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Dedication
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Mickey Mantle, 1951.


Introduction: Why Mickey?

I became a Mickey Mantle fanboy at age 5. I now live in Massachusetts and some of my fellow Bay Staters think it’s cheeky to write a book about a New York Yankee icon in the midst of Red Sox Nation. I remind them that I grew up in Pennsylvania, where I seldom gave the Red Sox a second thought and that Western Massachusetts lies in the transitional belt where Red Sox and Yankees/Mets loyalty overlap.1 I respect their ardor because this book is about passionate loyalties—to memories, to baseball, and to a man far more complex than his Oklahoma drawl and aw-shucks demeanor suggested. Perhaps it’s also an ode to lost youth.

I am a Baby Boomer, one of more than 76 million children who appeared on Planet Earth between 1946 and 1964. Quite a lot of what has been written about Boomers is either wrong or refracted through present-day values that were not those of yesterday. Generations are more fictional than real. A “Baby Boomer” is mostly what sociologists call an age cohort: people born at a particular moment of time. As is the case with all cohorts, individual Baby Boomers were shaped by dominant cultural and social norms. World views are also mediated by gender, skin color, socio-economic status, where one comes of age, and experiences along the road to adulthood. Millions of Boomers forged paths quite different from popular culture stereotypes slapped upon them. Who’s the most famous Mickey? Spillane? Rooney? Hart? Most people would probably cite Mickey Mouse, who debuted in 1928. If you’re a sports fan with a sense of history though, there’s really only one choice.

Mickey Charles Mantle was born in rural Spavinaw, Oklahoma, on October 20, 1931. That’s 15 years too early to be a Baby Boomer, though he was certainly an idol for many who were. He came of age in a small mining town. None of this made Mantle a likely candidate to thrive on the big stage of New York City, where he spent his entire career as a member of the Yankees.

I will reference moments in his life, but this is not a conventional biography of Mantle. Numerous writers beat me to that task and, frankly, I doubt I could write a better one than the biography that Jane Leavy published in 2010.2 Hers is a book about hope, heroes, and disillusionment. Mine is too, but in different ways than Ms. Leavy’s.

My primary approach to Mickey Mantle is embedded in the title of this work, 7 Swings at 7. The seven in the title refers to chapters one through seven, in which aspects of Mantle’s life and career intersected with my own and American society writ large. Seven, of course, was the number Mantle wore on his uniform in all but his rookie year, when he briefly wore number six. Astute readers will notice that the book is divided into nine sections, one for each inning of a baseball game.

I literally grew up with Mickey Mantle. I entered the world the year he played his first full year as a New York Yankee. Later I became a professional historian and popular culture scholar. A focus on Mantle illuminates some Baby Boomer phenomena in the years 1952–95, the latter the year Mantle died at age 63. In short, this is a selective and personalized cultural history using Mantle as a memory aid. He was a legend for many, but he also proved human and often disappointed. There is simply no way to sugarcoat the fact that Mantle the baseball hero was also sexist and a problem drinker.

During his playing years (1951–68), it wasn’t necessary to say, “Mickey Charles Mantle”; you just knew he was “The Mick.” Almost everyone knew that, even those with little interest in baseball. Well into the 1960s there weren’t many who did not at least casually follow baseball; it was truly “America’s Pastime.” It still wields that title, though it’s no longer true.

My Southcentral Pennsylvania hometown of Chambersburg was 16 miles north of the Maryland state line. Baltimore, Washington, DC, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh were each fewer than three hours away by car. I have adored baseball since the days in which there were only 16 Major League Baseball (MLB) teams and none west of Kansas City. It was thus possible for my father to take me to live games in a quarter of the MLB venues. Most people in Chambersburg rooted for the Orioles because their games and those of the Phillies had broadcast hubs that sent the strongest TV signals our way. In pre-cable days, most people outside of big cities received broadcasts through rooftop antennae with inside “monitors,” small electronic boxes whose dials required a deft hand to pinpoint clear reception rather than one with more snow than a Buffalo, New York winter. Phillies broadcasts were the clearest and some locals wore their distinctive red cap with a white “P,” but no kid I knew rooted for them or the Washington Senators, two teams that defined a word we hadn’t yet learned: futility.

