
  

[image: frn_fig_001]


  BASEBALL’S FIRST INDIAN


  THE STORY OF PENOBSCOT LEGEND LOUIS SOCKALEXIS


  Ed Rice


  Down East Books

 Camden, Maine


  
 Down East Books

  Published by Down East Books
An imprint of Globe Pequot
Trade division of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group. Inc.
4501 Forbes Blvd., Suite 200
Lanham, MD 20706
www.rowman.com
www.downeastbooks.com


  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK


  Copyright © 2003 by Ed Rice
First Down East Books trade paperback edition 2019
All author royalties from sales of this edition go to fund the Louis Sockalexis Memorial.


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


  ISBN 978-1-60893-673-1 (paperback)
ISBN 978-1-60893-674-8 (e-book)


  [image: chpt_fig_002] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


  Printed in the United States of America


  

  For


  Dad, “Brother” Mike, and, especially, to this dad’s marvelous moptop of a daughter, Meisha . . . Here’s looking at you, Kid!


  In Memoriam:
Mom, Ruthe Rice, and brother, Gary Rice; and two inspirational heroes, Ginny DelVecchio and Terry Fox.
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  PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


  As the author of this 2003 biography of Louis Sockalexis, I am honored to have Down East Books of Maine acquire the rights to my manuscript, re-issue it and, in so doing, significantly contribute to an on-going effort to properly celebrate this extraordinary athlete and largely unrecognized civil rights icon.


  Deepest gratitude from me goes, first and foremost, to Michael Steere and then to all other staff members from Down East Books and its parent company, Rowman & Littlefield, who have played a role in bringing out a second edition of my work.


  I am forever grateful to Scott Kaeser and all the members of his staff at Tide-mark Press in E. Windsor, Connecticut, for first publishing the book and for over fifteen years of wonderful support.


  In this introduction to commemorate the new edition, I would like to offer a couple of new concepts I have developed about the man and his times since I first published.


  I remember that when I set out to write a Sockalexis biography I was greatly concerned about not overwriting my manuscript. Writers in his own day—and the handful of writers who had weighed in over the many years that followed when he was largely forgotten and barely a footnote in baseball history—had fallen victim to several historical mine fields. These run the gamut from reliance upon the flagrantly subjective, sensationalized press accounts of the American press of the late 19th century, to information they had not verified on their own, to myths and inaccuracies not corrected through their own initiatives where vitally-needed research was required, and to their own outright hyperbole in dealing with an athlete who was legendary in his own time. I determined, as both a veteran journalist and newspaper editor and college journalism instructor, to carefully monitor my own editorializing.


  Yes, Louis Sockalexis was absolutely legendary in his own time, an almost mythical figure, doing seemingly mythical things on the playing fields of baseball at every level he ever played.


  And, in these fifteen years, I have come to recognize something I did not reflect upon enough back then: Louis Sockalexis did not need Cleveland and his brief professional baseball career to be regarded as one of the greatest players of his era, the 19th century.


  Pure and simple, since its invention, during the mid-19th century and for the first two decades of the 20th century, baseball was far more popular with people who played the game themselves or watched their more skilled amateur peers, playing on local town teams or their regional college entry.


  Further, all variety of ills beset professional baseball, beginning with its  inception in 1871 (the very year Sock was born). Cities with teams and leagues for them to participate in evolved suddenly and disappeared just as rapidly. The teams attracted largely uneducated ruffians since those who attended college had little interest in playing for so little money and needed to find far more respectable, better paying professions. With only one umpire on the field trying to watch all the action, professional players frequently cheated on offense (i.e. cutting across the field while running the bases) and cheated on defense (e.g. infielders tripped runners rounding bases and fielders hid baseballs in the tall grass of the outfield for emergency use when a blow to their territory threatened to turn into a big scoring inning). Because of a brawling style of play and continuing streams of vulgar language by the players, women who considered themselves respectable ladies were largely not interested in attending these contests. And men found it very challenging to attend even if they had an interest: Men generally worked six days a week with only Sunday off. Since there were no lights, there was no night play. Since Ministers Associations were very powerful influences in most states at the time, the teams were prohibited from playing on the only day most people were available to attend games: Sunday. Finally, since the professional game was generally considered a “low-brow” form of entertainment, the players found themselves regularly associating with some of the worst elements of society, especially gamblers.


  For all these reasons and more, there is little to respect about professional baseball in the era Sockalexis briefly played, except for some of the exceptional players and exceptional performances that have become part of the legend and lore of the game and its celebrated history. These would certainly include things like Cy Young’s historic pitching record of 511 wins (achieved over a career that was split between the 19th century and the 20th century) and Wee Willie Keeler’s 44-game batting streak, set in 1897 (and only broken by Joe DiMaggio’s 56-game streak in 1941).


