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INTRODUCTION
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To a small boy, the name alone—Hank Greenberg—was magical, larger than life, like that of some storybook character. And yet he was a historical figure who seemed rather out of date when I was growing up in Chicago in the late 1940s; his was a name more suited to a past time, a past America. The paradox, though, was that Greenberg’s having been a baseball player gave him a contemporary status. After all, there is nothing more current than the records, anecdotes, and memories of yesterday’s baseball heroes. Unless it is those of today’s. It is a strange thing about baseball: The stories are handed down the way that Homer’s stories of legendary figures in battles with a one-eyed monster or a Trojan horse once were passed down.

I remember my Uncle Julius talking about Hank Greenberg, not just as a baseball player, not just as a prominent or highly visible Jew, but as a symbol, a beacon. And more: Greenberg, one of the all-time great home-run hitters, carried with him the burden of the historical Jews, facing great odds against injustice and hatred, and withstanding it all not only to survive, but to prevail.

My Uncle Julius told me how, in 1938, Greenberg had hit 58 home runs with about a week to go in the season. He needed only two more to tie and three to break Babe Ruth’s record for most home runs in a single season—even then, probably the most revered record in sports. And “they” didn’t pitch to him, because Greenberg was a Jew, said Uncle Julius, fostering the legend.

These were the stories I heard when I began following baseball in 1948.

It happened that Greenberg retired as a baseball player in 1947, the year before my cultural awakening, so I had no personal sense of him as a ballplayer. I never even collected a baseball card with his picture on it.

My Uncle Julius was born in Russia around the turn of the century, came to America with my grandparents as a boy, had lived in Chicago, and became a baseball fan. Not a rabid fan—I doubt he ever went to a ball game—but he knew the names and followed, somewhat, the pennant races. And, beyond that, he had an eye—an experienced eye, to be sure—for anti-Semitism in sports, as he had found anti-Semitism on the streets of Chicago, particularly in fights with “the goyim” on the other side of Roosevelt Road, on the West Side of Chicago.

He hated the Cubs, even though I was growing up a Cub fan, as were most of my friends. Uncle Julius said the Cubs were anti-Semites. There were no Jews on the Cubs, were there? Frankly, I didn’t know. (Later I’d find out that there were very few Jews in baseball, period. The Cubs had, for the most part, no more or fewer Jews than any other teams.) He also considered them Jew-baiters, and may have got that right. In the 1935 World Series, the Cubs hurled such vicious racial remarks at Greenberg that the plate umpire had to stop the action, go to the Cub dugout, and warn some players that he’d throw them out of the game if they didn’t stop. I also learned later that bench jockeying, the most personal kind of bench jockeying, was a standard part of baseball, and epithets were hurled whenever one side thought it might find a weakness in the possibly thin skin of an opposing player.

The White Sox, in Chicago, had had a few obscure Jewish players when my Uncle Julius had become a fan. Moe Berg was one. Berg was an extraordinary man who had earned a bachelor’s degree from Princeton and a law degree from Columbia and was a spy during World War II for the American forces. It was said that Berg knew ten languages but couldn’t hit in any of them. In later years, when I visited the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, I saw a photograph of a Major League All-Star team that had made a trip to Japan in the 1930s. Each player had autographed the picture; Berg had written his name in Japanese.

When it came to having a favorite team in the big leagues, Uncle Julius was not swayed by hometown loyalties. He was a Detroit Tiger fan. The Tigers, of course, had been Hank Greenberg’s team.

But big-league baseball, generally, and his views of Jews who played the game were, for Uncle Julius, and for many like him, a test of acculturation. It resembled how the Italians rooted for “Poosh-’em Up” Tony Lazzeri and Joe DiMaggio of the New York Yankees, or the Polish rooted for Al Simmons of the Philadelphia A’s, and, some years later, the way the blacks cheered in the stands and in their hearts for Jackie Robinson of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

To be able to talk knowledgeably about the pennant race, about the nuances of managerial strategy, the worth of various players was, and still is, a common thread—maybe the common thread—running through the boyhood and manhood of many, if not most, Americans.

Baseball has been the American game. Jacques Barzun, the writer and educator who was born in France but came to live in America, once wrote something that has been quoted so often it’s nearly a cliché, yet it remains pertinent. “To know the heart and mind of America,” Barzun wrote, “one must learn baseball.”