Kids—little ones as well as teens—followed baseball closely, especially boys until the passage of Title IX of the Educational Amendments of 1972 opened the playing field to girls. Little League thrived, as did the Babe Ruth League, American Legion ball, organized playground competition, high school baseball, and pickup games. The stands weren’t always jam-packed, but on a pleasant summer’s night several hundred fans filed into Henninger Field to see the semi-pro Chambersburg Maroons compete against regional teams. I never knew of a baseball game of any sort that had no one in attendance.3
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The Oklahoma Kid.

As for the “Majors,” another term that needed no further explanation, daytime baseball was common, and not just at Chicago’s Wrigley Field, which had no lights until 1988. That meant kids could watch games that didn’t go past their bedtimes. The three major networks—NBC, CBS, and ABC—competed with each other for rights to show baseball’s “Game of the Week” on Saturday afternoons.

Youngsters in my neighborhood knew baseball before we knew our ABCs. We engaged in a wholesome fantasy life that blurred the borders between make-believe, hero worship, and reality. We knew, for instance, that though the Phillies and Senators were sad sacks, they had a few superb players. If you pitched, it wasn’t out of the question to imagine yourself as Camilo Pascual of the Sens or Robin Roberts of the Phils. Orioles’ knuckleballer Hoyt Wilhelm was a local favorite, though few could throw that pitch. Position players got the most adulation and emulation, especially the Orioles’ Brooks Robinson and Jim Gentile. A few Pirates fans bragged about Dick Groat and Roberto Clemente and everyone knew that Harmon Killebrew was the best thing about the Senators. For mysterious reasons, a kid on the next street over from me loved the Phillies’ Johnny Callison, and another youngster was enamored with Pittsburgh’s Vinegar Bend Mizell. I suspect Mizell’s unusual first name had something to do with his choice.4

I always pretended to be The Mick and followed the New York Yankees with white hot passion. That’s amusing in hindsight. I have always been short in stature—just shy of 5’6” at my apex height—and Mantle could bunt further than I could drive a baseball. Nonetheless, I tried to learn how to switch hit, though “swing” would be a more accurate term than “hit.” Why Mantle and the Yankees? New York City is over 220 miles from Chambersburg and among my working-class peers and adults, it might as well have been on Mars. There was no New York TV signal, no train or bus went there, and it was too far to risk in a used car.5 I never set foot in the Big Apple until a high school field trip in 1970, just in time for a newspaper story revealing that our hotel was a prime location for procuring prostitutes. Some of us were rebellious, but by New York standards we were hicks from the sticks. Plus, New York was dirty, loud, and (in places) dangerous back then. The worst I did was sneak off with several buddies to hang out in Washington Square with the hippies and folksingers. A highlight, though, was a quick peek at Yankee Stadium from the deck of a tour boat. When I finally attended a game there later in the 1970s, I gained instant street cred.

This is a good time to discuss how memory works. Humans share something in common with computers in that we have random-access memory, emphasis on the word “random.” Sometimes we remember things that happened long ago better than recent events. My memory is vivid of a September 1, 1963, baseball game in Baltimore, but if you ask me what I was doing the same day last year, I’d have to consult my smartphone. Lots of dates and details will appear in this book, most of which I recall pretty well, but Baseball-Reference.com helped me be precise, as did scorecards, magazines, memorabilia, and notes I squirreled away. If you ask me about game details of my most recent trip to Yankee Stadium, I draw blanks. No Mick equals shaky memory!

If it seems improbable a preschooler was an ardent Mantle fan, I reiterate that baseball ruled back then. Kids traded baseball cards, plastered their walls with team pennants, bounced tennis balls off the sides of houses in imaginary games, and learned basic arithmetic before first grade to keep track of batting averages. We had neighborhood wiffle ball “leagues” that converted alleyways into “stadiums” with scraps of roofing shingles as bases. When our parents wanted us out of their hair, they commanded us to go to a park and “play some ball,” as if that were some sort of punishment!

As postwar boys’ tales often go, my love of The Mick leads back to my father, both directly and indirectly. He, Archie Edmond Weir (1924–2002), grew up in Worcester, Massachusetts. Red Sox Nation, right? As most New Englanders know, the Red Sox did not win a World Series between 1918 and 2004. In my father’s time in Massachusetts (1924–51), the Red Sox were frequently as bad as the Senators. In that 27-year span, the Red Sox finished first just once, in 1946. Predictably, they lost the World Series.