  No, Sockalexis did not need a compelling professional baseball history to merit greater appreciation than he gets. It is something organizations like the professional Cleveland franchise, Sports Illustrated magazine and even the Baseball Hall of Fame seemingly have never understood; each should recognize and correct painful slights to his reputation. And, it would be wonderful if the people of my home state of Maine would, finally, recognize that we do not need institutions like these to determine the level of respect Louis Sockalexis deserves.


  The Cleveland pro baseball team has, of course, what is today largely regarded as an inappropriate nickname (yes, Sockalexis inspired it during spring training of 1897 although it was not meant to be disrespectful) and, arguably, the most racially-insensitive logo/mascot in use in America. Chief Wahoo has nothing whatsoever to do with Sockalexis, having been created in 1946, when Sockalexis had long been forgotten. Cleveland regards Sockalexis as merely a footnote to team history, something to be appropriated and used to justify their callous disrespect. When one considers the extreme racial prejudice Sockalexis suffered as the first-known Native American to play professional baseball, it is a sorrowful charade that has existed in Cleveland, from the time the nickname was officially adopted in 1915 to this very day, more than 100 years later, as I write these words.


  Then there is Sports Illustrated magazine. For its issue that spanned the end of December 1999 and beginning of a new century, January 2000, the magazine published a list of each state’s “50 Greatest Athletes.” The magazine absurdly and ignominiously omitted Sockalexis entirely, while including such entirely questionable luminaries as LL Bean, for inventing all-weather rubber boots, and a teenage kid, for making the luckiest of half-court shots to win a state high school basketball championship. The magazine had also published two articles on Sockalexis, one in 1973 and another in 1995, replete with historical inaccuracies and riddled with myths this author has proven as false. When informed that the “facts” in their two accounts were deeply flawed, Sports Illustrated spokesperson Scott Novak told this author that the magazine had “already done the Sockalexis story” and had no interest in correcting anything it had gotten wrong. In 2009, ESPN, the bombastically self-proclaimed “Worldwide Leader in Sports,” proved it, too, had no interest in history and operated upon a puerile memory that barely stretched a quarter of a century. It created a “Mount Rushmore” to celebrate the four greatest athletes from each state and joined Sports Illustrated in anointing, quite appropriately, Joan Benoit Samuelson as an obvious choice (the winner of the first-ever women’s marathon in the Olympic Games, in 1984, was also SI’s pick as Maine’s #1 greatest athlete); however, ESPN’s other three selections were all contemporary figures (one, hockey great Paul Kariya, is really from British Columbia) with nowhere near the achievements or historic distinctions of Louis Sockalexis.


  Finally, there is the National Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum. Yes, it has been an honor for the author of this book to be invited to speak at the hall, twice, in 2005 (to discuss Louis Sockalexis) and 2009 (to discuss Sockalexis and the Native American pioneer players as part of a panel). Appealing, in both instances, for the hall of fame to match appropriate celebrations for the pioneer Afro-American, Hispanic/Latino, and women players in its exhibition areas, I implored administrators to do right by the earliest American Indian players, who also suffered mightily for the right merely to play. The administrator in charge of determining such displays responded dismissively and without further comment: “We don’t have space for such an exhibition.” 


 
  For a number of years now, I have felt that there should be a Louis Sockalexis monument, and it should be located somewhere in Maine. Recently, I joined forces with Theodore Bear Mitchell, the last Penobscot Nation representative to the Maine Legislature, and John Bear Mitchell, Passamaquoddy storyteller, professional actor, and former director of the Native American Studies Program at the University of Maine at Orono where he is a faculty member. We have formed an independent, non-profit entity, with the sole goal of properly showing respect and paying honor to Louis Sockalexis.


  It seems only fitting that Maine show the nation how this is done. In Bangor, there is the Paul Bunyan statue, a mythic figure who did mythic things. When we have built Sock’s monument, we will have built a lasting memorial to a real man who did mythic things.


  —Ed Rice


  April, 2018




  

  INTRODUCTION


  The Abenaki Adonis . . . Deerfoot of the Diamond . . . The Red Romeo . . . Those images suggest an Indian hero as powerful and fleet as he is handsome and bigger than life. Adonis and Romeo may need no introduction, but “Deerfoot” is probably Lewis Bennett (1830–1897) of the Cattaraugus Reservation in New York, who is considered the premier distance runner of the nineteenth century.


  Penobscot tribesman Louis Sockalexis began his baseball career as the sort of arresting figure whose daily achievements were described in terms of hyperbole, but who remains an enigmatic figure to this day. Of such stuff, legends are made.


