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		Prologue:

		Who Was Moe Berg?

		The Headquarters Building at the Central Intelligence Agency in Langley, Virginia, is a grim maze of identical corridors flanked by blank, color-coded office doors that are always shut tight. Only deep within the Headquarters Building, in the CIA Exhibit Center, is there any evidence of the dash, the violence, and the sangfroid of professional espionage. Displayed in glass cases like a collection of Han Dynasty relics are devices for flattening automobile tires, a sensor in the guise of a dung pile, a letter from Joseph Stalin’s daughter requesting asylum in the West, an undetonated bomb discovered at a U.S. government facility in the Middle East, a miniature camera masked as a box of matches, a battered beacon used in the disastrous Cuban Bay of Pigs operation, and a bust of Hermann Göring that the future CIA director Allen Dulles hustled out of Germany at the end of World War II.

		There is as well a glass case devoted to the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), which preceded the CIA as America’s first national intelligence agency. On a shelf above a pistol and silencer that once belonged to the OSS director “Wild” Bill Donovan are two worn cardboard baseball cards. Beside them is a placard that says,

		
			MORRIS (MOE) BERG BASEBALL CARDS.

			Following his 15-year career with five different major league teams, the Princeton-educated Berg served as a highly successful Office of Strategic Services (OSS) operative during World War II. Among his many missions on behalf of OSS, the former catcher was charged with learning all he could about Hitler’s nuclear bomb project.…

			Because of his intellect, Moe Berg is considered the “brainiest” man ever to have played the game. He spoke a dozen languages fluently and often autographed pictures in Japanese. These cards are from his playing days with the Washington Senators (1932–34) and Boston Red Sox (1935–39).

		

		When Linda McCarthy, the CIA museum curator, talks about Moe Berg, her face flushes sanguine and her conversation comes in breathless, staccato surges. Moe Berg is her passion. “People think I’m making him up,” she says. “I idolize Moe. He did it for the right reasons. He joined OSS with a purpose in mind. He knew he’d be useful to this country. He knew what the Germans were doing with the atomic bomb. That’s what intelligence is all about. You have to know what the other side’s doing.

		“As a ballplayer he was a gentleman,” continues McCarthy, who drives a utility vehicle—“for a utility catcher,” she says—adorned with MOE BERG license plates. “I admire Renaissance men. I’d love to sit down and talk with him. In the evening when I close up my museum, I go over and say good night to Moe. I think his spirit is here. I think I do know him.”

		ALLAN SIEGAL IS an assistant managing editor at the New York Times. Over time, Siegal has developed correspondences with, as he puts it, “people who feel an obligation to police the language.” Many of these are elderly readers, retirees with ample time on their watches, but others are simply grammar mavens, and they include—Siegal begins ticking them off—“prominent lawyers, a prominent real estate man who nobody would suspect was concerned with this sort of thing, a well-known Columbia professor; there are people who have been corresponding with me for ten or twenty years.” In recent years, Siegal has received several letters on a variety of syntactical subjects from Moe Berg. There is never any return address, so Siegal hasn’t been able to reply, but he has taken Berg’s diffidence in stride.

		Berg’s latest piece of mail came in response to an article about the German physicist Werner Heisenberg, who American military staff feared was building an atomic bomb for Adolf Hitler during the Second World War. It was Berg’s job to find out whether or not Heisenberg was really doing this. The offending sentences in the Times article describe Berg’s only encounter with Heisenberg, at a lecture in Switzerland. “But if Heisenberg seemed to suggest that a Nazi atomic bomb was eminent, Berg was instructed to kill him on the spot. Berg watched and listened. He decided that Heisenberg’s eyes were sinister.” The Times writer had, of course, written “eminent” when he meant “imminent,” and, sure enough, a few days later Siegal received a note that said, “If a German bomb were eminent, small wonder Heisenberg’s eyes were sinister.” It was signed “Moe Berg.” Siegal thought it was nice that Moe Berg was monitoring his appearances in the newspapers, and he said as much to a colleague. As he did, a look of anxiety spread across the colleague’s face. “Al,” said the colleague, “I think Berg has been dead for a long time.” Siegal checked, and it was true. Moe Berg died in 1972. The identity of whoever it is who thinks he—or she—is Moe Berg remains a mystery to Siegal. Moe Berg was always a very private man.

		CHARLES OWEN IS a beer and Scotch drinker, but he has stocked his one-bedroom apartment in suburban Maryland with Pouilly-Fuissé, a white Burgundy. Pouilly-Fuissé was Moe Berg’s favorite wine. On Owen’s walls are three copies of Berg’s life mask, two made of bronze, one in white ceramic. Owen has commissioned artists to paint Berg’s portrait on the surface of baseballs. At holiday time he sends out Moe Berg greeting cards of his own design. For more casual correspondence, he relies upon the Moe Berg postcards he gets printed up by the hundreds. Moe Berg’s baseball cards are worth as much as $150 apiece. Owen owns over one hundred of them. In his wallet, he carries a few of Berg’s business cards. Berg was an avid reader of newspapers; he bought as many as ten a day. Whenever Owen visits an old Berg hangout—the Mayflower, say, which was Berg’s favorite Washington hotel—Owen leaves a fresh copy of the day’s Washington Post on a side table in the lobby.

		Owen, fifty-eight, completed high school, did a stretch in the air force, and has since worked in a variety of jobs. He is a bachelor, so his spare time is his own, or, rather, it is Moe Berg’s. During his weekends and vacations Owen travels the world learning all he can about Moe Berg. He does not consider himself a writer or a historian. He wants only to know. In this spirit he has been to England and to Florida, he has met former spies and faded lovers, ranking generals and retired ambassadors, old-time ballplayers and elderly Princetonians. Berg was a Princeton graduate, Class of 1923, and Owen refers to the university as “the place where the legend began.”

		Owen first heard about Berg a dozen years ago when he read a brief article about him in the Washington Post. “I said to myself, ‘No man could have done all this,’ ” he remembers. He began writing letters and making telephone calls. In time, he met Berg’s older brother, Samuel, a Newark doctor. Berg lived in Newark with Samuel—who went by “Dr. Sam”—for nearly twenty years, until Dr. Sam threw him out in 1964. Dr. Sam took a liking to Owen. He gave him the run of Berg’s papers, photographs, and possessions, which were stored in the attic, and then Owen says Sam presented them all to him before he died in 1990, at the age of ninety-two. “I’ve almost been compelled to try and understand this mysterious man,” says Owen. “Moe opened up a new world to me. I did it because I wanted to know who Moe Berg was. A lot of people knew parts of Moe Berg. Moe was a different person to different people. He was complicated and he was simple.” Owen shakes his head and smiles. “I don’t know him now. I don’t know if anybody knows Moe Berg. He kept secrets from everybody. Nobody’ll ever know him.”

