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Introduction

My mother always urged me to write about my father, and when I asked her why, she said, “Because he is different than most men, and he is especially different from the other players he played with in his career. Oh, his teammates loved him, and he fit in, because he always managed to find something good in just about everybody, and he is the kind of man people trust without knowing why.”

I always felt I was different, too. How many other children at the age of seven got to stay up past bedtime to watch their father come to bat on an old black and white TV? How many kids had children hanging out in front of their home hoping to see and maybe meet and get an autograph on a program or baseball from a man who played in the Pacific Coast League? It was the early 1950s, when the Major Leagues were far away and the brand of ball in the PCL was so sound and entertaining and spirited that their fans were as crazed as those in New York or any other big-league town.

And very few kids ever got to meet let alone be shaped by Great Depression/WWII-era baseball players in the professional baseball clubhouse, dugout and ball field. When you are a child, you are a sponge, and since professional baseball players at every level, from the lowest bushes to the big leagues, are the worst gossips in the world, you hear it all and remember just about everything you hear.

This was a time when the NBA was largely unknown to most sports fans, the NFL was just emerging, and baseball and boxing prevailed. Our heroes were Mickey Mantle, Ted Williams, and Sugar Ray Robinson. And to me, anybody who played baseball was somebody I wanted to know about, and since Dad was a riotously funny raconteur of baseball stories, I begged him to tell me stories over and over and over until I could mimic his voice, vernacular and sense of detail.

Part of this book is in his voice. The other part is the result of being embedded in baseball so deeply, so mindlessly, so obsessively from age 7 on that nothing else was allowed to enter, as I, in a sense, tried to be my father all over again.

But that is only part of the story. My father, though a happy, thriving man, was profoundly frustrated about his baseball career, which lasted from 1937 until 1953. As much as he loved baseball, by which I mean the game itself, which he loved “like the most beautiful woman in the word who never loves you back,” he despised the powers-that-be that ran organizations, felt he should have been in the Big Leagues sooner, felt without making excuses that being a Jew worked against him, and in retirement had no use for the game, could barely watch it; his only involvement was coaching the local American Legion team to championships that had always escaped them before he arrived.

My dad was a fearsome man, a hard and demanding coach, yet his players worshipped and would go to hell and back for him. He was a successful businessman after his retirement, a family man, a man whom so many men called when they were in trouble or broke or on the verge of tragedy. Yet through it all he carried a certain bitterness toward baseball because it had been so important to him, so all-consuming and life-possessing, so indispensable to his pride and ego. What could have been, but was not, always gnawed at him.

So this is his story, a baseball story, and my story, a writer’s story, the ballplayer’s son.

Dell Franklin, May 2023
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Sitting with Dad on the bench with the Hollywood Stars.
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Playing Pepper with the Pros

 

Gilmore Field, Hollywood, California. I sit with my mother a few feet behind the screen and the field and we are surrounded by the wives and children of my father’s teammates—the Gene Handley’s, the Mike Sandlock’s, Chuck Stevens’, Jack Salveson’s. We are an intimate island unto ourselves, an extension of the royalty spotlighted on the lush green field below. Murray ‘Big Moe’ Franklin, my dad, walks up to the plate and spreads his legs, digging his rear right foot into the dirt. He pumps his bat twice before settling it on his right shoulder, staring at the pitcher. There is a sense he is relaxed and sure of himself, and yet he is coiled when the pitcher goes into his elongated windup. He lifts his front foot slightly and steps forward as the pitcher unleashes a ball that spits past Dad with a violent hiss that makes me cringe and crashes into the catcher’s mitt and the umpire raises his right hand and bellows “STEE-RIKE!” I hear voices from the stands:

“Hey Franklin you take the good ones and swing at the bad ones! No wonder you ain’t hittin’ yer weight! YER A BUM!”

“You ain’t got a hit in two weeks FRANKLIN—YER WASHED UP!”