  It is clear to me that Sockalexis is entitled to yet another title, one wrongly stripped from him. This book’s title is an attempt to reassert the place of Louis Sockalexis as the first Indian baseball player. More than eighteen years of research have reinforced my belief that this designation was unfairly taken from Louis Sockalexis and given instead to James Madison Toy, who has been the individual most frequently identified as “the first Native American to play major league baseball.”


  The claim that Toy was the first Native American to play major league baseball appears to have originated in 1962, when historian Lee Allen of the Baseball Hall of Fame bestowed this distinction on Toy. Unfortunately, no reference material of any type accompanied Allen’s declaration, and close scrutiny of the claim reveals it to be based on word-of-mouth tales handed down from direct descendants. The historical Toy played baseball rather uneventfully during the two seasons of 1887 and 1890.


  Even if documentation could be found to prove that James Madison Toy possessed Indian blood (see Chapter 4, where Toy is discussed at length), the title that would most accurately describe him would be “the first man with a Native American background to play major league baseball.” Toy’s impressive handle-bar moustache and Caucasian features, make it very doubtful that contemporary baseball players, fans, and sportswriters knew that he possessed Indian blood — if indeed, he did. Louis Sockalexis, on the other hand, was clearly recognized as an Indian by all of his contemporaries, and was accordingly both heckled and acclaimed throughout his debut season with Cleveland in 1897. It is he who deserves recognition for being the first Native American to play major league baseball.


  Louis Sockalexis also deserves to be remembered as one of the greatest collegiate baseball players of all time and as a charter member of the College of the Holy Cross’s Sports Hall of Fame, created in 1956 in Worcester, Massachusetts. Furthermore, the very participation of Louis Sockalexis as a member of the Cleveland team in 1897 inspired the nickname that the baseball franchise holds today.


  That Louis Sockalexis lies buried in relative obscurity on Indian Island, Maine, beneath a monument sculpted and scripted in a manner reminiscent of the plaques honoring the legendary greats at the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, is one irony in a story replete with them. His Greek-sounding name carries a kind of irony as well. Sockalexis’s athletic accomplishments were heralded with the fanfare associated with epic heroes. Like many heroes, Sockalexis experienced dramatic triumphs, widespread adulation, and finally a wrenching fall from grace, prompted in his case by an addiction to alcohol. Ultimately he failed to achieve the greatness that his peers and sportswriters of the time attributed to him.


  At his best, Sockalexis wore the mantle of hero so easily that it seems only natural that he would have served as the model for one of the most famous of fictional baseball heroes, slugger Frank Merriwell. Maine-born novelist Gilbert Patten of Corinth, writing under the pseudonym of Burt L. Standish, began producing his sporting yarns about Merriwell of Yale in 1896, paralleling perfectly Sockalexis’s spectacular exploits at the College of the Holy Cross and his meteoric rise in professional baseball. Patten had been a manager on the opposing team when Sockalexis played in a Maine summer baseball league in 1895.


  It is unfortunate that Louis Sockalexis, the nephew of a Penobscot chief, was not carved from timber nearly so durable as Frank Merriwell. Yet at the height of Sockalexis’s career, comments such as the following, made by Hughie Jennings, were typical: “Louis Sockalexis had the most brilliant career of any man who ever played the game. At no time has a player crowded so many remarkable accomplishments into such a short period of time as Sockalexis. He should have been the greatest player of all times — greater than Cobb, Wagner, Lajoie, Hornsby or any of the other men who made history for the game.” John McGraw, one of baseball’s most respected managers, said, “If Sock had stayed up for five years he could well have been better than Cobb, Wagner or Ruth.”


  Considering Sockalexis’s awe-inspiring collegiate exploits and his status as the man who inspired the name of a major league baseball team (Cleveland was the only professional baseball team ever nicknamed for an individual), Louis Sockalexis deserves lasting fame. Unfortunately, even in Maine the unique distinction that Sockalexis achieved has most often either gone unnoticed or been disputed.


  I hope this book clarifies the record of Louis Sockalexis, explains something of his life, and helps him circle the bases and come home in a manner appropriate to a truly gifted athlete—one who might have been one of the greatest stars in the baseball firmament. 


   

  1


   The Early Years


LOUIS FRANCIS SOCKALEXIS was born on Indian Island, Maine, on October 24, 1871, the same year as the inaugural season of organized baseball in America. The reservation of the Penobscot Indian nation that settled in central Maine, Indian Island is located just across the Penobscot River from the small community of Old Town, and some thirteen miles north of what was once the booming “lumbering capital of the world”—Bangor, Maine.