		IN 1989, DURING his sophomore year at Princeton, Lou Jacobson, a writer for the Daily Princetonian, was driving back to school from a college newspaper convention in Washington, along with three other Princetonian writers. Seated behind him was Sharon Katz, whom he’d never met. “To kill the time,” says Jacobson, “I told her the story of Moe. The long version. From Washington well past Delaware.” Some time later, back on campus, he bumped into Katz again, and soon the conversation turned to Moe Berg. Jacobson remarked that he had some photographs of Berg up in his room, and wondered if Katz would like to come up and see them. Katz would, indeed. They have been together ever since.

		Jacobson likes to tweak himself for what he calls “my obsessive interest in Moe Berg.” So did his friends on the Princetonian, who tacked a sheet of paper to his door outlining the seven tenets of “Ritual for the Worship of Moe Berg (The Moeslem Religion).” Jacobson wrote about Berg for a confirmation project, again for a Princeton seminar, and once more for the Princetonian, and he admits, “I’m still fascinated by him. So many unanswered questions in my mind. I try to be detached from the Moe mystique, because I just want to understand the guy. Why did he stay in baseball so long when he played so little? Why did he suddenly go into spying? What happened after he finished law school? Why did he never marry? Why did none of the Bergs ever marry? Why were their relations so strained?”

		“MOE BERG WAS a fraud!” says George Allen, his voice rising as it always does when Berg is the subject. Allen is the proprietor of the William H. Allen antiquarian bookshop in Philadelphia. He met Berg in the late 1960s. Berg walked into the shop one day, asked to be directed to the linguistics section, and spent the day there, perched on a stool, reading. He refrained, even, from breaking for lunch. Berg returned for several more days of reading, always appearing to Allen as though “he had slept in the railroad station the previous night.” Only once did Berg buy a book; it cost $1. “I never took him seriously,” says Allen. “He wasn’t a nice man. He was a professional liar, a layabout who lived on his brother, a lecher, a charlatan. Just why the OSS took him I can’t see. He didn’t speak any foreign language well enough to be a spy and he was rather the parody of a spy. Berg was a self-invented mystery, a charming chap, but an outright fraud. The mystery is that there is no mystery.”

		IRWIN BERG IS a Harvard-educated, New York City lawyer. He saw his first cousin once removed Berg only twice, but he thinks about him constantly. “In 1939, I wasn’t yet six years old,” he says. “My father took me to see the Yankees play the Red Sox. We went because Moe was playing for the Red Sox. My father left a message for Moe, saying that we’d meet him by the players’ entrance after the game. After the game my father took me and my cousin David there and then my father walked away halfway down the block. We waited forty minutes and then Moe walked out. He shook hands with me, said ‘Hello,’ and then he shook David’s hand. Somebody in a car said, ‘Hey, Moe! Come on!’ He jumped into the car and that was it.

		“The second time was in Sam Berg’s house. Moe was living there, and Sam invited me and my mother to dinner. Sam told us to wait in his office. He had a few things to do, he said. In the meantime, I heard somebody walking back and forth upstairs. It wasn’t Sam. Then the person came down and went outside. This was around 1955, I think. My mother said to me, ‘That’s Moe.’ What was happening was that Sam was giving him time to get out of the house. Moe didn’t want to meet anyone. Moe brought his mother to my grandmother’s funeral. And then he sat outside, waiting for her on a bench with an open newspaper covering his face.”
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		The Public Berg:
    Professor Moe

		John Kieran created the public Moe Berg. At heart, Kieran was a naturalist, happiest when crossing a rocky headland below a flock of migrating seabirds. But Kieran could also discourse at length upon Rossini’s librettos, Jefferson’s journals, Virgil’s translators, or Manet’s politics. Or Lou Gehrig’s strength. For Kieran earned his living by writing “Sports of the Times,” the New York Times’ first signed daily column of any kind.

		Kieran wrote “Sports of the Times” from 1927 to 1942, a period when the sports section was not yet a place for investigation, opinion, or quotation. Reporters covered the games, not the personalities, while columnists specialized in diversion rather than revelation. Most of the best early sports columnists—Lardner, Runyon, Kieran—were humorists, and much latitude was permitted them in the name of entertainment. They needed it, for the columnist’s relentless obligation is to find something worth writing about when the news is dull. Kieran wrote a daily column for his newspaper, and whenever events, temperatures, or inspiration were wanting, “the most erudite sports writer of this, or any day,” according to Runyon, simply turned to Moe Berg. Over time, Kieran all but invented a persona for Berg, spinning installments in the life of his beloved “Professor,” the bookish ballplayer.

		Kieran produced Berg columns at the slightest provocation. News out of Ohio that Cincinnati Reds pitcher Johnny Vander Meer had recently submitted to his third tonsillectomy, for instance. “As soon as Professor Moe Berg of the Boston Red Sox Department of Languages and Obscure Sciences can be located, this observer plans to consult him about an obscure item that popped up in the recent baseball news,” Kieran begins on December 8, 1938. “It may be hard to catch the learned catcher. He moves mysteriously.” Kieran alludes to the most recent Berg sighting, “in the audience down at Princeton University a week or so ago when Doctor Thomas Mann, the eminent exile, was delivering a lecture on Goethe’s Faust.” Berg is then trailed to an appointment in Princeton with Albert Einstein, with whom he discusses Professor Archibald Henderson’s musings on the internal bisector problem in Euclidean geometry, which “Professor Berg has had on his mind since he read Professor Henderson’s monograph in the bull pen during a doubleheader between the Red Sox and Detroit Tigers in Detroit one day late last summer.” Vander Meer’s third tonsillectomy is finally mentioned, in passing, as another conundrum suitable for Berg’s consideration.

		In a January 27, 1938, column, entitled “When the Bookworm Returned,” “Catcher Moe Berg” is off for a visit to Princeton in the company of his bosom friend, the perpetually aggrieved Al Schacht, a Red Sox coach, better known to baseball enthusiasts as “The Clown Prince of Baseball.” Berg intends to show students at his alma mater some movies of Russia and Japan that he made during a tour of those countries in 1934. Driving duties fall to an overwrought Schacht. “He speaks eight languages—he has sixteen degrees from universities—and he can’t drive a car,” moans Schacht. “He can’t do anything in a car—refuses to touch a thing—wouldn’t turn on the radio—wouldn’t turn on the lights—wouldn’t put his hand in his pocket for gasoline.” The journey begins inauspiciously. Berg is an hour and a half late for their rendezvous in New York, and when he finally does show up, he delays the trip further by insisting that they make a stop at his house in Newark. Schacht is awed by the Berg residence. He has never seen so many books in so many languages. “The living room is lined with shelves—French. The dining room is lined with volumes—clear up to the ceiling—German. There’s two other rooms down there—one lined with Italian books—the other with Spanish. So we go upstairs. There’s nothing on the walls but bookshelves filled with books—astronomy books in one place—chemistry in another.… No wonder he can’t hit a curve ball! A guy who read half of those ought to be stone blind.”