That is my first memory of baseball, and it is as if that was my first day alive in this world. Everything bright technicolor as if I’d just hatched from an egg or emerged from a cocoon. I knew nothing else at the time. I did not understand that my dad was in a terrible slump and local sports writers were excoriating his performance as well as the Hollywood Stars front office and manager Fred Haney, who’d gone out on a limb to sign him to the roster for a stretch drive in chase of a pennant. Dad had been injured and suspended from baseball for a year for jumping the big leagues in 1946 to play in Mexico. He’d been just recently reinstated and, at thirty-five, he was not and would never be the ballplayer he’d been before the war.

Dad wasn’t one to stay in shape when out of the game. Trying to make ends meet after moving into a tract home in Compton, he worked sparingly for coolie wages at JC

Penny’s in the sporting goods department, and his college degree in Physical Education allowed him to substitute coach in grammar schools. But our family survived mainly on what was left of his Mexican League bonus, most of which went to the house.

In time, Dad took me to the clubhouse, a private sanctum suspicious of outsiders, where acceptance had to be earned, even by me, a seven-year-old. Grown men ambled about half naked, revealing pale legs and torsos, only the necks, forearms and faces baked dark by the sun. They were not heavily muscled, though strong in the arms and legs – men who moved with a graceful assurance uncommon among men on the streets. Smells of liniment wafted from the cramped trainer’s room and neutralized individual odors of sweat, flatus and sour feet.
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Murray Franklin, second row, second from the right, with his Mexican League team, in 1946.

I came to feel a part of the clubhouse. Dad gave me an old glove and the clubhouse attendant, a Japanese man named Nobe, restrung it with rawhide, oiled and placed it on my hand, a large swatch of flimsy leather into which I worked my tiny fingers, flapping the glove like a duck flapping its wings, then pounding the pocket with my fist and then a beat-up practice ball. Soon I was bouncing the ball on the concrete floor and catching it, then firing it against the cement walls, snaring bouncers as players dodged out of the way, until Dad ordered me to quit tearing up the goddam clubhouse and scaring the hell out of everybody.

Johnny O’Neill and Gene Handley sort of adopted me and gave me the nickname of ‘Little Meat.’ They tossed balls across the clubhouse floor for me – and I was a fetching dog pouncing for his masters, imaginary tail wagging.

The oldest player on the Stars, a rotund relief pitcher with limitless patience and a passel of kids, the beloved ‘Kewpie’ Barrett, taught me to tie my shoe laces, an assignment handed him by my father after his own effort failed. “Your daddy makes you a little nervous,” he said. Barrett spent a batting practice in the dugout making me tie my laces over and over until I got it down. When I took time off from that exercise it was for a trek to the drinking fountain, which proved an obstacle course of players spurting tobacco juice at me. They sat on the bench working on large chaws, aiming and arching their salvos of dirty brown spit, building puddles beneath them on the cement floor littered with Beechnut wrappers, gum wrappers, wadded gum, regular spit, cigarette butts, clods of red clay, old line-up cards, pages from The Sporting News…

“Hey Meat, wanna plugga tobacky? Grow hair on yer chest.”

Dad warned me that if I chewed tobacco my teeth would fall out and I’d be ugly like the tobacco chewers on the Stars. He flashed his pearly whites in a smug grin and showed me his pack of Spearmint. “Keeps the mouth clean and wet.”

“Now ya can kiss the girls like a lover boy, Little Meat,” a player goaded.

When the stars donned shorty uniforms, Dad had the club make me one. He showed me how to roll my long sanitary socks to keep them from slipping to my ankles (which looks bush), without using a garter, which Dad claimed cuts off circulation in your feet. Over and over Dad rolled his own sanitary socks into his stirrups and then did the same for me. I had skinny legs, and when I rolled my own socks they immediately drooped to my ankles. Dad grew impatient with my ineptitude; and finally outfielder Herb Gorman slipped me heavy rubber bands when Dad wasn’t looking.

After weeks of begging Dad to coax management into allowing me onto the field during batting practice, Haney agreed, providing I stayed deep in center field with infielders Handley, O’Neill, Buddy Hicks, Jim Baxes, and Dad. Here they played pepper, which involved one man hitting the ball back to teammates who stood perhaps ten yards away, fielding each ball they tossed to the hitter, who placed the ball firmly, going from player to player. Each player got to hit – all exercising precise control of the bat. The fielding and throwing were of a particular rhythm that picked up speed and acrobatic flourish as the game gained momentum.

