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      “Here all was unchanged; the river still rushed

      through its bower of trees … the mountains stood in their

      native dress, dark, rich, and mysterious; while the

      sheet glistened in its solitude, a beautiful gem of the forest.”

      —JAMES FENIMORE COOPER,
The Deerslayer

   
      BATTER UP

      The actor Desi Arnaz was once asked how television’s I Love Lucy had changed his life. “That’s a silly question,” he replied. “Ask what it hasn’t changed.” It is silly to ask what baseball doesn’t mean. What it does is more gainful—thus, the title of this book.
      

      Plato said, “Before we talk, let us first define our terms.” What tastes like chocolate to you may seem vanilla to me. Baseball
         is individual—hence, its lure, especial. What Baseball Means to Me explores what so many—here, over 170 essayists—love so much about America’s oldest and greatest game.
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      Paradise: Safe at home.

      This book airs the largest group of household names—actors, politicians, writers, and athletes; an entrepreneur here, an ambassador
         there—to fill a funhouse of baseball memory.
      

      Each was asked to write about the sport. They replied as vividly as your first visit to a park—a blur of caps and hose and
         emblem across the chest of heaving, billowy woollies, yet indelible: the vendor, police, and skim of smoke across the yard;
         sunlight of early summer or darkness of early fall; timeless tableau of fielder crouched, batter cocked, the pitcher draped
         against the grandstand—above all, the surety that there was no place on earth that you would rather be.
      

      Bud Selig writes of visiting Yankee Stadium, Ebbets Field, and the Polo Grounds, at fifteen, in 1949. Muses Rudolph Giuliani:
         “Sitting next to my father at Yankee Stadium during my first baseball game, I felt like the luckiest kid in the world.” Tom
         Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Rick Reilly are less ooh-ah: respectively, touting Strutz Field, Buffalo Stadium, and Prairie Dog
         Field. George W. Bush hails Nolan Ryan. His dad recalls Lou Gebrig, averring, “Baseball has it all.” Another ex-President
         etches game 7 of the 1992 National League Championship Series. Says Jimmy Carter: “You can still hear the noise.”
      

      What does baseball mean? To composer Marvin Hamlisch, a Yankee fantasy camp; actor David Birney, a poem to his son; writer
         David Maraniss, his father listening to Harvey Haddix’s 12-inning perfect game. Jack Larson—TV’s Jimmy Olson—salutes his baseball-loving
         father. Corbin Bernsen recounts a fight in Little League: Two players’ mothers, “a catfight, straight out of the WWF.” Faith,
         hope and charity: Dave Barry prayed that no one would hit to him.
      

      Baseball means: Donna Shalala, throwing out the first ball at Camden Yards. Marlin Fitzwater, hurling a no-hitter, walking
         21, and losing, 13–0. John Havlicek, bird-dogged by five big league clubs. Clive Cussler’s gloveless catch. Cal Ripken plays
         his 2,131st straight game: Tim Russert rejoices. Roger Maris smacks homer 61: Sean Wilentz exults. Reg Murphy watches Henry
         Aaron’s 715th. Bucky Dent’s homer mimes Mike Dukakis’s bid for Massachusetts Governor. “I can imagine a world without baseball,”
         writes Leonard Koppett, “but can’t imagine wanting to live in one.”
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      What Baseball Means: The next pitch.

      Baseball can mean odd plays, lost cards, an Oh-my-God, can-you-believe-it, how-about-that lilt. Football is an event—the greyhound
         you thrill to. Baseball is a fact of life—the cocker spaniel who steals your loyalty and love. One is showbiz—TV’s Simpsons.
         The other mimes the Waltons—religion passed from one generation to the next. “It is … a game of fathers and sons,” adds Frank
         Deford, and his link to “the broader community.”
      

      To Charley Steiner, baseball gives running home new connotation. To James Symington, it means hitching a pants elastic—and
         raising a coach’s ire. Teresa Wright—film’s Eleanor Gehrig—discovers “our rite of spring.” Ann Richards jokes about changing
         batting orders. Julius LaRosa recalls Brooklyn’s 1940s and 1950s Dodgers.
      

      Ask Christine Brennan. Baseball means love: the Toledo Mud Hens. John Updike: courage to face big league smoke. Lisa Fernandez:
         intellectual. Martin Sheen: befriending a boy in Cooperstown. Doris Kearns Goodwin writes that baseball is the “most timeless
         of all sports.” This book shows why.
      

      You will recognize the vast majority of contributors. The less big-wigged deserve kudos, too. The wife of a newly inducted
         official once told visitors, “You’re all invited to our house. No more big shots!” Her husband amended the gibe. “Of course,
         all of our visitors are big shots!” Ibid. What Baseball Means to Me.