		Berg retrieves his films from the attic. They get back in the car, and passing references are made to the time Berg spent studying at the Sorbonne in Paris (Schacht calls it the “Sunburn”). Eventually they arrive at Princeton, Berg shows his movies, slips off to purchase a few books—“seven big ones—I can’t even understand the titles,” says Schacht—and then, twenty miles down the road back to New York, Schacht is forced to turn back. Berg has forgotten his films.

		The mysterious Berg becomes Kieran’s response to Ring Lardner’s fictional Jack Keefe, the solecistic Busher whose streak of artless volubility is nearly as strong as his pitching arm. Each Kieran column about Berg serves as another chapter in the meandering comic adventures of baseball’s erudite eccentric.

		For a 1937 column about the reluctance of ballplayers to talk about their own team unless it is winning, Kieran places Berg hurrying through Grand Central Terminal in New York just after the Yankees have, as usual, smothered the Red Sox. Berg is carrying “a bale of newspapers under his arm, foreign and domestic,” and when he spots Kieran, he greets him in Japanese. Berg is prodded into joining Kieran for lunch, at which he orders applesauce, “no more, no less.” Awaiting his applesauce, Berg settles his newspapers onto a chair beside him, whereupon a paperback copy of An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, “by a certain David Hume, not known in American League circles,” falls to the floor. “It was a wonder he didn’t come up at that dark moment with a volume of Schopenhauer,” says Kieran, who then begins grilling Berg on the source of the Red Sox latest swoon. Kieran asks about pitching. Berg explains his ambition to own the New York Times. Kieran inquires about a particularly ineffective pitcher. Berg outlines the subtleties of ordering roast beef in a London restaurant. Kieran wants to know about the Boston outfield. Berg tells him about Japanese foreign policy. In desperation, Kieran asks about the Yankees. He hears about Al Schacht’s latest comic skit, a pigeon act.

		Berg is even summoned into service for a January 31, 1939, column about ice hockey. Kieran finds himself much confused following a disputed goal and “this puzzled observer determined to see a lawyer about it. Just by luck Professor Moe Berg was encountered in conversation with a literary gent, Mr. Percy Waxman.… It will be remembered that Professor Berg, the Red Sox catcher who officiates only in the second games of doubleheaders and not even then if it is a hot day, is a licensed barrister in this area.”

		Kieran summarizes the controversial goal problem. “ ‘It sounds like Sanskrit to me,’ muttered Mr. Waxman.

		“ ‘That reminds me,’ said Professor Berg,” who then launches lengthily into a discussion of the roots of Sanskrit, with attendant remarks upon the Rosetta Stone and Egyptian hieroglyphics until Kieran interrupts with another swipe at Berg’s baseball skills.

		“Very interesting, but it had nothing to do with the flowers that bloom in the Spring, tra-la, or the summary removal from office of a goal judge at a hockey game. Professor Berg was, allegedly, a big league ballplayer in the summertime. Anyway, he had a uniform and was allowed to travel with the team.”

		Undaunted, through the course of the next few paragraphs Berg offers up the fact that the word “league” is derived from the same Latin root that gives us the word “ligature,” discusses the Basque, Magyar, and Finno-Ugric roots of modern diction, explains that the Canary Islands are not named after canaries but “are really the Dog Islands, from ‘canis’ in Latin,” and drops in Jacob Grimm, the German philologist, as well. The controversial goal problem remains unresolved.

		“Professor Berg” proved irresistible to many sportswriters, and while none gilded him with prose as witty as Kieran’s, the Berg that appeared in columns and features around the country during his life and afterward was a consistent, recognizable character.

		Berg was a voracious reader, and journalists, naturally, liked that, especially when they caught sight of the tomes he was hauling around the American League with him to complement his copy of their newspaper. “What’s the book?” Berg was asked by a writer one day in the Washington Senators clubhouse. “ ‘Oh, just a little thing I picked up in England,’ he answered nonchalantly, heaving the volume to an adjacent table. ‘Not very deep reading, but it’s interesting,’ he added deprecatingly. The volume was titled Ancient Law: Its Connection with the Early History of Society and Its Relation to Modern Ideas.”

		Berg also enjoyed talking, and in many tongues, another endless source of editorial delight. “Movius Berg Homo Eruditissimus Est / With a Gift of Languages He Is Blest” was the headline for John Drohan’s May 23, 1935, column in the Boston Traveler, a mock screed charging Berg with “having too much education.”

		“ ‘Nobody can have too much,’ replied the illustrious Berg, as he gently perspired in the Red Sox dugout.” Drohan takes it upon himself to investigate how much is too much. “Having studied cologne bottles, we decided to try out our French on him.

		“ ‘Comment vous portez-vous?’

		“ ‘Ça va bien, merci,’ rejoined Berg. (Maybe he was calling us names. We wouldn’t know.)” After Berg passes a similarly taxing Spanish test, Drohan calls upon outfielder Edmund “Bing” Miller to “put a stop to this nonsense by giving him some of that Iowa German by gargling, ‘Wie geht es Ihnen?’

		“Without so much as the quiver of an eyelash, Berg replied, ‘Sehr gut, mein Herr.’ ” Drohan adds Hungarian and Italian to Berg’s tally before confiding that the player some of his teammates call “Lingwee” is now learning Gaelic. That won’t take long, he thinks, if Berg’s Japanese study is any indication; on his trip to Japan the previous year Berg “picked up the Japanese language so well in three weeks, he could speak it like a native.” Other Drohan disclosures include Berg’s conversational Greek—he’s a marvel in coffee shops—his preference for baseball over his off-season job as a lawyer at “one of the largest firms in lower Manhattan,” a fondness for movies, and a bug for travel; Berg has just been to Russia, where he was arrested six times in a matter of weeks for making films without permission.

		Berg spent his summer afternoons at the ballpark, but at other times he could turn up anywhere. Frank Yeutter in the December 17, 1938, Philadelphia Bulletin portrays a Berg who is as comfortable with aristocrats as he is with infielders. “The other night in New York, while thousands waited to hear Anthony Eden, former British foreign minister, talk on foreign affairs, shortly after his arrival, the dapper British diplomat was chatting with a baseball player.

		“The player was Morris Berg, of the Boston Red Sox, otherwise Moe, a graduate of Princeton who later studied at the Sorbonne in Paris and Heidelberg in Germany. Moe’s forte is Oriental languages and he reads them as a hobby. While Mr. Eden was adjusting his white tie, Moe lounged in a chair in his room discussing certain Sanskrit verb forms.” Just why he was in Eden’s room to begin with is left unexplained.