They were doggedly competitive, bantering, goading, gambling for sodas and beers. From time to time, to break up the magical domination of an exceptionally adept hitter, they lobbed a ball wide or zoomed it low, and the hitter was always prepared. They were like magician jugglers. Flipping balls behind their backs with uncanny accuracy. Faking throws. Handing off. They laughed and joshed and spat, and while doing these things they groomed me to field, and only field, instructing me to stay low and keep on the balls of my feet and make sure my ass was down, glove open and out in front, throwing hand perched above the glove in case I needed to bare-hand a bad hop or a boot. At first they slapped me soft grounders and made a fuss over my snares. But soon they recognized my intensity and hit balls harder, putting a little spin on them, and then it became a challenge for me to flag down every ball, wanting more and more.

One day Dad instructed me to choke up on a smaller bat and hit pepper. “Don’t try and place the ball like we do. Just watch the ball into your bat and meet it, like a bunt, but hit it a little harder than a bunt.” His teammates encouraged me. So I stood against the fence and eagle-eyed each ball lobbed to me and met it with the barrel and heard the clean sweet knock and watched the ball jump in a straight line or bounce in front of the fielders who snatched the ball and showed it to me before flipping it overhand on a slow arc so I could adjust and knock it back. I grew more confidant with each pitch. They were elated with my progress, my father beaming. I became more and more adept at the bat, now trying to place each pitch to a new player, going down the line just like my mentors, who seemed to be accepting me unconditionally into their established domain.

Walking off the field after pepper, Dad placed his arm around me as we approached the dugout, which was mobbed by kids hanging over nearby railings wielding fifteen-cent scorecards for autographs. Their eyes suddenly switched to me, hawk-like, curious, unforgiving. Dad and my mentors signed the kids’ cards, asking them if they wanted to be ballplayers when they grew up, patting their heads fondly when they exclaimed that they did. Then the players headed for the batting cage or their positions on the field, and I found myself eye to eye with the knothole kids. A hot sinking feeling flashed through my stomach. I nodded at them. None of them nodded back.

“Who’s that?” one kid grumbled, eyes black agates.

“Ain’t he cute in his little shorties.”

“You a sissy boy?”

“He ain’t no ballplayer.”

“Fuck I ain’t,” I replied.
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The 1920s—A Fighting Jew

 

 

I grew up in Chicago, northwest side. Walking down those streets, every kid gave you the dirty look like he wanted to take a poke at you. After a while you had no choice but to fight. I found out I could scrap, but I was outnumbered because our neighborhood was almost all Poles and Germans, and I was the only Jew. The Poles and Germans were terrible haters, and that’s what I grew up with every single day of my youth. They jumped me on the way to school, spit on my sisters, called them sheenies and kikes and Jew bitches. And I was Jew boy. So I went after them and I took some beatings because some of those kids were bigger and older than me, and when that happened I got mean, and I guess I’ve been that way all my life, the kind of guy not to take anything lying down and has to get his revenge. The kind of guy your mother says has a chip on his shoulder twenty-four hours a day. Your mother is nothing like my mother. My mother was a fighter. She was the oldest and her father wanted a boy and treated her like a boy, put her to work before she was nine years old, because that’s what they did in those days, and she never stopped hustling and working her whole life.

At first my mother was angry and half crazy when I came home beat up and bloody, my clothes torn up. She wanted me to stay home, but I couldn’t stay home because I wanted to play ball in the sandlots and I didn’t want anybody telling me where I could and could not go. And after a while, those Polish and German mothers were dragging their kids up to our doorstep and showing my mother the bloody noses and knocked out teeth and gouged eyes. My mother stood on the porch and told them if they didn’t want their kids getting the hell beaten out of them to stop calling me a Jew boy and a kike. You have to understand those times. The Jew baiting and hating in Chicago was very bad, and there was this belief that Jews wouldn’t fight back, that we were bookworms and pussies, and to a certain extent the few Jewish kids I knew didn’t want to fight, but I did, and I was a target. I developed a certain look that let people know I was ready to fight at the slightest provocation. I waited for those kids who were the worst bullies and bigots and went after them and gave them vicious beatings they’d never forget. I established myself as a fighting Jew.