My father disliked the Red Sox, even though from 1939 to 1960 they fielded Ted Williams, arguably the greatest pure hitter in baseball history. Williams wasn’t even close to being the slickest fielder in the game; that honor fell to Archie’s hero, Joe DiMaggio. As for how a third-generation Scottish kid from Worcester idolized an Italian guy from San Francisco who played in distant New York, peer pressure played a role.6 Several parts of Worcester were populated by Italian-heritage families. As dad told the story, in those neighborhoods Joe DiMaggio was “the fourth member of the Trinity.” I didn’t know my Worcester relatives very well, but my father wasn’t exaggerating. In a rare trip to Worcester in the late 1950s, one of my aunts had wall chromos of Jesus, Pope Pius XII, Franklin Roosevelt, and DiMaggio.7
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Mantle with Joe DiMaggio in 1951.

One could do worse than revere “the great DiMaggio,” as Hemingway dubbed him.8 My father enjoyed arguing with his younger brother, a Sox fan, and critiqued Ted Williams because, in his estimation, he wasn’t a complete player like “Joe D.” Dad frequently proclaimed that when Dominic DiMaggio—one of Joe’s younger siblings—was with the Red Sox, “he played both center and left and made Williams look better than he was.” He even went so far as to call Williams “lazy.” I don’t think that was true, but Williams retired when I was still in elementary school, so I only saw him a few times on TV, as the Red Sox were seldom chosen for the Game of the Week.

Dad insisted that Joe D. was one of the greatest players to pull up his socks. That’s objectively true, but it wore on a kid who wanted legends of his own. Who better than DiMaggio’s center field successor, Mickey Mantle? Archie liked The Mick, but every time he repeated the phrase “Mantle’s great, but he’s no Joe DiMaggio,” it made me less objective about Mantle. My father presciently thought Mantle’s physical woes would catch up with him. Yet The Mick could, in my estimation, do no wrong.

Heroes, Celebrity, and History

By the time little kids grow up, many idols lose their luster. I was a teen when Mantle retired in 1968, by which time the Yankees were wallowing in Senators-like ineptitude. Long before I hit college in the 1970s, I had read enough about Mantle to know that he often fell considerably short of my boyhood image. I got a bachelor’s degree in history, followed by a master’s in 1980, and a Ph.D. a decade later. My job as a historian required me to curate the past, including my own, through a critical rather than a romantic eye.

Constructed heroes play an oversized role in American culture, and understanding them dovetailed with a secondary interest in folklore. An eye-opening work was Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), which I first read in 1972. His look at world mythology was heavily influenced by Carl Jung. Heroes, he noted, are one of humankind’s basic archetypes. Campbell described the hero’s call to adventure as a circular path from the Known world to the Unknown realm and back again. Those who’ve read J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit will recognize Bilbo Baggins in the following description. The hero is a reluctant individual chosen for a task for which that person feels unworthy. A mentor (often magical) compels the hero to leave the comforts of home and cross the barrier into the Unknown. Helpers appear along the way, but things usually go badly and build to a crisis point. Campbell described the low point in the journey as a metaphorical (sometimes actual) death that required rebirth and transformation. Heroes then complete their task, a prelude to their Return, a recrossing of the line between the Known and the Unknown. Such a journey is analogous to the game of baseball in which the goal is to step up to “home” plate, make one’s way around the bases, and return home. If that sounds farfetched, I invite you to read biographies of baseball stars; many of them use language that parallels Campbell’s mysticism.
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Mickey playing cards with dad Mutt, with mom Lovell smiling in the background.

Parts of Mantle’s biographical arc echo the hero’s journey. His town of Commerce lies in a corner of northwest Oklahoma where a Cherokee reservation, Missouri, Kansas, and Arkansas are nearby. Zinc mining provided jobs, but also led to respiratory diseases and early death. Mantle’s grandfather and uncle died young, as did his father, Elven Charles “Mutt” Mantle, who passed away having barely attained the age of 40. Mutt propelled Mickey to undertake his baseball journey. He named his son for his own baseball hero, Detroit Tigers’ catcher Mickey Cochrane, though Cochrane’s actual name was Gordon and “Mickey” merely his nickname. Mutt was a decent ballplayer in his own right and began coaching Mickey at an early age. It was he who insisted his son become a switch hitter, though Mickey hated swinging lefthanded.
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Mantle felled by a drainpipe in 1951 World Series as DiMaggio looks on.