		In 1938, there was a new dimension. It was all Kieran’s doing. Kieran was one of the regulars on the popular radio program “Information, Please!”—the intellectual’s quiz show. New Yorker magazine literary critic Clifton Fadiman sought to stump a panel of learned experts—Kieran, Franklin P. Adams, Oscar Levant, and a special guest—with questions on arcane subjects sent in by the listening public. At Kieran’s suggestion, Berg appeared as the guest panelist in early 1938. He performed superbly. The sporting press was ecstatic, and Berg spent much of the following summer seated in the dugout, answering trivia questions. The transcripts of those sessions, of course, became columns.

		In 1942, Berg abruptly retired from the Red Sox and accepted a position offered him by Nelson Rockefeller, the coordinator of the Office of Inter-American Affairs. The OIAA was responsible for maintaining friendly relations between the U.S. and its Central and South American neighbors during the Second World War. Berg was to be a goodwill ambassador. Baseball and brains meshed triumphantly with jingoism on sports pages from Chattanooga to New York. In a column headlined “Dodgers Cheer As Their Brain Joins Uncle Sam,” Joe Williams of the New York World-Telegram wrote that “this is no empty title, no empty assignment. It’s a job Moe Berg, the veteran catcher, can perform as competently and diplomatically as any man in the country.”

		Berg spent the first part of 1943 working for Rockefeller before signing on with the OSS. He returned to Newark in 1946, and for the next twenty-five years was a habitué of New York ballparks, where he watched several dozen games each summer, often from a seat in the press box. What Berg was doing for a living was anyone’s guess. For such a raconteur, he had always been extremely reserved. There was something forbidding about him. People sensed that this was a person you didn’t push. Cajoling the “man in the black suit,” as Francis Stann of the Washington Star called him, wouldn’t have worked anyway. To those who wondered aloud about his work for the OSS or about his life after baseball, Berg only put a finger to his lips and issued a sibilant rebuke. Most didn’t ask, though. There were rumors that Berg was a CIA agent, and any fool knew that discussing that kind of work was verboten.

		Talking baseball was another matter. Berg never tired of that. And so he remained a popular subject for sportswriters for all the usual reasons. When, for instance, a United Press International reporter asked him about George Scott, a hulking Red Sox rookie in 1966, Berg replied, “I believe there are fortunes to be made by the contractors who replace the walls he will tear down by the force of the baseballs he will hit.” Berg, said the UPI writer, knows Sanskrit but “he gets a bigger kick out of George (The Great) Scott.”

		It all did make for wonderful reading, and there were crumbs of truth in every story, yet the jolly world of Professor Berg was false at the center. This was not the man, it was caricature on a grand scale. Which didn’t bother Berg. In fact, he encouraged the burlesque and guided the creation of this shimmering distortion. By cloaking himself in the quirky adventures of Professor Berg, he carefully obscured the real Moe Berg. Behind the prop stood something quite different. Berg’s was a life of abiding strangeness. The secret world of Moe Berg was charming and seamy, vivid and unsettling, wonderful and sad. And unlike the caricature, it was resonant with ambiguity.
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		Youth: Runt Wolfe

		When Bernard Berg left behind the tiny Ukrainian village of Kippinya in 1894, and headed west, no doubt he hoped for prosperity. But it’s also true that he was on the run. It wasn’t easy for the slim young accountant with the thick hedge of mustache and dark brown eyes to part from Rose Tashker. Rose came from a nearby town in the Kamenets-Podolski region of the Ukraine, along the Bug River not far from Romania. Her father worked as the accountant for a Prince Krapinsky, who had a vodka distillery and other holdings there. Rose was beautiful, she was mellow, and she had agreed to marry Bernard. All his life, however, Bernard Berg’s ethical sensibilities attenuated any conflicting strains of sentiment, and leaving Kippinya was a moral decision. Kippinya was entirely populated by Jews, a place where the laws and superstitions of Eastern European Judaism permeated every moment of a man’s day. Bernard Berg could not abide such complete deference to faith. What to others was a comfort and a fillip was to him a burden. And so, promising Rose he’d send for her when he was settled, he left Kippinya behind. Another of Rose’s virtues was patience. It would be two years before she saw Bernard again.

		He traveled first to the U.S., didn’t like what he saw and went to England, where he’d heard that citizenship would be granted to anyone volunteering for service in the Boer War. Upon arrival in London, he was told he was too late. The offer had been rescinded four days earlier. So Bernard went down to the docks, found a New York-bound freighter, and shipped out, earning his passage back across the Atlantic by shoveling coal in the engine room.

		In New York, Bernard took an ironing job in a Ludlow Street laundry on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Like most streets in the neighborhood, Ludlow was a narrow channel lined with walk-up tenement apartment buildings and stables. Small shops selling everything from fresh matzo to salt herring spilled onto the sidewalks, while a chaos of pushcarts, horses, and shoppers wheedling for bargains in plangent Yiddish clogged the street. It was New York, but it was also very familiar. Bernard had no intentions of staying in the Jewish ghetto and began to put away money. When Rose joined him in 1896, he was running his own laundry and taking evening classes at the New York College of Pharmacy. During the day, he propped open his textbooks on a washboard as he pushed the heavy black iron across shirts. Bernard learned without any apparent strain. Before reaching New York he had taught himself to read English, French, and German, which meant that, also including Yiddish, Hebrew, and Russian, he could now understand six languages. Once he was settled in New York, he learned very quickly to speak acceptable English. After that, he did his best never to speak Yiddish again, and banned it from his home.

		Between 1898 and 1902, Rose and Bernard had three children. A son, Samuel, came first, born in a room at the back of the laundry. A daughter, Ethel, followed in 1900, and then another son, Morris, two years after that. By this time Bernard had sold the laundry and begun clerking at an uptown pharmacy. The family had moved north, to a cold-water tenement not far from the Polo Grounds on 121st Street in Harlem, by March 2, 1902, when Morris was born. He was immediately and forever called Moe, a slim appellation that from the start belied his husky stature: Moe Berg was a twelve-pound baby.

		Rose Berg crocheted beautifully, spending days on pieces of handwork that were later exhibited in museums. Her youngest son hadn’t the same patience and could be a capricious child. At three and a half, he begged his mother to let him start school, “like Sam and Eth.” His aunt Sophie overheard. “Dress that boy and send him to school,” Sophie told her sister-in-law. Moe wore a suit with short pants, a white shirt with a starched collar clasped high at the neck, stockings, and leather shoes laced well up the calf. The laces took his mother a while to fasten. When she was finished, off he went.

		By 1906 Bernard had bought a pharmacy on Warren Street in West Newark, operated it there until 1910, and then purchased a building at 92 South Thirteenth Street, on the corner of Ninth Avenue; this was the Roseville section of Newark, not far from West Orange, and very close to Bernard Berg’s notion of perfection. Roseville had good schools, middle-class residents, and very few Jews. He would work there, and the family would live in an apartment above the pharmacy, until he died.