[image: images]

The Clubhouse and the Dugout

 

“Make sure to wear yer cup, Meat. Gotta protect the family jewels.”

“You a lover boy, Meat? Got a girlfriend?”

“I ain’t got no girlfriend.”

“Heard you like to kiss the girls, Meat.”

“Bullshit. I ain’t kissin’ no girls.”

“You will, Meat. Hey, kid, you a lover or a fighter?”

“A fighter!”

I sat at Dad’s stall. The Hollywood clubhouse was spacious, clean, bright, as good as most big league clubhouses according to Dad. There was enough room for two of us, but I preferred sitting on his traveling trunk working on his equipment while he signed autographs or played cards. There was a table where players pulled up folding chairs to play cards or sign baseballs, bats, or black-and-white glossies of themselves. Everything in the clubhouse was organized by Nobe, who was indispensable to the players, seeing to their every need. Nobe treated everyone with kindness and respect.

“How you, little Franklin? You want soda pop?”

Just off the manager’s office was a big red Coca Cola cooler with beer and soft drinks chilling on blocks of ice. Nothing was free. On the wall above the cooler was a checklist of the entire roster of players and coaches, and every time one of them pulled a bottle out he checked his name. If I shoved my little paw into the painfully icy water to withdraw a Nehi or Delaware Punch, I checked Dad’s name. Nobe took note, smiling.

“You smart like your daddy.”

Dad was one of the few college graduates on a team where most of his teammates began their careers ahead of him by signing before or after high school and kicking around in the minors, while Dad starred at the University of Illinois. His first real year of pro ball was at Beckley, West Virginia in the Mountain State League, where he hit .439, the highest average that year in all of organized baseball, earning him a silver bat exactly like the two given to the players with the highest averages in the American and National leagues. So Dad was a phenom, quickly moving up to Beaumont in the Texas League, Detroit’s toughest proving ground for the big team, where he first appeared in 1941, already twenty-seven years old.

“Hey Moe, the kid’s a phee-nom!” That was dark, burly Jim Baxes, ‘The Greek,’ an affable jokester and member of the pepper crew, one of my favorites, along with Gene Handley who never teased me with the ‘lover boy’ tag or called me ‘Little Moe.’ Gene referred to me as ‘Digger O’Dell,’ a handle I liked.

A few stalls down from Dad was Jack Salveson, who, according to Dad, was a legendary drinker with few rivals in the game. “Rudy York and Jimmie Foxx, they could put it away too. When I played at Little Rock we had a catcher named Tony Rensa. After every game he went to a little bar downtown and drank close to a case of beer, then went to his room and went to bed and showed up the next day at the park bright and bushy-tailed like he hadn’t had a drop.”
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Hollywood Stars team picture. Murray Franklin is top row, second from the right.

When thick, balding Salveson, cap low over his eyes, pitched, sweat popped from his face and streamed down his neck. No matter how cold the evening, his uniform was soaked through by the middle innings. He changed sweatshirts at least once a game. If it was a warm afternoon and Salveson pitched, he was a brutal, almost pitiful sight as he lugged around through the late innings huffing and puffing. Salveson had an elaborate yet economical windup, throwing hard sinking stuff that hitters beat into the ground; a control pitcher, he often went nine innings on less than a hundred pitches. His mechanics put very little stress on his arm. He’d pitched in nearly 100 games in the big leagues and played for nearly twenty years, a mild and gentle man who drove to the ballpark with Dad and was one of Dad’s closest friends on the team.

After each game he pitched, Salveson sat at his stall in only his jockstrap and drank six beers in about thirty minutes. The first beer went down in one amazing swig. After several beers he’d trudge to the shower where he remained under the steaming hot pulverizing spray for a very long time, exposing his right shoulder to the water, returning to his stall red as a lobster, towel around his waist. Nobe would hand him another cold one. Then he and Dad and Gorman and Sandlock and Handley would gather and rehash every single play of the game. They drank beer. These were pre-war ballplayers, meat and potato eaters, older than most of their teammates, and this was their tradition: Get to the park early and discuss the opposition, play cards, joke around, and stay after the game for the rehash. They were as reluctant to leave the clubhouse as they were eager to enter it, and my mother claimed that those men were the happiest in all of America and wouldn’t trade places with anyone.

