him now.” 

			Smith reverts back, to the train ride from Boston after their last regular season game. At that moment New York had for the first time achieved first place, and Russ Hodges had a special hook-up from Philadelphia, where he gave a running account of Brooklyn trailing the Phillies, only to have Jackie Robinson heroically save the day with his glove and bat, at one point playing so hard he had to be revived from momentary lack of consciousness. From there the “dead, defeated Dodgers had risen from the ashes in the Philadelphia twilight…” thus forcing the ensuing play-off. But to re-tell it? “Oh, why bother?” asks Smith. 

			He then writes of a fanciful account of the game, with Thomson meeting up with Whitey Lockman at second base on his way to rounding the bases after launching the game-winner over the left field fence, and instead of everybody “going crazy” (Hodges), they have a pleasant discussion like two picnickers in Central Park. Then he images Thomson accidentally passing Lockman, nullifying the home run. The way he tells the story, such an ending would have been every bit as improbable as the real one. “Poetic justice was a phrase without meaning,” continues Smith.

			He reverts to the seventh, when Thomson’s sacrifice fly scoring Monte Irvin ended Don Newcombe’s 21-inning scoreless streak. That tied the score at 1-1. But Brooklyn reversed New York’s momentum, unchecked since May, by getting to Sal “the Barber” Maglie in the eighth for three runs, and now “there was no joy in Mudville,” to quote Ernest L. Thayer. The last of the three runs? Courtesy of an error by Thomson.

			At this point it looked over and the best bet was to “get started and beat the crowd home.” The ninth “didn’t mean anything.” We get the point now. Smith did not believe what he saw. It could not have happened. Everything in the ninth inning is “Hollywood schmaltz,” including Don Mueller being hauled away by stretcher after an injury. A nice touch. Who wrote that, Budd Schulberg?

			Now
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