      Madelyn Pilkington, 100, etches TV baseball and the elderly; Evan Roberts, eighteen, America’s youngest sports talk host,
         the 2000 Subway Series; Frank Capparelli, longtime Wrigley Field groundskeeper, tending “America’s prettiest lawn”; Mike Brito,
         the Dodgers’ Radar Man, his hope to be buried at home plate in Chavez Ravine.
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      Yankee Stadium, 1955 World Series: The Bombers bat against Brooklyn.

      “You can’t describe baseball,” Bob Costas once said, “without noting folks who constitute baseball.” Thus, clubhouse man Jim
         Schmakel compares Tiger Stadium to Comerica Park. Bob Allen, an old-school players agent, tells why he liked it better, well,
         back then. John Franzen has seen more than 1,200 straight Brewers games. Tom Burgoyne—the Phillie Phanatic—remains “the only
         baseball celebrity [Phillie fans] never boo.”
      

      Baseball is people. Reading this book, you may see yourself.

      In 1982, Joseph Alsop wrote of Franklin Roosevelt a century after his birth. “Maybe I have become a sorry praiser of the past;
         but this is a personal memoir,” he wrote, “and if I truly feel that there were giants in the land in the Roosevelt years,
         I claim the right to say so.” This book is personal. Let me briefly claim the right to say what baseball means to me.
      

      It is said that with the possible exception of the equator, everything begins somewhere. For me baseball began in the 1950s
         and early 1960s in Caledonia, New York—pop. 2,188, one bar, six churches, no traffic lights, and 300 miles from the nearest
         big league park—cleaving lowland of Lake Ontario and rolling scenery to the south. Hitting fungoes, citing batting averages,
         or trading two A’s playing cards for a dog-eared Eli Grba, friends and I thought of little else.
      

      Most baseballphiles ape a player. George Fisher revered Stan Musial; Larry King, Jackie Robinson; Bud Greenspan, Mel Ott;
         Curt Gowdy, Ted Williams. Monty Hall salutes Ernie Banks. Kay Bailey Hutchinson rides the Ryan Express. Patti LuPone recounts
         her son catching a ball thrown by Buck O’Neil. Dan Jansen regales how Paul Molitor returned a ball—and kept his word.
      

      My favorite player was Yankee second baseman Bobby Richardson—to my father, “a fine family man and Christian gentleman.” Germane
         to me was Bobby’s prowess at the double play. Winter ended with catch and Little League. (See pollster John Zogby: “For so
         many of us guys, it all boils down to Little League.”) Summer brought pickup games in a field adjacent to a cemetery. Rites
         linked grass stains, broken glass, and our Holy Grail—a long belt, an automatic homer—clanging off a stone.
      

      One day a batter took me downtown beyond the farthest grave. Requiescat in pace. As a player, it augured my career.
      

      Baseball also means sites, built on a human scale, of quirk and personality. Tom Dreesen writes of the ivy at Wrigley Field.
         Skip Caray recalls a rainy day at Sportsman’s Park. George Winston educes Forbes Field’s stretch of acreage grown heavy with
         hits.
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      The Phillie Phanatic
 remains “the only
 baseball celebrity
 [Phillie fans]
 never boo.”
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      Forget mascots or exploding scoreboards. Nooks, odd angles, and strange shapes changed the game within. The Polo Grounds tied
         popgun lines and a Sahara of a center field. Shibe Park’s double deck pricked even the 1961 Phils’ godawfulness. A long out
         to left-center—Death Valley—in Yankee Stadium might be a home run at Griffith Stadium. It made a difference.
      

      At Crosley Field, long pokes over the fence dented cars parked at an adjacent laundry. In Kansas City, a mule—Charlie O, named
         for owner Charles O. Finley—grazed beyond right field. Someone put pen to a Lifebuoy soap ad on Baker Bowl’s outfield wall:
         “The Phillies use Lifebuoy and they still stink.” Tiger Stadium’s right field overhang turned pop-ups into homers. Ebbets
         Field flaunted a Sym-Phony Band and cowbell-ringing Hilda Chester and pinball emporium. Still enduring: their Flatbush of
         the mind.
      

      If The Graduate meant “plastics,” baseball also means falling in love with a team. Emeril Lagasse writes of the Red Sox; Larry King, Dodgers;
         Edward Cardinal Egan, Cubs; Tom Brokaw, a South Dakota town built by the Army Corps of Engineers. To me, the White Sox meant
         speed; Pirates, bloops and bunts; Yankees, high deeds and Holy Days; the Triple-A Rochester Red Wings, what I tuned to when
         the Bronx Bombers were rained out.
      

      Each year began slowly, irreversibly, and built through climaxes, toward that New Jerusalem when the Phils would leave the
         cellar, or the Red Sox win their first title since the Wilson presidency, or the Senators—“First in War, First in Peace, and
         Last in the American League”—would finally shake their lot as the wretched of the earth.
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      Lou Gebrig, Miller Huggins, and Babe Ruth monuments flank Mickey Mantle.