I watched, listened, steeping myself in their every move and jargon until I was a cloned amalgam of every ritual, whim and habit a pro picks up in his career. Dad’s habitual ritual at the plate became my ritual exactly.

“Wearin’ your cup out there, Digger O’Dell?”

All pitchers and infielders wore protective steel cups in their jockstraps. I quit wearing mine because it jabbed and chafed my thighs, but then one day a pepper grounder took a wild hop and popped me in the groin and I went down writhing in pain, and merciless ballplayers had a big time riding me for being too dumb to wear my cup. When I explained to Dad that the steel cup cut my thighs, he bought me a plastic cup cushioned on the edges with foam rubber, a “pussy cup.”

“You don’t listen to those guys, you plenny tough,” Nobe told me. And Frankie Jacobs, the trainer, nodded. Without Frankie Jacobs the Stars would have had trouble fielding a team. Dad always tipped he and Nobe a sawbuck, unlike most of the players who came from parts of the country where money was scarce and food was fought over and tipping was alien to them. Dad spent a lot of time on the rubbing table while the diminutive Jacobs kneaded his muscles, joints and limbs. Being in the war, and playing so many years, his shoulders and knees were rickety. Often his knee swelled to the size of cantaloupe. He pulled muscles, and he played, Jacobs wrapping the discolored areas tightly with Ace bandages. Most unsightly were Dad’s variety of ‘strawberries’ from hard slides; along his hips, buttocks and upper thighs were ugly abrasions, red jelly welts scabbed over and torn open again each time he slid. Frankie treated them with ointments to keep down the hot pain, covering them with compresses held tightly with white adhesive tape, and he played, and after each game Frankie ripped the compresses off his hairy skin and Dad never made a face. Both men winked at me, sharing secret pride in the endurance of pain.

“Gotta be tough if you wanna be a ballplayer, kid,” Jacobs said. “Your dad, he’s as tough as they come. You grow up half as tough as Big Moe, you’ll be a helluva man and a ball player.”

Dad laughed. “Dell’s tough, Frankie. He eats nails for breakfast.”

I managed to worm my way into the dugout during games, claiming I couldn’t stand sitting with a bunch of “yakkety women.” Management felt I was too young to be a bat boy, but as long as I behaved myself I could sit in the dugout. There, I felt part of the action. I wore my Hollywood Stars uniform. After the game I showered with the players. They all had individual methods of lathering up and toweling off. They spent a lot of time primping. They whipped soap brushes into cups of lather and carefully applied it, then scraped their faces smooth with Gillette blades advertised on TV boxing matches. They smacked on aftershave lotion and cologne, dabbed on deodorant. They were natty dressers and experts at folding neckties. Each player seemed to regard himself as cock of the walk, and especially Dad, who was once voted by the local press as the ‘best dressed player in town.’

Gorman was a persnickety groomer. He was Dad’s young Jewish protégé and roomy on the road (they wore bow ties), and engaged to a knockout named Rosalie, who sat with my mother and the other wives during games. Gorman always invited me to sit with him at his stall. He smelled strongly of liniment, and was forever advising me.

“You can be a fighter and a lover, Dell, just like your dad.”

“Dad’s no lover boy.”

“Sure he is. Like me. You will be too when you meet the right gal.” He watched me bone the bat. “Push down hard on the meat of the barrel, Dell. See where the wood is loose and dented? That’s from hitting the ball solid.” Gorman had two good years in a row, hitting over .300, driving in 100 runs. “We call that the sweet spot. You know you’re getting good when you keep hitting the sweet spot. I’ve gone two months without breaking that lucky bat.” He rapped his knuckles on the side of the wooden stall. “That’s why I choke up an inch or two, so I won’t bust the handle. When I finally break this bat I’ll nail and tape it up and give it to you cuz you’ve done such a fine job of boning it. Okay, that’s enough. Let’s go to work on my glove.”