Before he perished from Hodgkin’s disease, Mutt was also Mickey’s “helper” who forced him to weather disappointment and homesickness. Mickey showed enough promise to get a call up to the Yankees at the end of the 1950 season, made the club out of spring training in 1951, but was sent back to the minors briefly, with Mutt challenging him either to persevere or get a job in the mines. Mickey played in his first World Series that fall. In the series Mantle played right field. As he raced for a fly ball, center fielder Joe DiMaggio called him off the play, Mickey stopped suddenly, caught his cleats on a drain cover, and suffered a devastating leg injury. For a time, it appeared that Mantle’s career was over before it started. He already suffered from osteomyelitis, a bone disease that nearly led to amputation of his left leg.

Call the early physical challenges Mantle’s symbolic “death” and his return to the playing field his “resurrection.” Mantle never knew another pain-free day, but he recovered sufficiently to become a baseball legend. In the seven-year stretch from 1952 to 1958, Mantle hit over .300 each year except for 1953 (.295), and his 1956 season is considered one of the greatest in baseball history. He won the Triple Crown and led the American League in five other offensive categories on his way to the first of three Most Valuable Player awards. In a Yankee uniform, Mantle won seven World Series championships, was selected as an All-Star 20 times,9 and became a first-ballot Hall of Fame choice in 1974. No such statistic as WAR (Wins Above Replacement) existed when Mantle played, but sabermetrics gurus calculate that Mantle’s was an astonishing +110.2. For perspective, a career total of 70 almost guarantees election to the Hall of Fame. Mantle’s career might have been even greater had he not suffered from at least 10 serious injuries in his 18-year career.

A hero has to atone to return to the known world and this is also imbued with a touch of mysticism. As I will discuss in chapter seven, Mantle’s atonement came later in life. In the cold light of logic, professional sports heroes don’t make a lot of sense. They make a lot of money to play games that add nothing to the material wealth of the nation.10 Children seldom think about money, but American sports stars are generally well compensated. Mantle biographies tell of how he made just $7,500 his first two years. It was decent money for a guy barely in his 20s. Mantle’s 1952 rookie pay was more than three times the median family income ($2,300). If we adjust for inflation, Mantle made $74,290, which was close to the 2021 median family income of $79,900.

Sports heroes are like all celebrities in that they are entertainers upon whom we endow qualities akin to ancient Greek demigods. No wonder many fans suffer disillusionment when heroes behave in all-too-human ways. As much as I adored The Mick as a kid, I doubt my adult self would have wished to spend time with him. Mantle was an alcoholic, a womanizer, treated his long-suffering wife badly, squandered much of his money, and was an absentee father. Given that my own father shared the first four qualities, I wouldn’t need a second dose from Mantle. It is odd, though, that Americans blithely ignore outrageous behavior from celebrities until they publicly fall from grace. Even then we don’t look away. As Lawrence A. Wenner observed, sports scandals turn us into “voyeurs” like those who crane their necks to observe a car crash.11 We ultimately become judges who decide whether a fallen hero should be given a second chance.

All of this is very American. In the early 20th century, American culture took a turn. A few 19th-century activities, such as circuses and baseball, had broader followings, but popular culture was still in its infancy. Improved transportation systems sped the advance of popular culture, while technological advances in photography, phonographic recordings, movies, and radio altered the way Americans consumed it. Radio in particular turned local baseball stars into national figures. It’s how even those who couldn’t see pro baseball games became familiar with names like Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, Lou Gehrig, Rogers Hornsby, Walter Johnson, Pie Traynor, and Mickey Cochrane.12 It’s also why a mere handful of 19th-century Major Leaguers—Cap Anson, King Kelly, Albert Spalding, Cy Young—ring many bells. Through radio, baseball fans across the country could vicariously thrill to a Babe Ruth home run or a Ty Cobb stolen base in real time. It also helped cement sports as forms of mass culture and big business.13

Along with stardom came another shift. In earlier times, personal adulation rested upon laurels of reputation and character. By the 20th century, popular culture eroded those standards. Celebrity rests on familiarity more than character, and they are heroes of consumption rather than honest reputation. That’s a fortuitous thing, as a lot of those in the National Baseball Hall of Fame would be on the outside looking in if its character clause was strictly enforced. That would certainly be the case for Cobb, Ruth, Mantle, and scores of others.