  Born into the Bear clan, Louis was the great-nephew of chief Tomer (Thomas) Sockalexis, who was born in 1813 and died in 1870. In 1832 Tomer was the chief of the tribe, and the Penobscots attempted to name him “chief for life.” The Maine legislature, however, told the tribe that such an action was illegal. The Penobscots switched to a tribal governorship in 1867. Joseph Attean, who was the last chief of the tribe, was elected its first tribal governor. Louis’s great-uncle Tomer Sockalexis returned to leadership as the tribal governor in 1868 and served one year. Louis’s father, Francis Peol Sockalexis, who was born in about 1841 and who served as tribal governor from 1895 to 1896, married Frances Sockabasin, also born in 1841. The couple’s first child was Louis. Apparently, several later siblings died in infancy. Louis had one surviving sister, Alice, who was six years younger. She married Thomas Pennewaite, had two daughters, and died in 1928.1


  The Penobscots, members of the Wabenaki Alliance (which included the Maliseet, Micmac, and Passamaquoddy nations), had been proud and victorious warriors in an earlier day, soundly defeating the Iroquois, much feared; in fact, they were in James Fenimore Cooper’s fictional Leatherstocking Tales. Known as the “Fighters of the Six Nations,” the Iroquois were reportedly the reigning power from the Gulf of St. Lawrence to the Mississippi River, but after suffering heavy losses in their encounters with the Penobscots, they kept a respectful distance from the region that is now Maine.


  Growing up on the small island reservation, “Soci” (as he was called then) attended the local school, which was run by Jesuit priests, as well as the old village chapel on Sundays. As a young boy on the island, he topped all his mates, demonstrating an exceptional blend of power and speed in such childhood games as running, jumping, and swimming. In high school, he excelled in football, track, and baseball.2 Some Penobscot sources claim that Louis was the first person from Indian Island to graduate from high school, but there are no official records.


  
 
  Sockalexis was discovered by a priest, who showed inspired scouting judgment and encouraged the Indian youth to continue both his education and ball playing. This paralleled the discovery of baseball’s greatest legend, Babe Ruth. Ruth left St. Mary’s in Baltimore, Maryland, for a professional career. After attending the small school on the island and the high school in Old Town, Sockalexis left for St. Mary’s School in Van Buren at the very northern tip of Maine to continue his education and, perhaps, polish his baseball skills. It was the first of several significant steps up a long ladder the Penobscot youth would climb before reaching the professional ranks.


  One of the earliest summer town teams for which Louis Sockalexis played might have been the one on Squirrel Island, just off the coast of Boothbay Harbor. Rob White, editor of the Squirrel Island Squid newspaper, wrote in July of 1994 that baseball games were played on the island as early as 1876. And in 1888, the editor of that issue of the Squid announced, with great pride, that “one of the greatest attractions here this summer will be baseball. The Island will have a nine made up of…well known players.” The island team faced rivals from Rockland, Bath, Richmond, Bowdoinham and Ocean Point.


  Four days later the newspaper announced: “Louis Soclexis [sic], who has recently arrived at Squirrel from his home in Oldtown, is about 15 years of age [actually in the summer of 1888 Sock would have been 16], and is one of the most powerful pitchers the Island has seen for years. He has all the curves.” Perhaps the mystery of when and where Louis Sockalexis hurled those alleged three no-hitters has a possible solution here.


  According to player Walter Emerson, reporting in the Lewiston Journal, the island had “an almost unbeatable team” in the late 1880s for two years. Emerson, the team’s first baseman, was a member of championship team at Colby College in the early 1880s, said the team consisted of “Catcher, Louis Soxalexis [sic], an Oldtown Indian who afterwards became famous as a Big League player in the outfield of the Cleveland team… [and] second base, Joe Soxalexis, another Oldtown Indian player…”


  The Squid also talked about some notable female players, including one named Harriet Holden who was pitching “inshoots and drops” to “catcher Louis Sockalexis (who retired after the seventh inning, somewhat the worse for wear).” While several players were credited with “parking at least one ball on to the library steps” outside the field’s dimensions, Rob White commented, in a letter to the author, that an island veteran showed him areas where Louis “had hit balls beyond the library” and on to the more distant tennis courts.


  After two semesters at St. Mary’s he inadvertently auditioned for the next rung while playing a game in Orono against a town team from Houlton. The Houlton club was made up mostly of young men attending Ricker Classical Institute in that northern Maine town. The club was coached by a Prof. L. W. Felch, a physical education director at the school. So impressive was Sockalexis’s performance that, following the game, Felch and many of the Houlton players gathered around him, urging the talented athlete to come to Ricker to play during summers for the Houlton team. An added inducement was that the Houlton players were paid. Sockalexis liked the arrangement, and in 1890 he entered the school and joined the team, making his home with a family in Houlton.


