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THE SPORTING SCENE

N afternoon in mid-May, and we
A are waiting for the game rw
begin. We are in shadow, and

the sunlit field before us is a thick,
springy green—an old diamond, beau-
tifully kept up. The grass continues
beyond the low chain-link fence that
encloses the outficld, extending itself
on the right-field side into a rougher,
featureless sward that terminates n a
low line of distant trees, still showing
a pale, carly-summer green. We are
almost in the country, éur seats are in
the seventh row of the grandimnd, on
the home side of the diamond, about
halfway between third bage and home
plate. The seats themselves are more
comforting to spirit than to body, be-
ing a sur'-:tn'ing variant example of the
pure late-Doric Polo Grounds mode:
the backs made of a continuous run-
ning row of wood slats, divided off by
pairs of narrow cast-iron arms, within
which are slatted let-down seats,
grown arthritic with rust and count-
less layers of gray paint. The rows are
stacked so closely upon cach other (one
discovers) that a happening on the
ficld of sufficient interest to warrant a
rise or half-rise to one'’s feer is often
made more memorable by a sharp
crack to the kneecaps delivered by the
backs of the seats just forward; in time,
one finds that a dandruff of gray paint
flakes from the same source has fallen
on one’s lap and scorecard, None of
this matters, for this view and these
stands and this park—it is Yale Field,
in New Haven-—are renowned for
their felicity. The grandstand is a low,
penumbrous steel-post shed that holds
the infield in a pleasant horseshoe-
curved embrace. The back wall of the
grandstand, behind the uppermost row
of seats, is broken by an arcade of open
arches, admitting a soft back light tha
silhouettes the upper audience and also
discloses an overhead bonework of
struts and beams supporting the roof —
the pigeonland of all the ballparks of
our youth. The game we are waiting
for—Yale vs. 5t John's University—
is a considerable event, for it is part of
the National Collegiate Athletic Asso-
ciation’s northeast regional tourna-
ment, the winner of which will qualify
for a berth at the national collegiate
championships in Omaha in June, the
World Series of college baseball. An-
other pair of wams, Main¢ and Cen-
tral Michigan——the Black Bears and
the Chippewas—have just finished
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their game here, the first of a
doubleheader. Maine won it, 10-2,
but the ultimate winner will not be
picked here for three more days, when
the four teams will have completed a
difficult double=elimination tourna-
ment. Good, hard competition, but the
stands at Yale Field are half empuy
today. Call them half full, because ev-
eryone on hand—some twenty-five
hundred fans—must know something
about the quality of the teams here, or
at least enough to qualify either as a
partisan or as an expert, which would
explain the hum of talk and expecta-
tion that runs through the grandstand
even while the Yale team, in pin-
striped home whites, is still taking in-
field practice.

I am seated in a little sector of
senior New Haven men—Townies
rather than Old Elis. One of them a
couple of rows in front of me says,
“They used to fill this place in the old
days, before there was all the baseball
on TV.”

His neighbor, a small man in a
tweed cap, says, “The biggest crowd |
ever saw in here—the biggest ever, |
bet—was for a high-school game.
Shelton and MNaugatuck, about twenty
years ago.”

An old gent with a cane, seated just
to my left, says, “They filled it up that
day the Yankecs came here, with Ruth
and Gehrig and the rest of them. An
exhibition game.”

A fan just beyond the old gentle-
man—a good-looking man in his six-
ties, with an open, friendly face, a
large smile, and a thick stand of gray
hair—leans toward my neighbor and
says, “When was that game, Joe!
1930: 1932

“Oh, I can’t remember,” the old
man says. “Somewhere in there. My
youngest son was mascot for the
Yankees that day, so I could figure it
out, I suppose.” He is not much inter-

ested, His eyes are on the field. “Say,
look at these fellows throw!™ he says.
“Did you see that outfielder peg in the
balli™

“That was the day Babe Ruth said
this was about the best-looking ball-
park he'd ever ever seen,” the man be-
yond says. “You remember that,”

“l can remember long before this
park was built,” the old man says. “It
was already the Yale ballfield when I
got here, but they put in these stands
later— Who is this shortstop! He's a
hefty-looking bird."

“How many Yale
think you've seen, Joe:
man asks.

“Oh, I couldn't begin to count
them. But I haven'’t seen a Yale team
play in— I don’t know how long. Not
for years. These fellows today, they
play in the Cape Cod League in the
summers. They let the freshmen play
here now, too. They recruit them
more, I suppose. They're athletes—
you can see thae.”

The Yale team finishes its warmup
ritual, and 5t. John's—light-gray
uniforms with scarlet cap bills and
scarlet socks—replaces it on the field.

“St. John's has always had a good
club,” the old man tells me. “]g:,vcn
back when my sons were playing ball,
it was a pood ball team. But not as
raod as this one. Oh, my! Did you see
this catcher throw down to second?
Did you see that! I bet you in all the
years 1 was here I didn't have twenty
fellows who could throw.”