Uncle Julius did. He learned about how the individual must perform sometimes nearly in isolation yet remain part of the bigger picture of teamwork, of the opportunity to rise democratically on sheer ability alone, and he learned it was as tough to succeed in that game as it was to succeed in the country at large, on the frontiers or in the great urban sprawls.

It was a great country and a miserable country at the same time. There was hope and disappointment. The streets weren’t paved with gold, as the poor Europeans who dreamed of coming to America believed, and the ghettos, they’d soon find out, were overcrowded, dank, ridden with disease, and often filled with despair. But still, with one’s sweat and brains and imagination, a little gold—and sometimes a lot of gold—could be earned.

Baseball reflected all this. You struck out, but there was always another time at bat. You made an error in the field, but on the next ball you might make a dazzling catch to save the game.

In America, anything was possible. In baseball, anything was possible. Baseball was a wholly American game. Baseball was America.

Uncle Julius himself never rose very far up the economic scale in America. Nonetheless, like Jews as well as non-Jews, others in unfortunate situations as well as those who managed to grab their piece of the American pie, Uncle Julius was elevated by heroes.

In America in the 1930s, only a few Jews enjoyed high national visibility: entertainers such as Al Jolson, the Marx Brothers, and Edward G. Robinson; Bernard Baruch, the great financier; Supreme Court Justices Benjamin Cardozo, Louis Brandeis, and Felix Frankfurter; Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr. And there were some who headed Hollywood studios and there were a handful of other highly placed businesspeople.

In the 1930s, there was more need for heroes, for dreams and hopes, than perhaps at any other time in this nation’s history. It was the Great Depression, when even brain surgeons, it was said, had to sell apples on street corners to earn a living. And sports were a visible and prominent forum for heroes, much as it is today. Athletes do not perform behind closed doors, but succeed or fail, sweating and straining, in front of huge crowds.

Some Jews, like the Irish before them, and like some blacks and Hispanics later, used sports to rise from the ghetto. In the first third of this century, the most prominent sports were boxing and baseball. There was a scattering of Jews in other sports, such as football and tennis, but boxing was the sport of the ghetto since physical space was so limited. Baseball was for wide-open territory. Baseball was for grassy fields, not cement squares or small gymnasiums in narrow buildings. And the champions came from the Jewish ghettos: Barney Ross and Benny Leonard and Jackie Fields and Slapsie Maxie Rosenbloom.

Years afterward, a fight trainer named Whitey Bimstein spoke about the disappearance of Jewish fighters: “When the kids didn’t have what to eat, they were glad to fight. Now that any kid can get a job, they got no ambition.”

What he meant, of course, was that they no longer had either the ambition or the necessity to regularly take a punch in the nose.

When Greenberg broke into Major League baseball—his first full year in the big leagues was 1933, the same year Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany—Jews were continuing their struggle as a people to make it in America. The life in Europe, for many immigrants, was something to put behind them. But, as in Europe, obstacles persisted. Most colleges in this country imposed quotas on Jews. Restrictions in most big businesses kept Jews from rising to levels of significance, and anti-Semitism continued to grow in many areas in America.

From Detroit, ironically enough, Father Charles E. Coughlin, a reactionary Catholic priest, delivered messages of hatred against Jews, primarily in newsletters and on his national radio shows. German Bund rallies held in cities across the country cheered the views of Father Coughlin and of Hitler and the Nazi regime. Meanwhile, Hank Greenberg was hitting home runs and leading the Tigers to pennants in 1934, 1935, 1940, and 1945—twice being named the American League’s most valuable player.

In America, a younger generation of Jews was trying to assimilate. Jews, like other minorities, were often shortening or changing their last names. “For business reasons,” they said. To pass, perhaps, or at least not to be too obvious, so that barriers might be lowered.

In the early twentieth century, several Jews played Major League baseball. They included one named Ewing and one named Cooney and another named Kane and one known as Bohne. Each was born Cohn or Cohen. Each had changed his name for, presumably, “business reasons.”

One Jew who kept his name was Andy Cohen, who entered the Major Leagues in 1926 and played 226 games as an infielder with the New York Giants.