  A puzzling aspect of the early Sockalexis story emerges here: that he was able to maintain his amateur status, allowing him to play college baseball, while accepting pay for playing in several prominent summer leagues over the next several years. A number of college players used fake names and played for pay in leagues both in Maine and around New England. Yet Sockalexis, who was notable both for his race and his stellar play, always played under his own name, and in any case, no form of deceit would have been likely to protect his identity.


  The Houlton town team was a member of the Maine–New Hampshire League. Sockalexis joined as a pitcher, and in his first season the team won 26 of 28 games and captured the league title. Olen B. Rideout was Houlton’s first baseman (his brother, Percy, was the catcher). He once recounted how a disenchanted teammate, pitcher Horace Newenham, had said that he “would go down state and pick up college players and bring them back to Houlton to beat us. He got the players all right, but they didn’t beat us.” Sockalexis, of course, was what made the difference, but he had to outwit the cagey Newenham. Rideout recalled how the hurler “knew just how to pitch to each of us, [but] would not throw a strike to Soc.” Avoiding any possible damage Sockalexis might do on his own, Newenham walked him on his first three appearances at the plate and then successfully retired the other Houlton batters. As Sockalexis prepared for his fourth at bat, Rideout remembered the slugger determinedly telling his teammates: “Let him pass me again, and I will score.” Sockalexis was as good as his word. Newenham, again, deliberately walked him. Sockalexis successively stole second base, third, and home to score. Rideout reminisced: “He would run like a deer and then slide the remaining distance. On his run from third to home, he knocked the catcher flying, and also the ball. We won the game, 1–0.”3


  As extraordinary as they were, Sockalexis’s speed and batting prowess never quite reached the legendary descriptions prompted by displays of his throwing arm. Even when Sockalexis was a high school youth, the strength of that right arm brought many challenges and provided many exhibitions. Purportedly, Sockalexis could throw a baseball more than 600 feet, from Indian Island across the Penobscot River to his father, waiting to make the catch on the Old Town side. At fair time in nearby Bangor, according to first cousin Henry Mitchell, Sockalexis would throw a baseball over the length of the grandstand and over the top of the towering flag pole at the fairgrounds, or he would amuse patrons by having an easy game of catch across the width of the racetrack oval with his father—all, of course, throws of prodigious length.4


  Some of the stories, still occasionally printed, are clearly out of line with reality, such as the tales of Sockalexis batting or throwing a baseball the length or width of several-miles-long Indian Island. Author Salisbury, visiting Indian Island in 1982, related a throwing tale that even one of Sockalexis’s kinsmen could not swallow. Salisbury interviewed the then eighty-eight-year-old host at the tribe’s historical society office, a Miss Violet, who told him that Sockalexis “was reputed to have thrown a ball from Oak Hill on Indian Island that hit the smokestack of the Jordan Lumber Mill. Miss Violet thought ‘Louie’ might have ranked with Babe Ruth if he hadn’t been a drinker, but doubted he threw a ball from Oak Hill to the lumber company, because it is a distance of 4,000 feet.”5


  Still, a great many stories, by self-professed eyewitnesses, about Superman-like throws, endure. At Maine’s nationally famous Poland Spring resort, reportedly on a dollar bet, Sockalexis is said to have successfully thrown a ball over the tower of Hiram Ricker’s Hotel. Olen Rideout, too, recalled that “Soc performed many feats with a baseball — such as standing on the home plate of the Ricker grounds [in Houlton] and throwing the ball out of the field, over two rows of houses across Heywood Street, where we lived, so my brother could catch the ball in our yard.”6


  Another summer town team for which Louis played was the Hutchins Sasparilla of Augusta. According to Robert E. Foye of Sidney, Maine, he and Joe Sockalexis were members of the 1893 club that also featured Foye’s grandfather, Orville Brown, the club’s first baseman. A photograph of the team, sent to the author by Foye, shows a youthful Sock sprawled on the ground in front of a couple of rows of teammates, holding what appears to be a catcher’s mitt. On the back of the portrait Louis Sockalexis is, again, identified as the team’s catcher and his relative, Joe Sockalexis, is seated right behind him in the first row and is listed as the club’s second baseman.


  After playing in Houlton for two summers, Sockalexis first played with a stellar town team representing the Poland Spring House, in 1894, and then played that same summer for the Warren team in Maine’s Knox County League, a popular coastal league featuring town teams from Rockland, Camden, and Warren. Mike “Doc” Powers, a collegiate star with Holy Cross, had done the catching for both the Poland Spring and Warren clubs, and what he saw of Sockalexis impressed him greatly.