“Your sons played here?” [ ask
him. “For Yale!™

“My son Joe was captain in "41,"
he says. “He was a pitcher. He pitched
against my son Steve here one day.
Steve was pitching for Colgate, and
my other son, Beb—my youngest—
was on the same Colgate team. A good
litele lefe-handed first baseman.”

[ am about to ask how that game
turned out, but the old man has taken
out a small gold pocket warch, with a
hunting case, which he snaps open.
Three-fourteen. “Can’t they get this
started?™ he says impatiently.

I say something admiring about the
watch, and he hands it to me carefully,
“I've had that watch for sixty-eight
years,” he says. I always carried it in
my vest pocket, back when we wore
vests,”

The little watch has a considerable
heft to it: a weight of authority. I turn
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it over and find an inscription on the
back. It is in script and a bit worn, but
I can sull make it out:

PresenTED TO Jor Woon
By His FrIEND A, E. Saitu
IN APPRECIATION OF HIS SPLENDID
PITCHING WHICH BROUGHT THE
WORLD™S CHAMPIONSHIP
10 Bosron i 1912,

“Who was A. E. Smith, Mr.
Wood?"™ 1 ask.

“He was a manufacturer.”

I know the rest. Joe Wood, the old
gentleman on my left, was the baseball
coach at Yale for twenty years—from
1923 o 1942, Before that, he was a
sometime outfielder for the Cleveland
Indians, who batted . 366 in 1921, Be-
fore that, he was a celebraved right-
handed pitcher for the Boston %?ed
Sox—3Smokey Joe Wood, who won
thirty-four games for the Bosox in
1912, when he finished up with a rec-
ord of 34-3, pitching ten shutouts and
sixteen consecutive victories along the
way. In the Weorld Series that fall—
one of the two or three finest ever
played—he won three of the four
games he pitched, including the
famous finale: the game of Hooper's
catch and Snodgrass’s muff and Tris
Speaker’s killing tenth-inning single.
MNext to Walter Johnson, Smokey Joe
Wood was the most famous fastballer
of his era. Still is, no doubt, in the
minds of the few surviving fans who
gaw him at his best. He is ninety-one
years old,

MNone of this, 1 should explain—
neither my presence at the game nor
my companions in the stands—was an
accident. I had been a fervent admirer
of Smokey Joe Wood ever since I read
his account of his baseball beginnings
and his subsequent career in Lawrence
Ritter’s “The Glory of Their
Times,” a cherished, classic volume of
oral history of the early days of the
pastime. Mr. Wood was in his seven-
ties when that book was published, in
1966, and 1 was startled and pleased a
few weeks ago when I ran acress an
article by Joan Whaley, in Bascball
Digest, which informed me that he
was still hale and still talking baseball
in stimulating fashion. He was living
with a married daughter in New Ha-
ven, and my first impulse was to jump
in my car and drive up to press a eall.
But something held me back; it did not
scem quite right to present myself un-
invited at his door, ¢ven as a pilgrim,
Then Ron Darling and Frank Viola
gave me my chance. Darling, who was
a junior at Yale this past year, is the
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“I think the universe expands one day, shrinks the next, remains
static for a week, and then it begins all over again?

best pitcher ever to take the mound for
the Blue. He is better than Johnny

Broaca, who went on to pitch for the’

Yankees and the Indians for five sea-
sons in the mid-nineteen-thirties; he is
better than Frank Quinn, whe com-
piled a 1.57 career earned-run average
at Yale in 1946, 47, and *48. (He is
also a bewter all-around ballplayer than
Gcnrgc Bush, who played first base
and captained the Elis in 1948, and
then somehow drifted off into politics
instead of baseball.) Darling, a right-
handed fastball thrower, won eleven
games and lost two as a sophomore,
with an earned-run average of 1.31,
and this year he was 9-3 and 2,42,
with eighty-nine strikeouts in his
ninety-three innings of work—the
finest college pitcher in the Northeast,
according to major-league scouts, with
the possible exception of Frank Viola,
a junior left-handed curveball ace at
St. John's, who was undefeated this
year, 9-0, and had a neat earned-run
average of 1.00. 5t, John's, a Cathelic
university in Queens, is almost a base-
ball powerhouse—not quite in the
same class, perhaps, as such perennial
national champions or challengers as
Arizona, Arizena Swate, U.C LA,
and Southern California, whose teams
play Sun Belt schedules of close to
sixty games, but good enough to have
gone as the Northeast’s representative
to the national tournament in Omaha

in 1980, where Viola defeated the
eventual winner, Arizona, in the frst
round. 5t. John's, by the way, does not
recrait high-school stars from faraway
states, as do most of these rival college
powers; all but one player on this
year's thirty-three-man Redmen squad
%'rcw up and went to school in New