Like Dad and most players, Herb Gorman used a broken-in, flabby glove during games, and broke in a backup glove during practice. Dad always shoved an old ball into a new glove, bound it with twine and tossed it into a tub of water and let it soak a couple days to soften the leather and take the stiffness out of it. Then he rubbed it with a lot of neatsfoot oil. I’d become an expert oiler of gloves and boner of bats, and Nobe was pleased that certain players allowed me to do these jobs from time to time, though I was not allowed to touch anybody’s gear unless asked to, while Nobe was free to do what he wanted.

On the way from the clubhouse to the dugout, I walked with the players up the wood-slatted ramp below the stands in the darkness latticed with cracks of light slicing through dust motes sifting down from myriad cobwebs, rotting timbers, stale beer accumulation, dead rodents, decades of trapped cigarette smoke, leaky urinals, human vapors, and all of it combining to produce the familiar stench of a ballpark as we clack clacked toward the glimmer of daylight that was the gateway to the emerald green field shimmering beneath the bright blue sky.

I took my usual spot toward the far end of the dugout, away from the hive of activity up front by the drinking fountain and bat rack, where Fred Haney and his coaches Jo Jo White and Big John Fitzpatrick entered a world in which their faces turned into stern, beady-eyed masks as they delivered signs, whispered to each other, conferred with players, yelled at umpires and opposing players, chewed, spit, cussed, scratched, kicked at debris on the filthy floor or clapped their hands in approval of a play well done. Bench players joined the intense transformation as soon as the first ball was pitched, composing a chorus of amusing, and sometimes lethal bench jockeying.

“Hey pitch, what snake pit were you in last night? We can smell you from here! Yer eyes look like piss holes in the snow!”

Nothing encouraged a bench jockey more than a player visibly distracted by relentless carping. “Hey Rabbit Ears! Got a red ass?”

Among these men, the desire to win bordered on psychotic. Even when competing at cards in the clubhouse, they kicked over chairs when they lost. If the ball club was on a losing streak they were all sour, glum and nearly unapproachable, and I stayed away. On the bench, Dad warned me to look, listen, learn and keep my mouth shut. I was a guest. Though it was not easy to sit still and be quiet.

I couldn’t help but observe differences between infielders, outfielders and especially pitchers. Dad said pitchers were not normal and the bullpen was a world in itself. Pitchers were his enemy, always had to be the center of attention during games, only worked four or five days, and were the worst cheaters.

“If you are a pitcher’s best friend and get traded to another team and have to face him, you are the first player he will throw at. Most deplorable, they are trying to drive you out of the game and starve your family.”

“Even Salveson?”

Dad nodded gravely. “Let me tell yah something, Dell: Every single man who puts on the uniform is out for himself. They want your job. You can be friends, and I’ve made some good friends in this game, but we’re all fighting to survive, just like everybody else in this country, only we’re worse.”

On this Saturday afternoon both teams were on each other. The air was charged with the tension of an impending brawl. Dad and his teammates held old grudges against certain players. Everybody was on the top steps of both dugouts, hollering, ready to surge out onto the field. Finally the umpires, whom the Hollywood players had been needling and calling “Horseshit” and “Blind” throughout the game, warned both benches to put a stop to it.

This only provoked the players on the Stars to become personal and vicious in their abuse. Even a squirt like myself could see that the umpires were actually human – and turning red in the neck at the storm of insults coming from the dugout. Most of the vileness was directed at a block-jawed sourpuss first base ump whose intelligence and manhood were brutally savaged as, evidently, he’d called a horseshit game behind the plate the night before. Finally he couldn’t take any more and moved several steps toward our dugout, pointed a warning finger and issued a retaliatory salvo at the bench – which only served to ignite the wronged players, who now leaped at the dugout screen like a pack of wild dogs, cursing and insulting the ump with caustic profanity.

“Who the fuck paid YOU off last night? You goddam blind Tom!” roared my father.

The ump immediately ejected him with a thumb.