  In this league populated largely by talented college players, young Sockalexis’s play first became the stuff of storybook legend. For it was in the Knox County League that he was observed by Gilbert Patten, the manager of the Camden team who went on to pen a series of very famous baseball stories for young boys. Indeed, Sockalexis is considered by several reputable sources as the real-life role model for one of the most famous of fictional baseball players, superhero Frank Merriwell. Patten was born in Corinna (just outside Bangor) in 1866 and wrote under the pseudonym of Burt L. Standish. He began writing his sporting yarns about the fictitious Merriwell of Yale in 1896, paralleling perfectly the zenith of Sockalexis’s Holy Cross exploits and his meteoric rise in professional baseball. Patten wrote the adventures of Frank and brother, Dick Merriwell, for eighteen years. The stories were published in Tip Top Weekly, a magazine for boys that flourished before World War I. According to the Maine History Gallery, Patten’s lifework sold more than 125 million copies. His much-beloved Merriwell adventures delighted readers for decades, telling of the last-minute heroics of a genial, well-meaning athlete with a knack for doing everything imaginable right. Baseball historian Harry Grayson, in his 1944 tome, They Played the Game (a book of thumbnail sketches describing more than fifty of baseball’s greatest players to that date), specifically made the link, noting that Patten was managing one of the clubs in this Maine league at the same time Sockalexis was routinely winning games single-handedly in the summer circuit. Grayson wrote, “While playing with the college men in the Knox County League in Maine, Sockalexis inspired the manager of one of the clubs to create the immortal Frank Merriwell under the pen name of Burt L. Standish.”7 Powers was also a baseball captain at Holy Cross College and, following the summer league season in 1894, he persuaded Sockalexis to come with him to Worcester, Massachusetts, to play with his college team.


  A legendary player inspires stories of legendary feats, some less plausible than others. Consider this one: Sockalexis’s father — said to have enjoyed long-range games of catch with his son — was reportedly angered when Louis became so engrossed in the sport of the white man that he threatened to leave the tribe. So upset was the father that he embarked upon a Herculean canoe journey, down the Penobscot River to the sea and along the Atlantic coast until he came to Washington, D.C. There, he hoped to visit President Grover Cleveland and to procure the papers that would allow the Penobscots to forsake their tribal governorship and return to being governed by a chief. He would thus be able to make his waywardly heading son, Louis, chief of the Penobscot nation and circumvent any notions of his leaving the area to play baseball. According to writer Frederick John, “This was the last desperate move by the elder Sockalexis to bind his son to the tribe, to make the call of the woods stronger than the call of the diamond. When the father returned from his long canoe trip, he found that his son had already departed.”8


  Writer Dick O’Donnell also offered a version of the story, a tale that surfaced in several publications after the turn of the century, again at the time of Sockalexis’s death in 1913 and still again at the time of a rededication at his gravesite in 1934. O’Donnell’s detailed story went this way: On a chilly June morning, at sunrise, Francis Sockalexis departed, determined to end his son’s “fascination” for “a child’s game played with sticks and balls.”9 He built a tiny birch bark canoe, approximately six feet in length. It took four days to travel ninety miles down the Penobscot River to the Atlantic Ocean. His progress was slowed because of dangerous rapids, and often he was required to leave the water and carry the canoe over land. Then came the Atlantic Ocean. The tribal leader quickly discovered it was safer out on the lonely ocean away from the shore. On Sockalexis’s first day on the ocean, tidal waters kept pulling his canoe toward the shore, where dangerous rocks waited. He paddled farther away from land. And every day, just before twilight, the Penobscot would head back to the shore. Once there, he checked the underside of his canoe and repaired any damage caused by saltwater eating away at the bottom of the little craft. Then he cooked the food he had available and spent the night on the beach. He was able to do some fishing while on the ocean.


  Finally, the Penobscot tribal leader arrived at Buzzards Bay on Cape Cod, where President Cleveland had a summer home, during the middle of July. His hopes, O’Donnell noted, “were smashed” when he went to “Grey Gables,” where the president spent his summers. Sockalexis was told that President Cleveland had returned to Washington, D.C. Three days later, after repairing his canoe and buying supplies, the undaunted elder Sockalexis was back on the open seas again, bound for Washington.


  The tribal leader did not reach the nation’s first city until the middle of August. His canoe trip had covered 700 miles and had taken almost two months. Alas, there was more unhappiness for him when he knocked on the front door of the White House. President Cleveland was in the South on political business. The canoe paddler was obviously sick of the Atlantic, but he was not the type of person who was easily defeated. He decided to rest for a few days and then head for Florida, where Cleveland was scheduled to be two weeks later. By then, Sockalexis’s epic sea journey in a canoe had been given a great deal of space in the press. Members of the Maine congressional delegation arranged lodging for him and made certain that his name was at the top of Cleveland’s appointment list, when the latter returned to Washington. They also chipped in and bought him a return train ticket back home, shipping his canoe to the reservation. Early in September, the great day arrived. “The chief [sic], dressed in his finest tribal outfit, and wearing a magnificent feathered headpiece, went to visit the President of the United States.” Again, O’Donnell gives us the purported conversation.