ork City or in nearby suburbs, This
1981 S, _{olm"s team ran off an awe-
some 31-2 record, capturing the East-
ern College Metro (Greater New
York, that is) elimination, while Yale,
winning its last nine games in a row,
concluded its regular season with a
record of 24-12-1, which was good
enough to win its first Eastern Inter-
collegiate League championship since
1956. (That tie in Yale's record was a
game against the University of Cen-
tral Florida, played during the Elg’
spring=training tour in March, and
was called because of darkness after
seven innings, with the score tied at
21-21. Darling did not pitch that
day.) The two teams, along with Cen-
tral Michigan (Mid-America Confer-
ence) and Maine (Mew England Con-
ference), qualified for the tournament
at New Haven, and the luck of the
draw pitted Yale (and Darling)
against St. John’s (and Viola) in the
second game of the opening double-
header. %’crfcﬂ. Darling, by the way,
had indicated that he might be willing
to turn professional this summer if



93

L.L.Bean

O tfonr Sporting Specialties

Fully illustrated, Features quality apparel and
foobwear for men, women and children; camp-
ing. hunting, hiking and winter sports equipment.
For 69 years L L Bean has offered practical and
functional merchandise at reasonable prices.
Qur clothing and foatwear is rugged encugh b
withstand active outdoor use, yet attractively
styled and comfortable for casual wear, Many
iterns are of our own manufacture, All are guar-
antesd to be 100% satisfactory.

SEND FREE CATALDG
Hame
Address
City
State Iip,
L. L. Bean, [ne.
#38 Casco 5t., Freeport, ME 04033
BOOKS ON
umnm

lH

TAPE

Drive, Work,
Relax with

Best Sellers

on Cassettes
Crvir 400 thes. Phon o
Wirite bor Froe Catakeg.

$650.=
anm cmnn-

g::ﬁfrﬁﬁm
VISA, MasorGand,
Toll Fres (800) 854-6758. In Callt, (BOO) 4327645,
r----------------ﬁ
Books on Tape, ., Dopt. N I
: PO, Box 7900, Newport Bonch, A §2660 .
e 1
1
1

TN 1Th 51, Costn Masa, CA 52627

[ L — S
Voo swe 2

LR N N B N N R _R_N_N_§_§ § _§ | ‘

Lave wp to 2% on heateg and cooleg ondh whele
engoryang, the quiet efliamncy of 3 Hotted Codong fan,
standaed of excellence 3l over the workd

e P B R U FE R 3 5 ]
Send 50 for color brochure

The Ceiling Fan Gallery

I-d-ll\dllleNll.iM Pm-e MY, 11558

he were to be picked in an early round
of the annual amateur draft conducted
by the major leagues in mid-]June,
and Viola had been talked about as a
potential big-leaguer ever since his
freshman year, so their matchup sud-
denly became an obligatory reunion
for every front-rank baseball scout east
of the Ohio River. (About fifty of
them turned up, with their speed-guns
and elipboards, and their glowing
reports of the game, I learned later, al-
tered the draft priorities of several
clubs.)

Perfect, but who would get in touch
with Mr. Wood and persuade him to
come out to Yale Field with me for the

ame! Why, Dick Lee would—Dick
¢, of course. Richard C. Lee (he was
the smiling man sitting just beyond
Smokey Joe in our row) is a former
Democratic mayor of New Haven, an
extremely popular (eight consecutive
terms, sixteen years in office), innova-
tive officeholder who, among ather
things, presided over the widely ad-
mired urban renewal of his city during
the nineteen-sixties and, before that,
thought up and pushed through the
first Operation Head Start program
{for minority-group preschoolers) in
the country. Dick Lee knows every-
body in New Haven, including Smokey
Joe Wood and several friends of mine
there, one of whom provided me with
his telephone number. I called Lee at
his office {he is assistant to the chair-
man of the Union Trust Company, in
New Haven) and proposed our party.
“Wonderful!” he cried at once. *“You
have come to the right man. I'll bring
Joe. Count on me!” Even
over the telephone, I
could see him smiling.

Dick Lee did not play
baseball for Yale, but the
nature of his partisanship
became clear in the very
early moments of the
Yale-8t. John's game. “Yay!" he
shouted in a stentorian baritone as
Ron Darling set down three St. John's

—. | batters in order in the first. “Yay, Ron

M1 babyP? he boomed out as Darling dis-
missed three more batters in the
second, fanning the last two. “Now
'mon, Yale! Let’s get something start-
ed, gang! Yay!” Lee had told me that
he pitched for some lesser-known Mew
Haven teams—the Dixwell Commu-
nity House sandlot team and the
Jewish Home for Children nine (the
Utopians), ameng others—while he
was growing up in the ivyless New

i | Hallville neighborhood. Some years
llater, having passed up college al-
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together, he went to work for Yale as
its public-relations officer. By the time
he became mayor, in 1933, the uni-
versity was his own—another precinct
to be worried about and looked after.
A born politician, he appears to draw
on some inner deep-water reservoir
of concern that enables him o pre-
side effortlessly and affectionately
over each encounter of his day; he
was the host at our game, and at
intervals he primed Joe Wood with
questions about his basehall past,
which he seemed to know almost by
heart,