Fascination with celebrities breeds strange relationships. Fans imagine intimate identification with celebrities; they are “familiar strangers” as one scholar put it.14 It is a system of mutual deception. Fans seldom really know those whom they admire, and celebrities are role players within a manufactured image; that is, they act their parts according to scripts. Remember the scene in the movie Bull Durham (1988) in which Crash Davis (Kevin Costner) schools Nuke Laloosh (Tim Robbins) in sports clichés to feed to sportswriters? It’s funny because most sports fans realize that such interviews are indeed highly scripted, yet they nonetheless consume them.

Image-making and scripting bridge the gap between what we know and what we wish to believe. It helps explain why contradictory patterns occur when sports stars disappoint fans. We know they are media-enhanced figures created for our vicarious pleasure, yet we react with surprise or disgust when one is caught in some unsavory behavior such as gambling, substance abuse, or sexual impropriety. Deep down we know we imbue sports celebrities with quasi-religious qualities, hence it stings when an idol’s behavior parallels that of the public at large. No wonder we argue over whether forgiveness of a disgraced star is warranted.15

Still, as angry as we get when our fantasies are pricked, we buy branded sports gear and head to the playing grounds in the vain hope we can perform like the star we’ve rejected. Jerseys, hats, and other branded apparel generate more than $150 billion in annual sales these days. I am as guilty as anyone; I’ve spent lots of money on overpriced items with Mantle’s name and number 7 printed upon them. Mickey’s wife Merlyn got it right when she observed, “Mick came along when the fans still wanted to believe in heroes, heroes who had big talents and big appetites and big flaws. But in the end, the hero had to come through. Mickey could do that.”16

Another Dumb Thing Sports Fans Do

Some of my take on Mickey Mantle is discussed within the very framework I’ve just criticized. Sports debates frequently feign objectivity, especially those involving baseball. Baseball has historically generated enough statistics to allow barroom debaters to bury unprovable assertions beneath mounds of data. The numbers become “take that” illusions of objectivity. Was Mantle better than most of today’s players? Probably, but there’s no purely objective way to tell.

Among baseball historians, Babe Ruth is frequently cited as the greatest of all time. It provokes arguments from those who hold someone else was better: Hank Aaron, Ty Cobb, Willie Mays, Stan Musial, Ted Williams, Mantle…. Or perhaps more recent players like Barry Bonds, Alex Rodriguez, Aaron Judge, Shohei Ohtani, or Mike Trout. Those familiar with the Negro Leagues might uphold someone like Josh Gibson, Buck Leonard, or Satchel Paige. These are fun arguments, but they are proverbial comparisons of apples to oranges.

An important factor is missing amidst all the numbers tossed about: change. Baseball has changed socially—Ruth and Cobb never faced non-white competition—and also physically. Statistics are frozen in amber, but not the game itself. Consider those who top the list for the most career hits. The top six (in order) are: Pete Rose, Ty Cobb, Henry Aaron, Stan Musial, Tris Speaker, and Derek Jeter. Cobb and Speaker played in the era of small gloves and bumpy fields. Modern baseball mitts date from 1957, when the hinged deep-pocket Wilson model A-2000 debuted. The gloves in use when Speaker and Cobb first played had either no pocket, or one whose thumb was loosely connected to the index finger with a few leather strands. Today’s infielder gloves average 11–12” in size, measured from the tip of the index finger to the heel of the glove, and those of outfielders are larger still. How many batted balls from Cobb and Speaker scooted through the infield that today’s top shortstops would gobble up? How many “hits” took bad hops away from fielders because of poorly manicured infields? How many line drives that rolled to the fence would have ended up “web gems” in the glove of one of today’s large-mitted outfielders?

Do we give a nod to Musial, Rose, and Aaron because they did the bulk of their hitting when the pitching mound was higher, hurlers routinely threw spitters, and umpires allowed scuffed balls to remain in play? There’s something to be said for those who stood in the batter’s box against knock-down pitchers like Bob Feller, Bob Gibson, and Don Drysdale. Today, though, those pitchers would be ejected. Do we mark down Pete Rose for playing a significant part of his career in all-purpose stadiums with artificial turf known for speeding up balls put into play? He also had far more at-bats (14,053) than the other five. Aaron was blessed with a long career, which meant he came to the plate the second-most times (12,364), more than a thousand times more than Jeter (11,195) or Musial (10,972). Indeed, one could make a case that Musial and Jeter were the two most prolific base hit producers.