  “Mr. President, it is not right for my son to spend his time playing this child’s game,” said Sockalexis. “He will not listen to me, but if you speak, he will obey you.” (O’Donnell then interjects a curious thought: “Even if down deep in his heart, Cleveland had been willing to help the father, his political wisdom would have overruled him. After all, baseball was the national pastime.”)


  The president reported, “I am sorry Chief [sic], but I am unable to help you. I do not have the authority to order your son not to play baseball. Even if I did, it would be wrong of me to issue such an order.”


  O’Donnell’s account concludes: “The two leaders spent a friendly hour together discussing many subjects, including life on an Indian reservation. Perhaps others might have been cheered by such a happy visit with the leader of the nation. Not Chief [sic] Sockalexis. He was broken-hearted. The president had been unwilling to help him. His son Louis was free to play baseball.”10


  It is not possible to verify that such a trip or meeting with President Cleveland took place, yet the story should not be dismissed entirely as myth. To do so is to think purely with a white man’s sensibilities. The Penobscots, then and now, celebrate a long tradition as runners and canoeists and make trips of marathon proportions. Today, these trips include teams of Penobscots traveling to the far reaches of North America for weeks’ long canoeing trips in wilderness areas and the sacred 100-mile run, from the reservation on the Penobscot River outside Old Town, up to Mount Katahdin, undertaken annually in late August.



  2


  The Holy Cross Years


SOCKALEXIS WAS an immediate sensation at Holy Cross, although he attended the school for only a little more than two years and never graduated. The athletic record he established in several sports was so notable, however, that Sockalexis topped the list of candidates as the earliest of the charter members named when Holy Cross initiated an athletic hall of fame in 1956. He joined such standouts as Bob Cousy, Bill Osmanski, Willie Turness, Jack Barry, and Andy Kelly as the greatest names in the school’s athletic history to that time.


  According to author Luke Salisbury, “College baseball was more important in the 1890s than in this century.” He noted that colleges recruited baseball players back then the way they do football players now. Salisbury listed the best teams in the country as Brown University in Providence and Holy Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts.1


  Sockalexis’s obituary in the Bangor Daily News said of the period: “Worcester went mad about him and immense crowds flocked to the little school on Mount St. James to see him.… He played in a time when college teams were truly great…including ‘Billy’ Lander, Bustard and Fultz of Brown; Carter and Greenway of Yale; ‘Doc’ White and Buck of Georgetown; Powers, Curley, Sox, McTigue, and Pappalau of Holy Cross, and Highlands and Scannel of Harvard, and even then experts universally proclaimed him the greatest college ball player of all time.”2


  Writing many years after the fact, some journalists claimed that Sockalexis was a star pitcher for Holy Cross when he was not playing the outfield and credited him with pitching a number of shutouts, including three no-hitters. There are, however, no Holy Cross records or collegiate box scores to substantiate those claims.


  Even these legendary pitching feats would be eclipsed by Sockalexis’s performances in hitting, base running, and fielding. In an exhibition game on April 10, 1895, his first appearance in a Holy Cross uniform, the Worcester Telegram reported that he had two hits and stole three bases in a 5–2 victory over the neighboring Sacred Heart Lyceums of South Worcester.3 In his first official game at Holy Cross, he reportedly hit three triples against the Springfield Eastern League entry and pitcher Jimmy Callahan, later a standout big-league player who eventually managed the Chicago White Sox.


  Then, in games against what was considered to be Brown University’s greatest team to that date, Sockalexis recorded two home runs, two doubles, and six stolen bases. One of the home runs was a titanic smash, where the ball cleared the field and crashed through a window of the Brown University Baptist Chapel.