“Yes, that's right, I did play for the
Bloomer Girls a few games,” Mr.
Wood said in response to one such cue.
“1 was about sixteen, and I was pitch-
ing for our town team in Ness City,
Kansas. The Bloomer Girls were a
barnstorming team, but they used to
pick up a few young local fellows on
the sly to play along with them if they
needed to fill out their lineup. I was
one of those, I never wore a wig,
though—I wouldn’t have done that. 1
guess | looked young enocugh to pass
for a girl anyway. Bill Stern, the old
radio broadcaster, must have used that
story about forty times, but he always
got it wrong about the wig."

There was a yell around us, and an
instantly ensuing groan, as Yale's big
freshman catcher, Tony Paterno,
]r,-:uding off the bottom of the second,
lined sharply to the St. John's short-
stop, who made a fine play on the ball.
Joe Wood peered intently out at the
field through his thickish hern-
rimmed spectacles. He shook his head
a litde. *You know, 1
can’t hardly follow the
damned ball now,”™ he
said. “It's better for me if
I'm someplace where ]
can get up high behind
the plate. I was up to
Fenway Park for two
games last year, and they let me sit in
the press box there at that beautiful
park. I could see it all from there. The
grounds keeper has got that field just
like a living room.”

I asked him if he still rooted for the
Red Sox.

“Oh, yes,”" he said. “All my life. A
couple of years ago, when they had
that big lead in the middle of the
summer, they asked me if I’d come up
and throw out the first ball at one of
their World Series games or playoff
games. But then they dropped out of
it, of course. Now it looks like it'll
never happen.”

He spoke in a quiet, almost mea-
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sured tone, but there was no tinge of
disappointment or self-pity in it. It
was the voice of age. He was wearing
a blue windbreaker over a buttoned-up
plaid shirt, made formal with a small
dark-red bow tie. There was a brown
straw hat on his bald head. The years
had imparted a delicate thinness to the
skin on his cheeks and meck, but his
face had a determined lock to it, with
a strong chin and a broad, unsmiling
mouth, Watching him, I recalled one
of the pictures in “The Glory of
Their Times”™—a team photograph
taken in 1906, in which he is sitting
cross-legged down in front of a row of
men in baggy baseball pants and lace-
up, collared baseball shirts with “Ness
City™ across the front in block letters.
The men are standing in attitudes of
cheerful assurance, with their arms
folded, and their mushy little baseball

loves are hanging from their belts.
oe Wood, the smallest player in the
picture, is wearing a dark warmup
shirt, with the sleeves rolled halfway
up his forearms, and his striped base-
ball cap is pushed back a little, re-
vealing a part in the middle of his
hair. There is an intent, unsmiling
lock on his boyish face—the same
grave demeanor you can spot in a sub-
sequent photograph, taken in 1912, in
which he is standing beside his Red
Sox manager, Jake Stahl, and wearing
a heavy woollen three-button suit, a
stiff collar, a narrow necktic with a
stickpin, and a stylish black porkpie
hat pulled low over his handsome, fa-
mous face: Smokey Joe Wood at
twenty-two. ( The moniker, by the
way, was given him by Paul Shannon,
a sportswriter for the Boston Post,
before that, he was sometimes called
Ozone Wood—*“ozone” for the air
cleaved by the hapless batters whe
faced him.) The young man in the
photographs and the old man beside
me at the ballpark had the same broad,
sloping shoulders, but there was noth-
ing burly or physically imposing about
him then or now.

“What kind of a pitcher were you,
Mr. Wood!” I asked him.

“] had a curve and a fastball,” he
said. “That’s all. I didn't even have
brains enough to slow up on the bat-
ters. The fastball had a hop on it. You
had to be fust to have that happen te
the ball.”

I said that I vividly recalled Sandy
Koufax's fasthall, which sometimes
seemed to jump so vielently as it
crossed the plate that his catcher had
to shoot up his mitt to intercept it.

“Mine didn’t go up that far. Jus

fore me and attempting to extricate his
paw.

“Oh, oh...I'm terribly sorry,” 1
said, appalled. “Is ft—is this beecause
of your fall off the roof!” Three years
ago, at the age of eighty-eight, he had
fallen off a ladder while investigating
a leak, and had cracked several ribs.

“Hell, no!™ he said indignantly.
“This is the arm I threw out in
19131

I felt awful. I had touched history—
and almest brought it to its knees.