		When the Bergs arrived in Newark, it was a raucous place. “The city of Newark is undergoing the most astonishing changes in its history,” said Newark mayor Henry M. Doremus in his 1907 address to the city. Between 1870 and 1910, 250,000 immigrants, including 40,000 Jews—or Hebrews, as the Board of Trade referred to them—poured into the self-described “Workshop of the Nation,” leading the city’s historian Frank John Urquhart to marvel in 1913 that “it is to be doubted if more than a few hundred who can trace their lineage back to the founders still remain in Newark.” The Germans and the Irish had come first, followed by Italians, Hungarians, Romanians, Poles, and Russians. “Here the natives of every country under the sun have found and are finding a conjenial [sic] home,” declared a pamphlet published by the city. If there was anything truly congenial about life in rough, hard-nosed immigrant neighborhoods, where the stench of the Passaic River floated over teeming streets, it was the abundant supply of jobs. Antebellum Newark, a city of not quite 350,000 people, had over 2,200 factories, 11 miles of industrial wharfs, 14 freight yards, and ambitious city fathers who sponsored a near surfeit of public works projects, including a railroad tunnel under the Hudson River to Manhattan, parks, hospitals, paved streets, gas lights, trolley lines, 19 new schools between 1908 and 1912, and even, in 1909, a Newark museum.

		It was also a city of self-contained neighborhoods. Most of Newark’s 21,000 recent Russian immigrants crowded onto and around Prince Street, the Newark version of New York’s famous Hester Street, but Bernard Berg no longer required the whiff of the old country that kept many immigrants clinging to the slums. By moving to the Christian, middle-class neighborhood of Roseville, he was dispensing with his past and savoring the self-determination he’d come looking for in America. The Bergs weren’t wealthy and they never would be, yet without question Bernard had elevated them.

		Once known as Boiling Spring, Roseville was renamed for James Rowe, a stubborn Irish dairy farmer who refused to sell his land to the city until someone thought to grease his vanity with nomenclature. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Roseville was a pretty neighborhood. People went to their jobs, kept up their property, and sat on their stoops in the evening, talking with the family. As the owner of a pharmacy, Bernard was at once chemist and physician. Customers would come into the store and describe their own or their child’s symptoms. If things sounded serious, they were told to see a doctor. Otherwise, Bernard treated the affliction himself. For constipation, he’d put a spoonful of castor oil in a root beer soda, with instructions to drink it up and go straight home without any stops. When a prescription was called for, he went to the rear of the store and ground up the compound in his mortar with a pestle. Over time, people came to trust him, and the drugstore prospered to the point where it became the locus of neighborhood activity. Women sat together gossiping on the long bench near the front door, teenagers ate banana splits and egg creams at the soda fountain, and children came in for penny candy, unlacing their high leather shoes to fish change from their socks. There was a scale where you could weigh yourself, cosmetics and school supplies for sale, and a wooden telephone booth.

		Bernard worked fifteen hours a day, seven days a week. His family communicated with him from the upstairs apartment through a speaking tube. When she wasn’t cooking, bringing down Bernard’s meals from upstairs, washing laundry, or scrubbing her immaculate floors, Rose sat behind the store counter, making change and crocheting. General opinion had it that the Bergs were a little strange. Bernard was rumored to be a semi-Communist, and some people wondered about a Jewish family that never went to temple. Still, they were well liked. For one thing, Bernard often didn’t charge poor families for prescriptions.

		“They were so friendly and accommodating,” remembers Eugenia O’Connor, who grew up buying two-cent ice-cream cones from the Bergs. “They were old world people from the other side who seemed so grateful to be here. They were trying to be Americans, to blend right in. They weren’t greedy.”

		No, they weren’t. They were ambitious. If Bernard had put his children to work for him, that might have suggested a man interested in swollen profits. Yet, he didn’t do that. Instead, he encouraged them to study. The only times a Berg child was asked to spend any time in the pharmacy were the occasional interludes when Sam pulled out his harmonica. When that happened, he was sent downstairs to play inside the wooden telephone booth.

		THE REPORT CARDS Berg brought home from the South Eighth Street public school complained that he sang off key. His parents could overlook this peccadillo, though, because otherwise he was a seamless student. Knowledge came easily and stayed with him, all of it. Moe Berg had a photographic memory. On days when they confronted an unresponsive classroom, Berg’s teachers took to dealing with the languor by calling on him. “Moe, get up,” they would say, and he could be relied upon to rise to his feet and hold forth on the subject of the moment in the low, deliberate way in which he spoke. With his large head, thatch of black hair, soft olive complexion, wistful eyes, and serious mien, he was the sort of child friends of his mother’s would have referred to as “that wonderful little boy.”

		Even as a toddler, he loved a game of catch, badgering Sam to toss an apple or an orange with him. A few years later, another favorite companion was patrolman Hibler, who lived across the street from the Bergs in Newark and could sometimes be diverted from his travels around the neighborhood. Hibler was brawny inside his brass-buttoned policeman’s uniform, and fastidious. Carefully he would set aside his derby and then sweat like a thresher as Berg, standing one manhole—twenty feet—down the street, yelled, “Harder, Mr. Hibler! Harder!” When there was nobody around to play with, Berg collected the baseball cards that were sold in cigarette packages—he didn’t ever smoke—and taught himself to juggle three apples. He tried juggling with raw eggs, too, but only once.

		Frederick Law Olmsted’s lush, winding Branch Brook Park, with its famous bust of Mendelssohn, wasn’t far from Berg’s house, but he preferred the sandlots. Roseville, still converting from farmland into a residential neighborhood, was full of open spaces. Although baseball players in Roseville had to compete for the grassy tracts with hurling and cricket matches, there was usually just baseball on the vacant lots at North Eleventh Street and Sixth Avenue. Boys would play all day there, and then sometimes set up a gypsy kettle over a fire to cook molasses candy. An empty lot on South Fifteenth Street was another popular makeshift diamond. The land had once belonged to an Italian farmer, and around the neighborhood, the word once the crocuses were purple was “Meet you at the Guinea Farm.” Moe usually played there. Sure hands compensated for the fact that, growing up, he was small for his age. Berg was an excellent fielder always, and fearless. When anyone called him a “Christkiller,” he wasn’t slow with his fists, either.

		From the first, baseball made him very happy. Berg couldn’t get enough of the game. He would spend a generous share of his life inside ballparks. He felt comfortable, truly at ease, on the field or in the stands. The famous old New York Giants pitcher “Iron” Joe McGinnity ended his career with the Newark Indians of the International League, and some of the best days of Moe’s childhood were spent seated beside Sam at Weidenmeyer Park, watching the Irishman, then in his early forties, try to nudge his faded fastball past a bunch of teenagers.