Onecould, but why bother? Statistics tell us a lot, but not everything. This road leads us back to Mantle. Is Barry Bonds the all-time home run king, or a “cheater” whose output was inflated by steroid use? Was Babe Ruth the most proficient slugger of all time because his 714 home runs came during 8,399 at-bats, some 1,500 fewer than Bonds (9,847) and nearly 4,000 fewer than Aaron? Once one introduces intangible factors the door opens to argue, as so many have done, that Mantle would have outpaced them all had he remained healthy enough to get more than 8,102 times to the plate. How many more homers would Mantle have hit if he could have rested his wounded body as a Designated Hitter? Historians call such questions counterfactual history. You can argue until you’re blue in the face, but it’s pure speculation.

Very little about baseball today is analogous to that of the past. The balls, the bats, the caps, the uniforms, the height of the pitcher’s mound, the quality of fielding equipment, the luminosity of stadium lighting, the size of bases, and numerous other factors have changed. Expansion has had an impact. When there were just eight teams in each league, even lousy teams had quality pitchers capable of shutting down great hitters. During Mantle’s day, for instance, the Kansas City Athletics and Washington Senators were perennial American League doormats, but pitchers Ned Garver and Art Ditmar (later a Yankee) turned in decent seasons for Kansas City, and Chuck Stobbs, Camilo Pascual, and Pedro Ramos (also a future Yankee) did so for Washington. Post-1961 expansion brought baseball to new cities, but it also diluted the talent pool. An influx of global participants notwithstanding, MLB has found it difficult to fill out 30 team rosters with the top-to-bottom quality of the 16 teams that were once the norm. That’s why one sees names on lineup cards that would have been in the minor leagues in an earlier era (and probably deserve to be there now).

Of all the factors though, changes in baseball stadiums might be the most significant. It’s harder to get excited by today’s 400’ home run when one considers that it once took a 461’ blast to clear Yankee Stadium’s center field wall, 467’ in Tiger Stadium, 457’ at Forbes Field (Pittsburgh), and a whopping 483’ at the Polo Grounds that the New York Giants called home.17 The opposite side of the coin was that many of the same parks had short dimensions for pull hitters, though that was seldom the forte of sluggers such as Mantle. Today, Fenway Park’s 302’ right field fence is baseball’s shortest, but newer baseball stadium dimensions have trended toward homogenization.

Long or short is another futile argument. How many more home runs would Mantle have hit in today’s Yankee Stadium, which opened in 2009? Who knows? It’s counterfactual history. At the height of his career, though, the dimensions often didn’t matter. He is remembered for some of the most titanic blasts in baseball history, even if a few of them were exaggerated.

In the pages that follow, I admit that some of my memories of Mickey Mantle are (rose-) colored through a boy’s heroic lens. The flipside is that I seldom take a romantic approach to history. Call it a study in which the subjective intersects with the objective. The latter requires placing Mantle within the broader sweep of history. The past can offend today’s sensibilities, to which I insist that’s the way things were, not the way I would have scripted them.
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17 Note: Babe Ruth played for the Yankees for three years (1920–22) when they shared the Polo Grounds with the Giants until the first Yankee Stadium opened in 1923. Ruth claimed to prefer the Polo Grounds as it was a mere 268’ to clear the right-field wall. Ruth was known for long home runs, but the short dimensions down the line were perfect for the left-handed Babe. Ruth belted 148 homers in his three years there.
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My Mickey Mantle Book Report (Fall 1960)

I don’t recall exactly when I learned to read, though somehow I was reading well enough to make bad jokes about our first-grade school reading primer. Franklin Street Elementary grouped readers as yellow birds, red birds, or blue birds, a cloaked way of saying deficient readers, average ones, and accelerated ones. I guess we weren’t supposed to decode this because, like most kids, I loved vibrant colors and wanted to be a red bird. No dice!

By the third grade we blue birds were assigned to write book reports, a first foray into critical thinking. Dorothy Parker they weren’t! Most ended exactly the same way: “This was a good book and I think all my friends should read it.”

In Chambersburg, elementary schools were housed in two- or three-story redbrick buildings that are increasingly as rare as they are difficult to heat or evacuate. (No worries for us; the school was beside a firehouse, which is about as good as it got for a ’50s/early ’60s boyhood.) All classrooms had wooden desks—scored and carved by us and earlier generations—floors that reeked of floor wax, and a separate cloak room where monkey business and score-settling took place. Each room had its own library, an extravagant term for what was just a tall bookcase. I wonder who chose the books, as some of them would today certainly incite parent groups.

My first book report was, of course, about Mickey Mantle
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