Dad, whom this umpire called out the night before on a low outside pitch that Dad insisted was a foot off the plate, exploded from the dugout, ripping his cap off, and headed for the umpire at full speed, miraculously stopping inches from the ump’s face and, jaw to jaw, his head bobbing so close to the ump’s I feared they’d butt heads, Dad cursed him with such startling ferocity and profanity I found myself recoiling. The ump turned away, but Dad was on him, implacable. They moved in a comical circle. And then Haney was on the field wedging himself between Dad and the ump. The Stars crowd booed lustily. Haney blew a gasket and tossed his cap and kicked it and went nose to nose with the sourpuss. Then Fitzpatrick was between Haney and Dad, and the ump tossed both of them. But the rhubarb went on and on, as the other umpires came over to stand between the players and the sourpuss, and finally the three ousted penitents strode to the dugout and hurled upon the field catcher’s masks, shin guards, chest protectors, bats, balls, towels – and the crowd booed and hissed while the opposing team stood calmly on the top steps of their dugout, amused, some laughing, for they had dominated the series and were eight runs up.

When order was restored, Dad, Haney and Fitzpatrick retired to the clubhouse, and a squeaky voice chirped at the umpire who stood arms folded behind first base: “Goddam blind Tom, open your eyes you fuckin red ass!” Gorman and Sandlock quickly stashed me between them.

The umpire marched to the dugout and peered in. “What the hell was THAT? A bird?” His tiny eyes roved down the bench in a severe squint. Nobody said a word. Then he spotted me. “Who’s that goddam kid?”

“It’s Franklin’s kid,” Sandlock piped. He took my cap off and placed it on his head like a beanie and pulled his own cap down over my ears. “He’s a criminal – like his old man.”

“Get him OUT-A here! No kids in the dugout!” He jerked his thumb at me, “You. Out of the goddam game. Get that little mouse in the clubhouse, or so help me God I’ll run the whole goddam team.”

The players hustled me out of the dugout and down into the clubhouse, all of them laughing and roughing my head. When Dad found out I’d been kicked out of the dugout for cussing the umpire, he growled and told me I was finished sitting in the dugout, and if I continued to be a pain in the ass he’d take away my clubhouse privileges and make me sit with the women, in the stands. He was still tongue-lashing me when one of the pitchers, stocky Pete Mondorff, a quiet ex-football player, walked by and patted my ass. “Little Meat,” he said, “Don’t take any guff from those umps.”

Later, John Lindell exclaimed, “Kill the umpire, Meat!”

And Handley: “There he is, Digger O’Dell, chip off the old block.”
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A Mother’s Warning

 

My mother felt I was becoming too “one-dimensional,” and in an effort to see if I might be interested in things other than baseball, attempted to get me to take up a musical instrument. After two lessons I was kicked out of accordion school. I suffered through the Cub Scouts, wanting no part of going to the mountains where there was no baseball. Next was Hebrew school, where I was again kicked out by an outraged rabbi who informed my parents I behaved like an anti-Semite when I pummeled studious fellow Jewish kids; they decided to put off Hebrew school indefinitely.

Mother was also alarmed at my profanity, my swaggering about, my teasing her when Dad was gone on the road, once chasing her around with a dead mouse. She slapped me for the first time and cried when I used the word “nigger.” She washed my mouth out with soap, explained to me the ugly sin of using that word, and made me promise to never use it again. She related the history of our country treating Black people as slaves, of humiliating them, stealing their pride and spirit.

Mother worried that I wouldn’t be well-rounded. Already a teacher had recommended I see a child psychiatrist because I disrupted class and craved attention. I was too aggressively competitive. She took me to a lady shrink who had me draw whatever came into my mind. I drew two baseball players, one a giant of a man, the other a small child.

My mother and father quarreled over his influence on me. She tried to convince him to keep me out of the clubhouse and away from the crude ballplayers. But Dad insisted I was just like him when he was a kid and he’d turned out okay, and besides, Dad added, taking me away from the ballpark would break my heart.

[image: images]

Fourth grade at Emerson Elementary School, 1952. I’m second row, third from the left, probably thinking about baseball.