		On many spring evenings, Moe would creep out of the house with his glove when Bernard would have preferred him to be studying. Over time, Moe grew brazen about it. His father, who knew nothing about American sports, wondered aloud to some of his neighbors whether baseball was a sordid influence on his son. Yet if he thought about it, Bernard had to admit that nothing kept Berg away from school. Once Berg challenged his father to a race from the front of the store to the rear. Bernard would go straight through, while Moe would run around the building. A coal chute had been left outside leaning against the side of the house, and Moe collided with it, tearing cuts up his leg. He insisted upon going to school the next day, and he did, in a wheelbarrow.

		Founded in 1838, Barringer High School was the nation’s third oldest free public high school, and probably Newark’s best. By the time he graduated from high school, in 1918 at the age of sixteen, Berg had been awarded a stack of certificates for “attendance,” “deportment,” and “diligent attention to study.” His classmates voted him “Brightest Boy.” He studied Latin and Greek, was awarded a French medal, visited his friend John Jennings every day when Jennings had polio, worked a summer in the shipyards, played basketball, and made his first headlines as a baseball player.

		In an article entitled “Here Are the Stars,” the Newark Star-Eagle selected a nine-man “dream team” for 1918, drawn from the city’s best prep and public high school baseball players. “Third base on the mythical team is taken care of by Berg of Barringer,” said the newspaper. “If size were to count in choosing this team, Berg probably would have been overlooked when it came down to a choice for ‘substitute water carrier.’

		“But Berg, in spite of his four feet and some odd inches, is a crackerjack in scooping them up around the dangerous corner. He has an arm like a whip and is a steady batter.” In the three years Berg played for Barringer varsity coach “Chief” Broadhead, Berg never once made a throwing error.

		Yet for all his accomplishments, he was not a school sensation at Barringer. In part, this was a function of personality. In the high school yearbook, The Acropolis, under Berg’s class photo, appeared a quatrain:

		
			There is a boy who is a star,

			Now this might seem quite queer;

			Though Morris Berg is smart, you know,

			It’s not known when he’s near.

		

		It went further than being withdrawn, however. Barringer was the first of the series of institutions Moe Berg joined during his life where his religion made him unusual. At Barringer, most of his classmates were either poor East Side Italian Catholics or rich Protestants from Forest Hills. Moe saw wealth and he saw misery at Barringer, but he didn’t see many Jews, and that’s how Bernard wanted it.

		There were no bar mitzvahs, no confirmations, no formal introduction to Judaism of any sort for Bernard Berg’s children. But they were Jews, of course, and religion affected them in different ways. Sam was full of conflict. Following his father, he would write late in his life that “to be polite, religion is a bunch of equine droppings.” A year before he died, he seemed to soften, writing, “Moe, as Ethel and I, returned to our Jewish faith always, though not to the extent of observing orthodox Judaism. We did not flaunt it, though we were proud of our heritage.” As a grown woman, Ethel solicited advice from a local rabbi and developed an interest in Israel, which she visited. Moe Berg generally made it his policy to distance himself from the religion, a practice he began as a boy, when he adopted the slightly less ethnic pseudonym Runt Wolfe and joined the Roseville Methodist Episcopal Church baseball team. He also spent a lot of time with John Jennings, whose family was Catholic. The Jenningses annually invited Berg over to help trim their Christmas tree, and he sometimes accompanied them to Mass. He particularly liked the midnight service on Christmas Eve. Afterward, he went home with the Jenningses for a breakfast feast. All his life, Moe would enjoy attending an occasional Sunday service, but it was pleasure of an aesthetic or even recreational variety, rather than any stirrings of Christian faith.

		His early interest in the Hebrew language was similarly secular. Moe liked languages, and one day he asked his father how he could learn some Hebrew. “Go see the rabbi,” Bernard told him. Moe did so and reported back, “The rabbi’s talking to me about religion. I want to learn Hebrew.”

		“Okay,” said Bernard. “Sit down.” And he taught Berg himself.

	
		3

		The Stiff Collar

		Most of the 211 members of the Princeton Class of 1923 were the children of wealthy Christians, prep-school graduates who began a typical college morning reading the New York Times, later lunched at an eating club, and finished their day with tie loosened and sleeves folded to the elbow, puffing on a pipe and playing bridge. On weekends they went to football games, perhaps a dance in the evening, and definitely chapel every other Sunday. For Princeton students, attendance at services every other week was mandatory.

		It was a little different to be the Newark-bred son of immigrants and “a Hebrew,” as the Class of 1923 yearbook would describe Moe Berg beneath his senior photograph. Berg was never exactly sure how he felt about Princeton. Years later, as an adult, when he talked about college with his friend Ted Sanger, also a Princeton graduate, his classmates were “all those conservative so and sos.” Yet when Jimmy Breslin, a raffish young newspaperman with whom Berg drank Bloody Marys in blowsy New York City bars in the 1950s, would say “to hell with those stuffy bastards,” Berg would be horrified and admonish him, exclaiming, “Oh, no! That’s where you learn to be truly liberal.” Berg found Princeton immensely appealing, but it made him wary as well.

		The shortstop on a Princeton baseball team that won eighteen consecutive games during his senior year was also a scholar of distinction, a modern languages major who graduated twenty-fourth in his class. But his notoriety didn’t go much beyond recognition. Nobody at Princeton could honestly claim that they knew him. They knew things about him, that he took copious notes, never carried any books but was always prepared for classes, wore hair tonic, maybe even that he sent his laundry home to his mother in Newark for washing. But he had no intimate friends or even close ones, and he divulged almost nothing about himself to anyone.

		After graduating from Barringer High School in the spring of 1918, Berg had entered New York University the following fall at age sixteen. He spent two semesters there, and played basketball and baseball. His NYU transcript is unavailable, but it must have sparkled, because when Berg sent it along with his application to Princeton, he was accepted and enrolled as a freshman in September 1919. He didn’t glance back, never mentioning his year at NYU in conversation or acknowledging that he’d been there on either job or government service applications. He presented himself exclusively as a Princeton man, and that is how the world knew him.

		Princeton was a country village in 1920, known affectionately as the University in the Jungle. The isolation and the absence of women made the school’s social institutions loom prominent for all but the most detached students. Bicker, the competition to be among the 60 percent of each class chosen for membership in one of the eighteen eating clubs in the sprawling mansions along Prospect Street, lent intrigue and some hoopla to a sedate setting. This Princeton was largely a hermetic society that thrived on pedigree and rewarded reputations established at prep schools like Andover, Choate, and Lawrenceville. It was a Princeton Berg never penetrated.