Now, at the game, he told me how
it all happened. *I can’t remember
now if it was on the road or at Fenway
Park,” he said. “Anyway, it was
against Detroit. There was a swing-
ing bunt down the line, and I went to
field it and slipped on the wet prass
and went down and landed on my
hand, I breke it right here.” He
pointed to a spot just below his wrist,
on the back of his freckled, slightly
gnarled right hand. “It"s what they
call a subperiosteal fracture. They put
it in a cast, and I had to sit out awhile.
Well, this was in 1913, right after
we'd won the championship, and every
team was out to get us, of course, So as
soon as the cast came off, the manager
would come up to me every now and
then and want to know how soon I
was poing to get back to pitching.
Well, maybe I got back to it too soon
and maybe I didn’t, but the arm never
felt right again. The shoulder went
bad. I still went on pitching, but the
fastball had lost that hop. I never
threw a day after that when I wasn't
in pain. Most of the time, I’d pitch
and then it would hurt so bad that 1
wasn’t able to raise my hand again for
\days afterward, So [ was about a half-
time pitcher after that. You have to
understand that in thoese days if you
didn’t work you didn’t get paid. Now
ithey lay out as long as they need to
and get a shot of that cortisone. But
we had to play, ready or not. I was a
married man, just starting a family,
and in order to get my check I had to
be in there. So I pitched.”

He pitched less, but not much less
well, In 1915, he was 15-5 for the
Red Sox, with an earned-run average
lof 1.49, which was the best in the
Jeague. But the pain was so persistent
ithat he sat out the entire 1916 season,
ion his farm, near Shohola, Penn-
is.}r]vania, hoping that the rest would
‘restore his arm. It did not. He pitched
\in eight more games after that—all of
ithem for the Cleveland Indians, to
whom he was sold in 1917—but he
never won again.
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“Did you become a different kind
of pitcher after you hurt your armf™
I asked. “More off-speed stuff, I
mean? "

“Me, I still pitched the fastball.”

“But all that pain—"

“I tried not to think about that,” He
gave me the same small smile and
bright glance. “I just loved to be out
there,” he said, “It was as simple as
that.”

UR afternoon slid by in a distrac-
tion of baseball and memary, and
I almost felt myself at some dreamlike
deubleheader involving the then and
the now—the semi-anonymous strong
young men waging their close, mar-
vellous game on the sunlit green field
before us while bygone players and
heroes of baseball history—long gone
now, most of them—replayed their
vivid, famous innings for me in the
words and recollections of my com-
panion. Yale kept putting men aboard
against Viela and failing to move them
along; Rich Diana, the husky center
fielder (he is also an All-Ivy League
halfback), whacked a long double to
left but then died on second—the sixth
stranded Eli base runner in five in-
nings. Darling appeared to be strug-
gling a little, walking two successive
batters in the sixth, but he saved him-
self with a whirling pickeff to second
base—a timed play brilliantly com-
pleted by his shortstop, Bob Brooke—
and then struck out St. John's big first
baseman, Karl Komyathy, for the last
out. St. John’s had yet to manage a hit
against him.

In the home half of the sixth, Yale
put its lead-off batter aboard with a
single but could not bunt him along.
Joe Wood was distressed, “I could
teach these fellows to bunt in one min-
ute,” he said. “Nobedy can’t hardly
bunt anymore. You've got to get your
weight mere forward than he did, so
you're not reaching for the ball. And
he should have his right hand higher
up on the bat.”

The inning ended, and we reversed
directions once again. ““Ty Cobb was
the greatest bat-handler you ever
saw,” Wood said. “He used to go out
to the ballpark early in the morning
with a pitcher and work on hitting the
ball to all fields, over and over. He
batted that strange way, with his fists
apart, you know, but he could have hit
just as well no matter how he held it.
He just knew what to do with a bat
in hand. And baserunning—why, I
saw him get on base and steal second,
steal third, and then steal home. The



best. A lot of fellows in my time short-
ened up on the bat when they had
to—that’s what the St. John's boys
should try against this good pitcher.
Next w Cobb, Shoeless Joe Jackson
was the best lefti-handed hitter I ever
saw, and he was always down at the
end of the bat until there were two
strikes on him. Then he'd shorten up a
little, 1o give himself a better chance.”

D¥ick Lee said, *That’s what you've
been telling Charlie Polka, isn’t i,
Joei™

“Yes, sir, and it"s helped him,”
Wood said, “He’s tried it, and now he
knows that all you have to do is make
contact and the ball will fly a Iong
"-VH.}'."

Both men saw my look of bewilder-
ment, and they laughed together.

“Charlie Polka is a Little League
player,” Dick Lee explained, “He's
about eleven years old.”

“He lives right across the street
from me,” Wood said. “He plays for
the 300 Blake team—that’s named for
a restaurant here in town. I've got him
shortened up on the bar, and now he’s
a hitter. Charlie Polka is a natural.”