In preparing this book, I spoke to Cohen. He recalled an incident when he was with Minneapolis in the minor leagues and was playing in Louisville, Kentucky.

“A guy in the stands, a big guy who turned out to be an iceman, kept hollering at me the whole game, ‘Christ killer,’ ” said Cohen. “He hollered, ‘Christ killer this’ and ‘Christ killer that.’ I got sick of it. I took a bat and went to the stands and looked up at him and said, ‘Yeah, come down here and I’ll kill you, too.’ ”

He recalled another incident when he joined Waco in the Texas League. “On one of my first plays,” he said, “I ran to catch a fly ball out in short left field. I made a good catch and the fans gave me a pretty big hand. Then I heard one guy yell out, ‘Just like the rest of the Jews. Take everything they can get their hands on.’ It was a left-handed compliment. That one didn’t bother me.”

Other Jews in baseball, and certainly Greenberg, would have incidents in baseball sparked by their Jewishness that would remain indelibly etched in their memories. But not only did other Jews take notice.

A woman named Rosemary LeBoeuf, in a letter to The New York Times, wrote, after Greenberg’s death: “He was a beacon to goyim, too. I . . . grew up in Catholic Detroit. To my classmates’ recital of Jewish faults, I had always the last word: ‘Yeah? What about Hank Greenberg?’ And they could never say he wasn’t a ‘real Jew.’ The world knew he didn’t play on the Holy Days. Later, his Air Force record was a highly visible reproach to those who insisted that Jews were under-represented in the military.”

Greenberg didn’t change his name. And though he didn’t flaunt his Jewishness, he didn’t hide it either. In this regard, one of the most significant things he ever did was something he did not do: In 1934, during the heat of the pennant drive in the American League, Greenberg didn’t play on Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the year for Jews.

It was a difficult decision for Greenberg, who was a symbol not only of the historic Jew but also of the assimilated Jew. His decision to sit out an important game created great interest and controversy in America. For, Orthodox Jew and assimilationist Jew alike, most felt an undeniable sense of pride in Greenberg’s having taken this very visible position at a time of pennant-shaking and world-shaking events. It may have been the first time in American history that a Jew in public life, by dint of the circumstantial news focus, had such attention called to his religion.

“He was the perfect standard-bearer for Jews,” recalled Shirley Povich, the longtime sports editor and sports columnist for the Washington Post, and a Jew himself. “Hank was smart, he was proud, and he was big.”

Greenberg would also become one of only two Jewish ballplayers elected into the Baseball Hall of Fame. He was the first, in 1956; Sandy Koufax followed in 1971.

Greenberg was smart enough—and devoted enough—to discover how to make himself, a player with somewhat limited skills, into one of baseball’s great players. Teammates and opponents as well as writers and historians generally agree that no one had a more scientific approach to baseball, and practiced longer and more diligently than Greenberg. As a young man he was smart enough to handle effectively contract negotiations with experienced heads of ball teams. Owners had nearly complete control of the players in those days—players couldn’t change teams by free agency as they can now; the players had only their arguing skills and threats of a holdout to sway the stubborn owners. Ty Cobb would hold out, and Walter Johnson, and Joe DiMaggio—and Hank Greenberg. Greenberg would become the first $100,000 player in baseball history. He was one of the few players to rise to become a general manager and an owner of a Major League team. And he was astute enough, after that, to become a millionaire stock market investor.

He was proud enough to fight, when anti-Semitic remarks were made to him. Proud enough, too, to have a deep sense of humanity, not just Jewishness. There were times, however, when he wished for nothing more than to be just a ballplayer, and not always the “Jewish ballplayer.” It was generally enough of a burden to carry the bat to home plate—the bat that he held straight up in his powerful stance—and to use it so effectively against the dazzling fastballs and curveballs of Bob Feller and Lefty Grove, and Dizzy Dean.

There is a famous picture taken before the 1937 All-Star game in Griffith Stadium in Washington, D.C. Seven of the most prominent sluggers of the time are lined up: Lou Gehrig, Joe Cronin, Bill Dickey, Joe DiMaggio, Charlie Gehringer, Jimmie Foxx, and Greenberg. Each is leaning on a bat. The remarkable thing is how much bigger Greenberg looks than the others. At six foot four and a half inches, Greenberg was at least two or three inches taller than the next tallest, Dickey or Gehrig. (Babe Ruth had retired two seasons before, but Greenberg was nearly three inches taller than Babe Ruth, too.)