		He didn’t really have any choice. At the school F. Scott Fitzgerald fondly described as “lazy and good looking and aristocratic,” there were very few men with names that ended in “berg” or “stein.” “I’d say he was a loner,” said Berg’s classmate and double play partner on the baseball team, Crossan Cooper. “He had very few intimate friends. There weren’t many Jewish people at Princeton. As a group they were kind of looked down upon.” Howard Baer, a Jewish member of the Class of 1924, who joined the Cloister Inn, says he felt that he “led a double life there. I was the only Jewish guy in my class that made a club. I was living in two worlds, but it wasn’t easy.” Religious discrimination at the college was so strong that one of Berg’s Jewish classmates pretended to be a Christian. After graduation, when he revealed the truth, “his standing suffered an eclipse,” according to Don Griffin, Class of 1923.

		Berg’s situation was much like that of Robert Cohn, the Jewish middleweight boxing champion in The Sun Also Rises, of whom Hemingway writes, “No one had ever made him feel he was a Jew, and hence any different from anybody else, until he went to Princeton.” Princeton, like Barringer, made Berg aware that he was branded with the mark of a faith he had been raised to resist. Yet Berg made no attempt to hide his Jewishness. When a group of Jewish students decided to hold Friday night services, Berg was asked to preside. Baer says Berg readily agreed. It wasn’t that prejudice was making a believer of him, though. The services were a ruse. Mandatory biweekly attendance at chapel and the absence of Sunday morning rail service from New York and Philadelphia to Princeton meant that, half the time, it was impossible to flee campus for a weekend in the city. But for students who were not Christians, an exception was made. “The weekend problem,” says Baer, “was solved!”

		Berg was the rare Jew invited to join an eating club. Yet the offer came with a caveat: he was welcome so long as he did not press for the admission of any other Jews. Berg declined. His cousin Elizabeth Shames remembers Berg describing the situation. “When his name was coming up, he left campus and went home,” she says. “I said, why? He said you had to be there for your name to come up. He said, ‘I was too proud of being a Jew to allow them to bandy my name about.’ He said this with intensity.”

		The Princeton where Berg felt comfortable was the Princeton that stood as one of the nation’s best academic institutions. To other students, he seemed a little shy. “He was not unfriendly,” says Griffin. “He had a certain reserve about him, but he was extremely courteous. There was never a time when he didn’t regard traditions. But he was so devoted to scholarship and his interest in languages that he didn’t have time for the life of the campus.”

		Berg was a superior student. Foreign languages were what interested him, and by the time he received his B.A. degree, magna cum laude in modern languages, he had studied seven of them at Princeton: Latin, Greek, French, Spanish, Italian, German, and Sanskrit. He did well with each, except during an unaccountably moribund second junior semester, when he nearly failed German and dropped Spanish. To that point, both had come easily to him, so perhaps his mind was elsewhere. He impressed some of the university’s finest instructors—Christian Gauss, his adviser, who taught him the French romantics; J. Duncan Spaeth, the famous Shakespeare lecturer; the classics professor Edmund Robbins; and especially Harold Bender, the chairman of the Department of Oriental Languages and Literatures, who offered courses in German, Sanskrit, and linguistic science.

		Developing his lifelong zest for eclectic knowledge, Berg found himself engaged by all manner of subjects, from the satires of Juvenal and Dryden to economic conditions in eighteenth-century France to Petrarch’s sonnets to Boccaccio’s Decameron, and mathematics, philosophy, and biology besides. He didn’t enroll in the last, but he attended lectures on the side, because his brother, Sam, studying medicine in New York City, “told me to.”

		His moods varied. As a junior, during exams, he complained in a terse letter home that the work was “hard.” He could also be testy with himself, writing elsewhere, “I am a great procrastinator and it will get me into trouble some day.” At other times, however, he sounded pluckier. To his family he declared, “I’m feeling fine and rather ambitious now. My studies take up most of my time, but I find enough leisure moments to play ball.” Berg’s letters home were littered with descriptions of courses, critiques of professors, and classroom bon mots. He traveled to football games in New Haven, attended the Triangle cabaret show, occasionally went home to Newark for dinner with the family, joined the Whig Hall debating society, and played in the class baseball championships.

		Bernard Berg still wasn’t interested in baseball, and he thought it high time for his son to put away his childish things. But Moe Berg was more drawn to sports than ever, and couldn’t resist saying so. Thus he regaled a man who’d grown up walking through the fields outside a small Ukrainian country village with tales of the Princeton football team’s heartbreaking loss to Navy—“an example of how much our opponents like to beat us.” Not only had Bernard raised a partisan Princetonian, his son was also developing into the best baseball player in the school’s history.

		Berg played basketball during his first three winters at Princeton. He was, of course, a fine athlete, and had grown. He had filled out to a willowy six foot one, so he handled himself adequately, but it was in the spring that he excelled. As a freshman, he played first base on an undefeated team. The following spring he became the varsity shortstop, starting every game there for the Tigers over the next three years. The Princeton coach was Bill “Boileryard” Clarke, a witty, profane man who’d played with John McGraw and Wilbert Robinson on the hardscrabble Baltimore Oriole teams of the mid-1890s. Clarke told Berg that he ran so slowly that he’d “get to first base just as fast wearing snowshoes,” and the coach was right; Berg was a hopeless plodder. He compensated in the field, though, with a strong, accurate throwing arm and with what can only be called sound baseball instincts. The best infielders sense the path of the ball before it is struck, and Berg did that. Howard Baer, a lifelong baseball enthusiast, remembers Berg in a game against Yale, floating into shallow left field, behind the third baseman, to spear a line drive as “one of the two greatest plays I’ve ever seen.” The other was Enos Slaughter’s famous sprint home from first on a single in the 1946 World Series.

		Never a powerful hitter, at first Moe Berg was not even a particularly good one. He batted .235 as a sophomore, hit .230 the next year, and then, as a senior, he emerged as something special. His batting average was .337, and the more rigorous the competition, the better he played. In Princeton’s five games that year against Harvard and Yale, he batted .611, including hitting a ringing home run against the Elis. When Princeton pitcher Charlie Caldwell took on Holy Cross and the future Detroit Tigers righthanded pitcher Ownie Carroll, Berg doubled and scored the game’s only run, handing Carroll one of the two defeats he would suffer as a collegian. For one of the games against Harvard, Brooklyn Dodgers manager Wilbert Robinson sent his ace pitcher, the spitballer Burleigh Grimes, out to Princeton to look over a Princeton pitcher. Grimes returned to Brooklyn afterward to tell Robinson that the pitcher wasn’t much, but that the Tigers had some shortstop.