  Topping even that blow, however, was the special story behind his extraordinary feat of stealing six bases in a nine-inning game in the first home contest of the season at Worcester on April 19. Early in the game, the Holy Cross second baseman, a standout player named Walter Curley, injured himself reaching first base. Following the rules of the game as played then, the Brown University captain was allowed to select a player from the Holy Cross contingent to run for Curley. According to one often-repeated account of the game, the Brown captain selected the “lazy looking Indian who was lying on the ground near the baselines”; Sockalexis subsequently stole four bases running for the impaired Curley, and two more running for himself.4


  The Worcester Telegram account for April 20, 1895, read a little differently, suggesting that Holy Cross had selected the replacement runner and that Brown had merely agreed. The Telegram reported that a crowd of about 3,000 people turned out for Holy Cross’s first home game of the season on its “hill grounds” and left “satisfied that Holy Cross has a team which is capable of sustaining the reputation of the college on the diamond.” Sockalexis was declared an immediate success: “The Indian, Sockalexis, was the hero of the game. He plays from the time the pitcher handles the sphere until the last out ends the game. The Browns were easy, Curley was lame, and the visitors were asked if Sockalexis could run for him. They assented. Sockalexis stole four bases for Curley and two for himself.”5


  Curley, injured before the game had started, was the second batter to hit in the first inning and reached first base when he was hit by a pitch: “Curley allowed an out drop to hit him and went to first. Sockalexis ran for him. He went down [stole second base] on the first ball.” Browns pitcher Robinson struck out W. J. Fox. On the third strike to Fox, Sockalexis “went down” to third and this second steal of the inning resulted in a run: Third baseman “Lowney was way off the base and [Browns catcher] Lang threw wild, Sockalexis scoring.” Sockalexis had only one hit, a double, in the game.6


  Holy Cross clobbered Brown 13 – 4. The Holy Cross team had Powers as its catcher, with Jack Pappalau and Bill Maroney as principal pitchers. The infield featured “Long” John McTigue at first base, Curley at second base, Big Bill Fox at third base, and Little Bill Fox at shortstop. Joining Sockalexis in the outfield were Bickford, Gaffney, and Kelly. Five of these Holy Cross players made it to the major leagues. Besides Sockalexis, they included Powers, Pappalau, Curley, and William H. Fox. Writing in a 1936 issue of the publication The Holy Cross Purple, John T. Parpal exalted:



  
  In those far days, even as today, Holy Cross was second to none in baseball. Every year the cream of the country’s clubs, semi-pro and collegiate, went down to defeat before the Crusaders. But it was with Sockalexis that real baseball glory came. . . . Crowds flocked to see his marvelous playing, and they never went away disappointed, for the Indian was forever doing the unexpected, whether it was driving the ball up the bank onto Linden Lane, or racing up the same bank, catching a fly, and then completing a double play. When, in 1895, with Sockalexis in center field, Holy Cross defeated Harvard for the first time, 1800 people saw the game, a record for that day.7

  


  That embankment was in left field, the position Sockalexis primarily played during his first season at Holy Cross. In a “prospects” story written about the 1896 team, this description accompanied Sockalexis:


  
  First and foremost among the returnees and of himself no small drawing card is Louis Sockalexis, the Indian, who played left garden last year. As is well known, left field is probably the hardest position to play on the Holy Cross grounds, as it includes a high embankment, and it is next to impossible to get a ball when running up a side hill. Sockalexis is a sprinter of no mean ability, and an accurate thrower, and in order to give him an opportunity to cover more ground than he did last year, he will probably be placed in centre field, while whoever plays left field will probably be placed farther over towards the left, Sockalexis being depended upon to cover some of that ground which it usually falls upon the lot of the left fielder to look after.8

  


  It was in another Harvard game played at the Crimson home field that he made his so-called “lightning throw.” A ball was hit out of the playing field, which had no fence, beyond some trees and onto a tennis court, where Sockalexis was finally able to race it down. The Worcester newspaper account stated that he “was after the ball in a flash, and made a lightning throw, directly into the pitcher’s box, reducing a home run to a triple.” The throw was ensured legendary status when, after the game, two Harvard professors measured the distance at a whopping 414 feet and declared that Sockalexis had established a “world’s throwing record of 138 yards.”9


  According to writer Francis W. Hatch, Sockalexis’s opponents were no less awed by his feats. Hatch wrote that Lewis Perry, a longtime headmaster at Phillips Exeter Academy, had told him of a game that Perry had played in Worcester in 1896 as a member of the Williams College team. “Sockalexis hit a ball on the line over the center fielder’s head and was across the plate before the fielder had caught up with the rolling ball.” Hatch continued, “Perry said it was murder for a man to try to score from second on any out-field single that Soc could get his hands on. His throw to the plate was so swift and accurate that the runner found the catcher, ball in hand, daring him to slide in. Soc never made a bouncing throw to the catcher. His were always special deliveries on the line.”10


  Sockalexis made yet another celebrated throw. Edward A. Dineen, class of 1920, recalled that Sockalexis’s career was “replete with wonderful bullet-like throws to the plate.” One of “the most remarkable instances,” he said, came against the champion Springfield club of the New England League. In the sixth inning, with one man out and a Springfield runner on third base, the batter hit what
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