Meeting Greenberg for the first time, in 1973, when I was a sports columnist for Newspaper Enterprise Association, a newspaper syndicate, I was struck by just how big, how imposing he really was. His dark hair was carefully combed straight back and he wore a well-tailored suit. He looked exceedingly fit, though he walked with a slight stoop. He was sixty-two years old and had been having back problems, but he had walked slightly stooped since childhood, when he was ashamed at how much taller he was than most of his schoolmates. Despite his great successes in later years, he never stood quite as straight as he might have.

Over lunch at the Men’s Bar of the Roosevelt Hotel, he was confident, bright, curious about the world around him, quick to laugh, quick to banter, and quick to argue, too. Like many intelligent men I’ve known, he delighted in a battle of wits, sometimes a ferocious one.

He was also, I had come to learn, an iconoclast of sorts. He and his friend Bill Veeck were alone among baseball team owners or former owners who had testified on behalf of Curt Flood in his suit against baseball’s reserve clause, which bound a man to a team as long as the team wanted to keep him.

Greenberg was also an iconoclast about some of the legends that had risen around him in the last forty years, or since he had become a Major League ballplayer. He gave me none of the expected answers about his thoughts on Jews, on being a Jew, on how they pitched to him when he was going for Babe Ruth’s season home-run record in 1938, or about home-run hitting in general. (He maintained it was runs batted in, and not home runs, that was the most important criterion for a power hitter, and it was his runs-batted-in records of which he was most proud.) We talked about the stock market, the Nixon administration, the war in Vietnam, and the Broadway theater, as well as the merits of the spitball.

We talked for about four hours. This was a man who was considerably more than a former star ballplayer. This was a man who read widely, listened to opinions about the world around him, and formulated his own viewpoint.

I saw him now and then through the years. We’d talk on the phone occasionally if I was writing about something that I wanted to run by him.

I remember sitting poolside with him at a Las Vegas hotel. He was entered in a celebrity tennis tournament, and I was there doing a story. He had just come from hitting tennis balls with someone and stopped to chat. He began telling a story about the 1947 Pirates, with whom he had played his last season. It was a terrible team, but, in retrospect, a very funny one.

“I wasn’t used to this kind of team—this losing, and a lot of guys drinking and carousing,” said Greenberg. “I had been with the Tigers for nine seasons, and we had won four pennants and two World Series and everything was serious and bent on winning.

“Not the Pirates. Billy Herman was in his first year as a manager. He was a nice guy, maybe too nice, and he just locked the door of his office and didn’t want to know what the players were doing.

“Well, one afternoon, one of the players got married and a bunch of the guys attended and got looped. We had a game that night. I think Kirby Higbe was pitching for us, and the guys were making errors all over the place.”

Now Greenberg stood, laughing, to demonstrate.

“And Kirby—” Suddenly, Greenberg grabbed one leg and began to hop around. “A cramp!” Greenberg groaned. “I have a cramp!”

He wasn’t kidding. He grimaced, and yet still laughed—he was determined, despite his intense pain, to finish his story.

“Herman comes out to the mound to get Higbe out of there,” moaned Greenberg. “Oh! Oh! My leg—! And Higbe—Higbe—Oh!” Greenberg grabbed his leg but kept laughing. “Higbe says, ‘I can’t pitch when they’re drunk out there.’ ”

Greenberg was hopping around. “And Herman says, ‘Who’s drunk?’

“And Higbe—Higbe—Higbe says, ‘Everyone!’ ”

With that, Greenberg collapsed into a chair, laughing and moaning, as he ended the story.

Everyone there laughed at Greenberg’s story, and the way Greenberg was telling it. Right through the pain. Later I thought that it was this kind of perseverance, this drive, this kind of view of the goal that was surely a great part of the inner Greenberg, the ballplayer, the man.

I liked Hank Greenberg, liked being around him. So did most people. It went beyond his being a former star player, a former symbol of a people. He had about him both grandeur and an earthy quality—a compelling combination.

Yet when he asked me to help him write his autobiography I said no.