“Is that how you batted!” I asked.

“MNot at first,” he said, “But after |
went over to Cleveland in 1917 to join
my old roommate, Tris Speaker, 1
started 1o play the outfield, and 1 be-
Ean to take up on the bat, I'Il?fﬂl.lSE' I
anew 1'd have wo hitv a litde better if 1
was groing to make the team, I never
was any wonder at the plate,
but I was good enough to i
last six more years, playing
with Spoke.”

Tris Speaker (Wood had
called him by his old nick-
name, Spoke) was the Joe
DiMaggio or Willie Mays of
the first two decades of this

century—the nonpareil cen- | | [ ][]

ter fielder of his day. “He had
abeautiful left=handed arm,”
Joe Wood said. “He always played
very shallow in center—you could do
that in those days, because of the dead
ball. I saw him make a lot of plays to
second base from there—pick up what
looked like a clean single and fire the
ball to second in time to force the base
runner coming down from first. Or he
could throw the ball behind a runner
and pick him off that way. And just as
fine a man as he was a ballplayer. He
was a Southern gentleman—well, he
was from Hubbard, Texas. Back in
the early days, when we were living
together on the beach at Winthrop
during the season, out beyond Revere,
Spoke would sometimes cook up a mess

of fried chicken in the evening. He'd
cook, and then I'd do the dishes.”
Listening to this, I sensed the web
of baseball about me. T'ris Speaker had
driven in the tying run in the tenth
inning of the last game of the 1912
World Series, at Fenway Park, after
Fred Merkle and Chief Meyers, of the
Giants, had let his easy foul pop fall
untouched between them. A moment
or two later, Joe Wood had won his
third game of the Series and the Red
Sox were champions. My father saw
that game—he was at Harvard Law
School at the time, and got a ticket
somehow—and he told me abour it
many times. He was terrifically excited
to be there, but I think my mother
must have relished the famous victory
even more. She grew up in Boston and
was a true Red Sox fan, even though
young women didn’t go to many
ames then. My father grew up in
leveland, so¢ he was an Indians
rooter, of course. In 19135, my parents
got married and went to live in
Cleveland, where my father began to
practice law. Tris Speaker was traded
to the Indians in 1916—a terrible
shock 1o Red Sex fans—and Joe |7
Wood came out of his brief retirement
to join him on the elub a year later.
My parents’ first child, my older sister,
was born in Cleveland late in 1916,
and the next year my father went off
e Europe—off to the war. My mother
once told me that in the summer after-
noons of 1917 she would of-
ten push a baby carriage past
League Park, the Indians'
home field, out on Linwood
Avenue, which was a block
or two away from my par-
ents” house. Sometimes there
was a4 game going on, and
if she heard a roar of plea-
sure from the fans inside
she would tell herself that
probably Tris Speaker had
just done something special. She was
lonely in Cleveland, she told me, and
it made her feel good to know that
Tris Speaker was there in the same
town with her. “Tris Speaker and [
were traded to Cleveland in the same
year,” she said, =
A yell and an explosion of chee:rt%
brought me back to Yale Field, We
were in the top of the seventh, and the
Yale second baseman and captain,
Gerry Harrington, had just leaped
high to snatch down a burning line
drive—the force of it almost knocked
him over backward in midair. Then
he flipped the ball to second to double
off a 5t. John's base runner and end

|
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the inning. “These fellows came to
play!? Dick Lee said.

Most no-hitters produce at least one
such heaven-sent gift somewhere
along the line, and I began to believe
that Ron Darling, who was still un-
touched on the mound, might be
pitching the game of his young life. I
turned to ask Mr. Wood how many
no-hitters he recalled—he had seen
Mathewson and Marquard and Babe
Ruth {Ruth, the pitcher, that is) and
Coveleski and the rest of them, after
all—but he seemed transfixed by some-
thing on the field. “Look at that!™ he
said, in a harsh, disbelieving way.
“This Yale coach has his own coach-
e out there on the lines, by God!
They're professionals—not just play-
ers, the way I always had it when I
was here. The coach has his own
coaches . . . I never knew that.”

“Ddid you have special coaches when
you were coming up with the Red
Soxf” I said, hoping to change his
mood, “A pitching ceach, I mean, or a
batting coach?”

He didn't catch the question, and |
repeated it.

“MNo, no,” he said, a little impa-
tiently. “We talked about the other
players and the pitchers among our-
selves in those days. We players. We
didn't need anybody to help us.”

He was staring straight ahead at the
field. I thought he looked a bit chilly.
It was well past five o'clock now, and
a skim of clouds had covered the sun,

Dick Lee stole a glance at him, too.
“Hey, Joe, doesn’t this Darling re-
mind you a little of Carl Hubbell on
the mound!" he said in a cheerful,
distracting sort of voice. ““The way he
picks up his front leg, I mean. You
remember how Hubbell would go way
up on the stretch and then drop his
hands down by his ankles before he
threw the ball??”