		Berg’s happiest moments at Princeton were on the baseball field. In addition to the actual play itself, he tutored teammates struggling with their studies and, with Crossan Cooper, the Princeton second baseman during Berg’s senior year, he devised a cunning system of communication. When an opposing runner was on second base, they disguised their intentions by yelling back and forth to each other in Latin. As he grew older, Berg was quick to tout baseball’s democratic charms. To him baseball was “the great leveller,” a green field in the spring where men of every height, breadth, shade, and creed were joined in harmonious competition. Skill and nothing else made you special. In this way as well, he resembled Robert Cohn. Success as a college athlete was crucial to both of them. Like Cohn, Berg found that sport helped him “to counteract the feeling of inferiority and shyness he had felt on being treated as a Jew at Princeton.”

		During vacations Berg took odd jobs, like delivering mail. His most satisfying employment experience came in the summer of 1921, when he went north to Bristol, New Hampshire, to be a counselor at Camp Wah-Kee-Nah on Lake Newfound.

		Most of the boys at Wah-Kee-Nah were Jewish, and they adored their counselor, the Princeton shortstop—at least according to that counselor. “There isn’t a boy in this camp who doesn’t jump with glee to play ball with me and I make it a point to teach them something new every day,” Berg wrote to his father in July. Some of these lessons were imparted during the Sunday morning games Berg and the other counselors played against the children. “Every Sunday morning I hit one, a long one, out in the left field bushes for the edification of the boys,” he wrote. And then a sudden moment later, in the same letter, a fleeting moment of introspection unfurled like a breaker. “Pa,” he continued. “I’m surely enjoying this, probably mostly because it’s a novelty for me but mostly [sic] because it’s what I like most of all, the open country air with unprejudiced boys for real companions and none of the stiff-collar conventions or proprieties of the city and especially because I’m being paid for what is easy for me and appreciated.” The “city” was a euphemism. It was at Princeton where he’d met discrimination dressed up in a stiff collar.

		Happy as he said he was, to others Berg appeared a dour figure. Monroe Karasik, a camper when Berg worked at Wah-Kee-Nah, remembers that Berg was the only counselor who had an electric lamp installed over his bed. “The rumor was that he had to memorize Dante’s Divine Comedy,” says Karasik. “Most campers said that was kind of peculiar, because Moe rarely smiled.” Whether he was reading Dante or not, Berg was definitely studying Hebrew again. A Palestinian Ph.D. named Dr. Bassan was on hand at the camp, and Berg solicited lessons from him every day after lunch while the campers were having their rest period.

		Back at Princeton for his final year, he was more of a success than ever. In the classroom, he received his highest marks, and New Jersey sportswriters took note of his skill as a ballplayer. “Berg to Pass Out of Princeton This Week with Fine Record in Classes and Afield,” headlined the Newark News in a story that went on to applaud “one of the finest baseball careers in collegiate ranks.” On June 19, his graduation day, Berg was photographed seated at the Princeton sundial. Dressed in a well-cut suit, his trousers creased, shoes gleaming, and thick hair combed smooth, he had matured into a dashing man. But posed there at the sundial he looked glum. The truth was that Berg’s time at Princeton seemed to him to have been carpeted with rejection. He’d been voted neither baseball captain nor into Phi Beta Kappa, two honors that he might well have felt he merited. His marginal standing amidst his peers was reinforced for him one more time with the publication of “The Class and Its Opinions,” a collection of senior plaudits. Berg received 2 votes for “Most Brilliant” (the winner had 37), and not a single tally in any of the 41 other categories, among them “Best All-Around Athlete,” “Most Scholarly,” and, predictably, “Most Representative Princetonian.”

		While no student in the Class of 1923 thought Berg “Most Likely to Succeed,” his professors were more optimistic. On June 26, despite a Berg single and double in four at bats to complement several marvelous plays at shortstop, Yale beat Princeton 5–1 at Yankee Stadium to win the Big Three title. Princeton finished the season 21–4. The next day Edmund Robbins, Berg’s classics professor, addressed a brief note to him, which concluded, “I congratulate you on the [baseball] record you made—and your record in scholarship as well. You have had the finest spirit that Princeton can show—all the time—and I am proud of you.” The modern languages department did that one better, offering him a teaching post. Berg thought not. He intended, eventually, to go to law school, his father’s wish, but first, what he really hoped to do was to spend some time in the places where people spoke those many languages he’d been learning. He was best at French, and wanted badly to see Paris, Versailles, and Provence. It would cost money to cross the ocean and enroll in a foreign university but, fortunately, a high-salaried summer job was waiting for him in Brooklyn.

		IN 1923, NEW York City’s two National League baseball franchises were both managed by those illustrious former teammates of Princeton coach Clarke. John McGraw of the New York Giants and Wilbert Robinson of the Brooklyn Robins (soon to be called the Dodgers) both knew all about Berg, and both wanted him. They liked his elegant play at shortstop, and they liked his blood. New York City had a huge Jewish population, and the team that could sign on a talented Jewish ballplayer would have quite a drawing card on its hands.

		McGraw was especially keen. Despite being a first-place team on its way toward winning the National League pennant, the Giants weren’t selling tickets. Attendance at the Polo Grounds was off 130,000 from the previous season. The shrewd manager began confiding his efforts to “land a prospect of Jewish blood” to reporters. But McGraw, nicknamed “Little Napoleon,” was a domineering, abrasive man. Robinson was the opposite, a jolly, rubicund sort known generally as “Uncle Robbie.” Robinson had one more thing besides temperament going for him in Berg’s mind: a mediocre team. Berg wanted to play, and he thought the Robins would give him the chance sooner. Brooklyn was thin at shortstop, while McGraw had two future Hall of Famers at the position, Dave “Beauty” Bancroft, the veteran team captain, and Travis Jackson, lean, quick, and a year younger than Berg.

		Berg was hesitant. Perhaps he ought to listen to his father, dispense with games, and begin law school. But he loved baseball. Berg had met Dutch Carter, a former Yale pitcher who spurned the big leagues for law school, and it was Carter who made up his mind for him. “Take the baseball career,” Carter advised. “The law can wait. When I was your age, I had a chance to pitch in the National League. But my family looked down on professional sports and vehemently opposed my accepting. I’ve always been sorry I listened to them, because it’s made me a frustrated man. Don’t you become frustrated. At least give it a try.”

		On June 27, the day after his heroics at Yankee Stadium, Berg exchanged his orange and black Princeton jersey and knickers for the blue and white flannel of Brooklyn. “The check they offered me for signing [$5,000] wasn’t hard to take,” Berg would say years later. For three months’ work, the check was his independence. The money bought him his first trip abroad, and it let him postpone decisions about his career.

		During his life Berg would go back to Princeton at frequent intervals to visit friends in the science community, to read books and newspapers in Firestone Library, and to watch football games. He never once attended a Class of 1923 reunion, but as an old man, he did like to settle himself under the afternoon sun in the bleachers during varsity baseball practice. Sometimes the players would invite him out for a meal afterward, and he would go, gladly, and regale them with baseball stories. Some of the younger players thought he sounded wistful.
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