Actually, it was his son Stephen who asked on behalf of his father. Stephen called from Los Angeles sometime in the summer of 1986. He said that his father had, for the last year or so, been dictating into a tape recorder his life story and thoughts on baseball, about his playing days and about the current scene, and that he had had most of it transcribed. For years, publishers had been after him to write his autobiography, but he kept refusing. He felt he wasn’t quite ready. Sometime around 1975 he wrote a long, three-part reminiscence with his current views of the game for Sports Illustrated, with the aid of a staff writer. But Greenberg didn’t care for the presentation, and refused to allow it to be printed. As for a book, he told Stephen that he’d just as soon wait, because one day he hoped to do something “really important,” and he’d want to get that in the book. “And I never found out what that really important thing was,” said Stephen.

Now, for reasons he’d later explain, Hank Greenberg had decided to tell his story.

I said that I had just finished writing a biography that had taken four years, and I was wrung out. I just couldn’t think of working on another book right now.

He said that if I wanted to reconsider, he would wait.

I put the Greenberg book out of my mind. It really wasn’t anything I wanted to do, as much as I liked Hank.

Then I began to think about it, and the more I thought about it, the more I thought it was something I did want to do. If not for me, if not for Hank Greenberg, then maybe for Uncle Julius, and for all the other Uncle Juliuses, regardless of religion, race, or nationality.

I called back about a week later and asked Stephen if the offer still held. He said it did.

About a month later I flew out to Los Angeles. A dinner had been arranged so I could meet with Hank and Stephen, and Hank’s wife, Mary Jo, and Stephen’s wife, Myrna.

We were to meet in a restaurant near the Beverly Hills Tennis Club, where Greenberg was a member and played regularly, against amateurs like himself, and even against a pro on occasion, like his pal Jimmy Connors. Greenberg, in fact, was proud of the fact that he once beat Connors. “Of course,” admitted Greenberg, “I made Jimmy play right-handed.”

I was the first to arrive at the restaurant and was shown to a table. Soon Stephen and Myrna arrived. I sensed there was something odd going on, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

It turned out that Hank wasn’t coming to dinner.

“I’m sorry,” said Stephen, “but I don’t think you’ll be able to see him.”

I didn’t understand.

“I’ll have to swear you to secrecy,” said Stephen.

I agreed to be sworn.

“Dad’s in the hospital,” he said. “It’s cancer of the kidney. He’s been sick with it for a year, and he just doesn’t want anyone outside of the immediate family to know. There’s been an elaborate charade. He has simply dodged most people, and he’s had us and Mary Jo making excuses why he can’t see them.”

“Why the secrecy?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” said Stephen, “other than that Dad doesn’t want a lot of sympathy, doesn’t want calls and letters from people.”

“Even friends?”

“Even friends. Even his best friends. He thinks he can beat it, and, when he does, he figures then he can tell people. He’s beaten most other things; he thinks he can do the same with this.”

Greenberg was then seventy-five years old. It would not be an easy fight.

Stephen gave me Hank’s manuscript, which came to about 800 pages. It was not in any kind of book order, just random thoughts that had occurred to him. I found them fascinating but not enough to make a book. It would take work, and how could we accomplish it?

There would be a time, Stephen hoped, when his father was feeling better, and I could sit with him and do what a writer is supposed to do: dig into the mind of the subject for broader concepts and more telling details of his experiences.

In the meantime, I went through the manuscript and made notes and constructed about a hundred questions. I sent them to Stephen, who told me he’d sit with his father, asking the questions and getting the responses.

His father tried, but he tired easily.

A few weeks after I had been to Los Angeles, I was scheduled to return and spend time with Hank. On the morning I was supposed to leave, Stephen called and said his father was not up to it. It wasn’t looking good for him. About a week later, on September 4, 1986, Hank Greenberg died.

These were understandably sad times, but the family asked me to continue work on the book, and I said I would.

Now the story had to be fleshed out by others besides Hank. So I interviewed many people in Greenberg’s long and full life and was fortunate to receive the assistance of Larry Klein in researching newspaper and magazine files concerning the life and times of Hank Greenberg.

In the end, I didn’t want to turn the book from an autobiography into a biography. I hoped that Hank’s words would be enough, and there would be enough of them, to carry the book, splicing in, when appropriate and at the necessary length, interviews with others and material from research clips.