      Name a year. Nineteen twenty-seven meant Murderer’s Row; ’34, Gas House Gang; ’68, Year of the Tiger. In 1960, Pittsburgh
         oozed with a blizzard of “Best ’Em Bucs” and “The Bucs Are Going All the Way” and a World Series that puzzled Ripley. By contrast,
         the 1962 Metropolitan Baseball Club of New York was no pathetic—40–120—that it became an enduring fashion in the ephemera
         capital of the world.
      

      The Mets’ metaphor of initials—Marvin Eugene Throneberry—mimed Alfonse at the plate and Gaston in the field. Tom Eagleton mocks his own limited range. At least he caught
         the ball. “Hey!” Throneberry flogged a Met fielder who dropped a fly. “What are you trying to do? Steal my fans?”
      

      Once Marv tripled, but was called out by umpire Dusty Boggess for missing second base. Coach Cookie Lavagetto intercepted
         the angry Met skipper. “Don’t bother arguing,” he told Casey Stengel. “He missed first base, too.”
      

      Such a man deserved a coda, and found it in 1963. “Marv was upset the other day because the writers gave me a birthday cake,”
         said Stengel. “He asked how come they didn’t give him one. I told him, ‘They would have, but they were afraid you’d drop it.’”
      

      To many, baseball means the manager. “Show me a good loser,” blared Leo Durocher, “and I’ll show you an idiot.” Charlie Dressen
         bubbled egomania. “Just keep ’em close,” he told his players. “I’ll think of something.” Walter Alston once pondered what
         he’d learned in baseball. “You make out your lineup card, sit back, and some very strange things happen.” Crossing Joe McCarthy,
         you risked jobs, careers, legs, arms, and perhaps life itself.
      

      As a child, my favorite manager was Strengel—clown, semigrammarian, and linguist—i.e., Stengelese. In 1949, he was named Yankee
         skipper after never placing above fifth in nine big league years. “I became a major league manager in several cities and was
         discharged,” the Ol’ Perfessor later told a U.S. Senate committee. “We call it discharged because there was no question I
         had to leave.”
      

      Rambling hid a street-smart hardness (albeit, not Casey’s ten pennants and seven World Series). Said Stengel of his 1960 firing:
         “I’ll never make the mistake of being seventy again.” In 1992, Richard Nixon said, “If I had it to do over again, I’d name
         Casey Secretary of State. The essence of diplomacy is to confuse the opposition. The opposition never knew what Casey was
         talking about. He always knew.”
      

      Paid by the word, Stengel would have owned the world.

      Like Musial, Ted Williams, and Willie Mays, Stengel made of baseball almost existential pleasure. Too, announcers who from
         distant places spun a galloping globe of big league gloss.
      

      If a Voice is good enough, lasts long enough, and has an easy familiarity, he becomes an extended member of the family. Hugh
         Sidey recalls a ’30s Dutch Reagan, Bob Trumpy a transistor carted into bed, George Vecsey baseball radio on the road. Harry
         Caray sold beer, sacked pomp, and became a balladeer. The Phillies’ Byrum Saam made English a second language. “Hello, Byrum
         Saam,” he began his career, “this is everybody speaking.” Joe Garagiola became baseball’s Bob Hope of the resin bag. Mel Allen
         made you swear that a florist must have decorated his voice.
      

      “Other sports limit you to play-by-play,” observed Red Barber. “Baseball’s tempo lets your personality show through.” Dizzy
         Dean “commertated” how a batter “swang” and runner “slud” and slugger stood “confidentially” at the plate. Bob Prince mixed
         Bellevue and Faulkner. Ernie Harwell said nightly grace around your table. The lyric Vin Scully said, “It was so hot today
         the moon got sunburned.”
      

      Each, I suspect, might call baseball an Andy Hardy parable. Bart Giamatti was right to call it a winnowing force for good.
         The poet Walt Whitman wrote, “Where is what I started for so long ago? And why is it yet unfound?” The contributors to What Baseball Means to Me started loving baseball very young. They have never wandered far away.
      

      Eugene McCarthy observes, “Baseballs never absolutely go out-of-bounds.” George Will adds, “I write about politics, mostly
         to support my baseball habit.” Even beyond America, it is a habit hard to break.
      

      Not long ago my wife and I adopted two small children from Ukraine. One day we traipsed to a sidewalk gallery in Kiev. In
         1995, inducted at Cooperstown, broadcaster Bob Wolff played “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” on his ukulele. Now, nearly five
         thousand miles away, I saw a bandura for sale—Ukrainian for that instrument. “Let’s buy it,” I said, and began strumming sport’s “Marseillaise.”
      

      A Ukrainian ukulele. Two Red Sox fans-to-be smiling seven time zones from Fenway Park. Odd tatters. Photographs and memories.
         A sonnet sung upon the heart. That’s what baseball means to me.
      

      —Curt Smith, December 22, 2001
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      Main Street on parade: The Hall of Fame and Museum opens, 1939.

      Play Ball
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