HEART WORTH MORE THAN COMPUTER


Every profession needs gatekeepers, individuals who evaluate talent and decide who will be admitted into the freemasonry of the trade.  Increasingly, however, those tasks are performed according to an ostensibly objective and sometimes quantifiable set of indicators.  The human dimension is imprecise and so frequently is discounted.


All we can ask is that those who make decisions effecting our life’s work are fair, brutally honest – and have our interests at heart.


Here are a couple of success stories involving my step-grandfather, Joe Sugden (ex-Cleveland Spiders, Tigers, Pirates, St. Louis Browns and White Sox).  After Granddad retired from active playing in 1905, he stayed in professional ball as a coach, scout and manager until 1959.  He was a warm, patient and reliable gatekeeper for the teams he represented.


Joe Garagiola, now NBC’s commentator of major league telecasts, tells the story of his tryout with the Cardinals. Garagiola had been spotted in a sandlot game in St. Louis in 1939 and was invited to Sportsman’s Park to show his skills.


The first to meet him at the Park was Granddad Joe Sugden.


Granddad’s eyes lit up as they shook hands.  He broke into his familiar laugh.


There was nothing he enjoyed more than playing ball, even with a callow teen-ager.  Granddad, who caught young prospects until he was 71 years old, led Garagiola through the office, down the back steps, under the stands, through the Cardinal clubhouse to the “donkey’s room” where newcomers changed.  Granddad outfitted Garagiola with discards once used by Mickey Owen, Joe Medwick and Max Lanier.  “Put ‘em on, it’s OK,” the genial old-timer said.


There was one other fellow on the field that day, and Garagiola assumed  that he was another donkey.  


“Warm that fellow up,”  Granddad told Garagiola.


“Hand hurt?” he hollered after a while.


“Naw, it don’t hurt,” the kid lied.  With no sponge in his drugstore mitt to cushion the fast ones, Garagiola’s hand already was swollen.  How could your hand hurt when this was your one change to make your dream live?


When they finished, Granddad asked, “You know that fellow?  That’s Jack Kramer of the Browns.”


Granddad led the ecstatic Garagiola back to the clubhouse, gave him a good report, and the rest is history.


Then there’s Bill Jones of Oklahoma City.  It was minor league tryout camp, Springfield, Mo., 1934.  Within a week, 600 aspirants were pared to 100, and from that group four teams were chosen to fill out four Cardinal farm teams.


On the second day of camp, Jones was told to report to the area where pitchers were being warmed up and being sent into a continuous game – provided they impressed the coaches.


Again it was Granddad Joe Sugden, the gatekeeper to a man’s life.  Jones told me this story.


“Mr. Sugden, I’m Bill Jones.”


“Don’t call me mister.  Call me Joe.”


Granddad liked what he saw.  The fast ball moved.  Jones had control.  Granddad asked for some curve balls.  Jones threw a few, holding back a bit.


“Is that your best curve?  Granddad asked.


“No.  If you want to catch my best curve, you’ll have to get down in the squat position.”


Granddad was 64 at the time.  But he wasn’t going to let some kid call his bluff.


“You throw it, I’ll catch it.”


Jones warned him again, but Granddad insisted on staying erect.  So Jones wound up and let fly.  The ball broke sharply.  Granddad couldn’t handle it.  Jones thought he had broken Granddad’s leg.  But Granddad wouldn’t admit that he was hurt.


“Bill, I can’t say that you didn’t warn me.  That was one hell of a curve ball.


At the end of tryout camp, Jones was sent to St. Louis to pitch batting practice for the Cardinals and the Browns.  After two weeks, he was assigned to Columbus of the American Association.  Eventually, he ended up with Springfield in the Central League, where Granddad Joe Sugden was a coach and an instructor.


“I don’t know how he had the energy to do it.  Those all-night bus rides were brutal,” Jones said.  But Jones really understood why – Granddad just loved baseball.


Well, Jones’ curve ball wrecked his arm.  By 1936 he abandoned pro ball.  Instead he studied metallurgy, got a job in the steel industry, and ended up in Canton.


His was a success story, too.  Maybe not as far as baseball goes.  He never made the big leagues.  But he had a fair shot at making it and he gave it his best.  A bite of the cherry is better than none at all.


Of Granddad he says:  “Joe, God rest his soul, was a truly loveable gentleman and I never heard a bad word spoken about him.  There should be more like him, especially in the rookie leagues.”


Granddad had that capacity to make a frightened youngster feel at ease, to bring them to the point where they could show what they could do.  He was a gatekeeper who was honest, loved his work, was a shrewd judge of talent and who could be trusted to do the best for the applicants and for the employer.


Today there are agents, slick talent scouts and recruiters with stop watches, radar guns and a network of informants feeding them tips.  But if you are not rated high on the computer printouts, who’s going to risk the time and money to give you a chance?


It’s safe to say that in professional sports no serious prospect is missed.  But the human dimension, the Joe Sugdens of the world, are they going to have an input on the computer?  How many professions and how many gatekeepers are there that make decisions in the best interests of the aspiring candidates?  We may find the talent, but will be recognize the heart?
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