I’d like to think that portrayed here are the many sides of Greenberg, the many sides of a man, a big man, an important man, but a man nonetheless, with flaws. He rankled some, even in his own family; he had a few fistfights during his career, and even after; he made some enemies. But even those with whom he contended, I learned, respected him. None of us is loved by everyone; it can’t be so. And Hank, because he had strong beliefs and stood up for them, wouldn’t have wanted it to be so.

At the memorial for Hank a few months after his death, Stephen said:

“He taught me lessons that I will carry forever. But most of all he taught me that you don’t have to break every record to achieve greatness. You don’t have to be invincible to be strong, and you don’t have to be perfect to be loved.”

For the most part, except for transitions, I stayed out of the written text itself. I edited, I compiled, I orchestrated. I wanted the result to be, as much as possible, the story of Hank Greenberg’s life as told by Hank Greenberg.

This is that book.

—Ira Berkow
New York City
July 1988


CHAPTER 1
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When I was a kid the neighbors used to say, “Mrs. Greenberg has such nice children. Too bad one of them has to be a bum.” I was the bum. Every day I’d play ball in Crotona Park, across the street from our house in the Bronx. Anytime there was less than a foot of snow, I was playing baseball. The neighbors shook their heads and warned my mother.

Baseball wasn’t looked upon as a business, and most of the guys in the game were pretty rowdy. So my parents didn’t think much of me pursuing it. They thought I ought to be studying instead of playing baseball. I grew up with typical Jewish parents whose objective was to send their children to college to become doctors or dentists or lawyers or schoolteachers. As a matter of fact, my two brothers, Ben and Joe, and my sister, Lillian, all graduated from college and all went into professional work. But I loved baseball and stuck with it.

In my early days, I was completely engrossed and captivated by baseball. I’d play baseball hours on end. On weekdays after school, I’d rush to the park with my glove, bat, and ball and come home only after it got dark. Weekends were completely devoted to the old field, and instead of coming home for lunch, I’d fill my pockets with fruit and candy and stay down at the ballpark all day. We would break for lunch and sit up in the stands and have a little water with our food and that was good enough. We were just in love with playing baseball and the days weren’t long enough.

To improve my fielding, I’d have guys play “pepper” with me, hit or bunt the ball and I’d catch it. I’d count how many balls I fielded without an error, and after I missed one I’d start counting all over again.

To improve my hitting, I’d get friends and kids hanging around the park to pitch to me and to shag balls. Usually one would pitch and two or three would shag in the outfield. Sometimes I’d have a couple of infielders, too. There was no backstop in Crotona Park, which meant I had to hit the ball, because if it got past me I was the one who had to chase it.

The idea was to hit fly balls to the guys shagging and get one to each of them often enough so that they wouldn’t get bored and quit. But you couldn’t hit the ball too far away from them because they’d get tired. You had to be careful not to hit the ball hard straight back at the pitcher, because if he got hit he’d quit and go home, too.

I got so I was able to hit fly balls within ten or fifteen feet of where I wanted them in the outfield, or hit ground balls within a few feet of where I was aiming in the infield. And whenever a bad pitch came in, I could throw my bat at it and stop it from getting by me. I wasn’t a natural ballplayer like Babe Ruth or Willie Mays, but if you practice the way I did—all day long, day after day—you’re bound to get pretty good.

I wasn’t the only one who was so nuts about baseball. Many of us played until we dropped. We played other sports, including basketball, which I also loved. One winter day we had been playing three-on-three basketball outdoors in the park for hours when I got a little tired and said, “I’m groggy, I’m groggy.” Somehow the word got turned around to “bruggy,” and Bruggy became my boyhood nickname. It’s such a ridiculous name, and yet all through high school that was what I was called. Years later, when I was in the Major Leagues, I was riding on the subway in New York and I heard two guys talking. “Oh, sure,” one of them said, “I know Bruggy well. We’re great friends. We used to play at Crotona Park.”

I turned and looked at a guy I’d never laid eyes on. He was going on and on about his close friendship with Bruggy and finally I couldn’t stand it. “Excuse me,” I said, “but you’re not old enough to have played with
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