I got my way. I’d sort of become the Hollywood Stars mascot. Over the winter Dad hired Handley, a carpenter, Maltzburger, an electrician, and Sandlock, a roofer, to build a den connecting the garage to the master bedroom of our house in Compton. All three of those men had their individual trades but could do anything when it came to building a home, and since Dad was starting a small shoe findings supply business in the garage, they were all occupied, though Dad was not allowed to help build the den because he was so inept they referred to him as ‘Six Fingers McFiddick’ and sent him on runs to the hardware store and lumber yard with a prepared list so he wouldn’t come back with the wrong supplies.

Dad claimed no team he’d ever played for was as close as the Stars. They held team parties. Big John Lindell had the biggest, best parties.

Lindell was the size of a coke machine and as irresistibly engaging as he was big. “Hey, Little Meat, come on over here and say hello to Big John.” It was almost as if I’d hurt his feelings if I didn’t come over. He scooped me up in hands you could sit in, held me eye level and chucked my chin. His clutch hitting and .500 average in the 1947 World Series for the Yankees was a feat nobody on the club had come close to achieving. Still, Dad reminded me that Lindell had his best years during the war “while the best players were away fighting for the country.” Lindell walked, talked and carried himself with a swagger. A similar swagger illuminated all professional baseball players as special beings placed on pedestals to be admired, like famous generals and statesmen. Yet among them was an undeclared pecking order, and since Lindell was such a big man with a huge outgoing personality and he’d had those big years with the gloried Yankees and was a World Series hero among that exalted realm, he was on a loftier level, like a war hero. A magnificent athlete, Lindell was in the process of working his way back into the big leagues as a pitcher after falling on hard times as an offensive weapon with the Yanks. He was hoping to catch on with the Pittsburgh Pirates, possibly the worst team in all of the big leagues, a team so bad that Dad said “they’d be lucky to finish in the middle of the pack in the Pacific Coast League. They got a bunch of raw bonus kids and war time players still hanging on after stinking up the field.”

Lindell thrived in the Hollywood atmosphere, doing commercials, winning a lot of games and becoming a draw. The Stars and Angels were the biggest draws in town, bigger than the LA Rams football team. Gilmore Field games were attended by show business names like Bob Hope, Jack Benny, Milton Berle, and starlets like Kim Novak and Anne Bancroft, all of them sitting in box seats above the Stars dugout.

So if the team had a star it was John Lindell. Big John was so well known that his son, a few years older than me and, like his dad, a gifted athlete, became the target of mean-spirited antagonists at Little League games. His mother, who sat with my mother at games, told Mom that kids and their parents jeered Lindell’s son, forever comparing him to his father in a demeaning way. They were jealous when he dominated games, and gloated when he screwed up. Finally, at thirteen, Lindell’s son quit playing schoolboy baseball because he no longer wished to endure the abuse, and his mom warned my mom I would soon face the same treatment. Worse than the kids were the parents, whose behavior toward young Lindell was so cruel and vicious that he could not force himself to step onto a ball field. Mother said Lindell, like my dad, wanted his son to experience the game that had been his life and his love; and his son being deprived of a game Lindell loved so much that he hung on in the minor leagues after his talent as a big leaguer had deteriorated, had to be a crushing blow. Big John seemed to love every aspect of the game: playing, batting practice betting and kidding, clubhouse camaraderie, road trips, signing autographs, giving interviews to writers, the adulation and perks—and now his immensely talented son was so disillusioned that the great national pastime had turned sour in his mouth.

If Lindell, a resilient presence who had withstood the highs and hard knocks of the game was a “big fish in a small pond,” my dad was a smaller fish. Dad sometimes had his picture in the paper, his name in the headlines of the sports page. For a pittance he did a newspaper ad for vitamins. He was accorded a long feature article in the Long Beach Press Telegram hailing his career exploits. There were pictures of Dad in his Detroit uniform and of our family sitting on the davenport while Dad stood above us wielding his silver bat—the caption below stating dad was giving me “pointers on hitting.”

Everybody in our neighborhood and beyond knew about the article, and already several kids had told me in nasty terms that I would never be as good a ballplayer as my dad, and was a
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