“Hubbell!” Joe Wood said. He
shook his head, making an effort
“Well, to me this pitcher’s a little like
that fellow Eckersley,” he said slowly.
“The way he moves forward there.”

He was right. Ron Darling had ex-
actly the same float and glide that the
Red Sox’ Dennis Eckersley conveys
when he is pitching well.

“How do today’s players compare
with the men you played with, Mr.
Woodi" 1 asked.

“I'd rather not answer that ques-
tion," he said. He had taken out his
watch again. He studied it and then
tucked it away carefully, and then he
glanced over at me, perhaps wonder-
ing if he had been impolite. “That
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Pete Rose plays hard,” he added.
“Him and a few more. I don’t like Pete
Rose, exactly, but he looks like he
plays the game the way we did. He'd
play for the fun of it if he had t0.”

He resumed his study of the field,
and now and then I saw him stare
again at the heavyset Yale third-base
coach on our side of the diamond.
Scoreless games make for a long day at
the ballpark, and Joe Wood’s day had
probably been longer than ours. More
than once, I had seen him struggle to
his feet to catch some exciting play or
moment on the field, only w have it
end before he was quite up. Then he
would sit down again, leaning on his
cane while he lowered himself, T had
more questions for Mr. Wood, but
now I tried to put them out of my
mind. Earlier in the afternoon, he had
remarked that several old Yale players
had dropped in at his house before the
game to say hello and to talk about the
old days. “People come by and see me
all the time,” he had said. “People I
don't even know, from as far away as
Colorado, Why, I had a fellow come
in all the way from Canada the other
day, who just wanted to talk about the
old days. They all want that, some-
how. It’s gone on too long.”

It had gone on for him, I realized,
for as long as most lifetimes. He had
played ball for fourteen years, all told,
and people had been asking him to talk
about it for nearly sixty years. For
him, the last juice and sweetness must
have been squeezed out of these ancient
games years ago, but he was still ex-
pected to respond to our amateur ex-
pertise, our insatiable wvicariousness,
Old men are patronized in much the
same fashion as athletes; because we
take pride in them, we expect their
intimacy in return. [ had intruded af-
ter all.

‘ﬁ} E were in the eighth now. ..
and then in the ninth. 5till no

score, and each new batter, each pitch
was greeted with clappings and deep-
ening cries of encouragement and anx-
iety from the stands and the players
alike. The close-packed rows hummed
with ceaseless, nervous sounds of con-
versation and speculation—an impa-
tience for the dénouement, and a fear
of it, too. All around me in our section
I could see the same look of resigna-
tion and boredom and pleasure that
now showed on my own face, [ knew—
the look of longtime fans who un-
derstand that one can never leave a
very long close pame, no matter how
much inconvenience and exasperation
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it imposes on us. The difficulty of
baseball is impericus.

“Yay! Yay!” Dick Lee cried when
Yale left fielder Joe Dufek led off the
eighth with a single, “MNow come on,
you guys! I gotta get home for din-
ner.” But the next Yale batter bunted
into a force play at second, and the
chance was gone. “Well, all right—
for breakfast” Lee said, slamping back
in his seat.

The vwo pitchers held us—each as
intent and calm and purposeful as the
other. Ron Darling, never deviating
from the purity of his stylish body-lean
and leg-crook and his riding, down-
thrusting delivery, poured fastballs
through the diminishing daylight. He
looked as fast as ever now, or faster,
and in both the ninth and the tenth he
dismissed the side in order and with
four more strikeouts. Viola was domi-
nant in his own fashion, also setting
down the Yale hitters one, two, three
in the ninth and tenth, with a handful
of pitches. His rhythm—the constant
variety of speeds and location on his
pitches—had the enemy batters lean-
ing and swaying with his motion, and,
as antistrophe, was almost as exciting
to watch as Darling’s flair and flame.
With two out in the top of the elev-
enth, a 5t. John's batter nudged a soft
little roller up the first-base line—such
an easy, waiting, schoolboy sort of
chance that the Yale first baseman,
O'Connor, allowed the ball to carom
off his mitt: a miserable little butchery,
except that the second baseman, seeing
his pitcher sprinting for the bag, now
snatched up the ball and flipped it
toward him almost despairingly. Dar-
ling tock the toss while diving full-
length at the bag and, rolling in the
dirt, beat the runner by a hair,

“Oh, my!” said Joe Wood, “Oh,
my, oh, my!”

Then in the bottom of the inning
Yale suddenly loaded the bases—a hit,
a walk, another walk (Viola was just
missing the corners now)—and we all
came to our feet, yelling and pleading.
The tilted stands and the low roof
deepened the cheers and sent them
rolling across the field. There were
two out, and the Yale batter, Dan
Costello, swung at the first pitch and
bounced it gently to short, for a force
that ended the rally. Somehow, I
think, we knew that we had seen
Yale's last chance.

“I would have taken that pitch,” 1
said, entering the out in my scorecard.
“To keep the pressure on him.”

“I don’t know,” Joe Wood said at
once. “He’s just walked two. You

might get the cripple on the first pitch
and then see nothing but hooks. Hit
away."

He was back in the game.

r Steve Scafa, leading off the twelfth,
got a little piece of Darling’s first pitch
on the handle of his bat, and the ball
looped softly over the shortstop’s head
and into left: a hit. The loudspeakers
told us that Ron Darling’s eleven in-
nings of no-hit pitching had set a new
N.C.A.A. rournament record. Every-
one at Yale Field stood up—the St
John's players, too, coming off their
bench and out onto the field—and ap-
plauded Darling’s masterpiece. We
were scarcely seated again before Scafa
stole second as the Yale catcher,
Paterno, bobbled the pitch. Scafa, who
is blurrily quick, had stolen thirty-five|
bases during the season. Now he smlcl
third as well. With one out and run-
ners at the corners (the other SLI
John’s man had reached first on an
error), Darling ran the count to three,
and two and fanned the next batter—|
his fifteenth strikeout of the game,|
Two out. Darling sighed and stared
in, and then stepped off the mound
while the St. John’s coach put in
a pinch-runner at first—who took off
for second on the very next pitch. Pa-
terno fired the ball quickly this time,
and Darling, staggering off the
mound with his follow-through, did
[not cut it off. Scafa came ten feet down
ithe third-base line and stopped there,
|while the pinch-runner suddenly
ljammed on the brakes, stranding him-
self between first and second: a play,
r::1|:=..-aurlj.-—e.|r1 inserted crisis. The Yale
second baseman glanced twice at
IS:‘afn, freezing him, and then made a
little run at the hung-up base runner
to his left and threw to first. With
that, Scafa instantly broke for the
plate. Lured by the vision of the third
out just a few feet away from him on
the base path, the Yale first baseman
hesitated, fractionally and fatally, be-
fore he spun and threw home, where
Seafa slid past the tag and came up,
leaping and clapping, into the arms of
his teammates. That was the game.
Darling struck out his last man, but a
new St. John's pitcher, a right-handed
fireballer named Eric Stampfl, walked
on and blew the Elis away in their
half. .

“Well, that’s a shame,” Joe Wood
said, getting up for the last time. [t
was close to six-thirty, but he looked
fine now. “If that man scores before
the third out, it counts, you know,” he
said. “That’s why it worked. 1 never
saw a better-played game anyplace—

college or big-league. That’s a swell
ballgame.™

EVERAL things happened after-
ward. Neither Yale nor 5t. John's
qualified for the college World Series,
it turned out; the University of Maine
defeated St. John's in the final game of
the playoffs at New Haven (neither
Viola nor Darling was sufficiently
recovered from his ordeal to pitch
again) and made the trip to Omaha,
where it, too, was eliminated. Arizona
State won the national title. On June
9th, Ron Darling was selected by the
Texas Rangers at the major-league
amateur-player draft in New Yerk.
He was the ninth player in the country
ta be chosen. Frank Viola, the thirty-
seventh pick, went to the Minnesota
Twins. (The Seattle Mariners, who
had the first pick this year, had been
ready to take Darling, which would
have made him the coveted No. 1 se-
lection in the draft, but the club
backed off at the last moment because
of Darling’s considerable salary de-
mands. As it was, he signed with the
Rangers for a hundred-thousand-dol-
lar bonus.) On June 12th, the major-
league players unanimously struck the
twenty-six big-league teams. The
strike has brought major-league ball to
a halt, and no one can predict when
play will resume, Because of this sud-
den silence, the 5t. John’s-Yale strug-
gle has become the best and most vivid
game of the year for me, so far. It may
stay that way even after the strike
ends, “I think that game will always
be on my mind,” Ren Darling said
after it was over. [ feel the same way.
I think I will remember it all my life.
So will Joe Wood. Somebody will
probably tell Ron Darling that Smokey
Joe Wood was at the game that after-
noon and saw him pitch eleven score-
less no-hit innings against 5t. John's,
and someday—perhaps years from
now, when he, too, may possibly be a
celebrated major-league strikeout art-
ist=it may occur to him that his
heartbreaking (-1 loss in May, 1981,
and Walter Johnson's 0-1 loss at Fen-
way Park in September, 1912, are now
woven together into the fabric of base-
ball. Pitch by pitch, inning by inning,
Ren Darling had made that happen.
He stitched us together. _
—Rocer AnGELL |

LEADER OF TURKEY'S MILITARY RULEI
SHOWS INTEREST IM RETAIMING POWER
— Washington FPost.

We wouldn’t be at all surprised.



