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THERE'S NO HARDSCRABBLE ON ARTIFICIAL TURF

by KENNETH W. GRUNDY


In the academic circles where I am tethered, those who follow sport do so at some professional risk. Not cerebral enough. Colleagues don't take seriously those who quote the street-wise aphorisms of Kevin Mackey, or debate the merits of the straight drop back against the roll-out, or who spout off batting averages as readily as dates for the British monarchs. Still, faculty sports buffs, though they may be embattled, are unbowed.


This year, however, there is reason to take heart. If ever there is a sport to be tolerated in academia, it is baseball. And in this summer season, a quintessentially American passion, once repressed, has gained acceptance, even among stodgy peers.


You can't credit the Indians' improved fortunes. Nor is it the fact that celebrated American authors have penned fine books and stories about the national pastime. Philip Roth, W.P. Kinsella, Bernard Malamud, Marianne Moore, even Thurber and Zane Grey make baseball respectable among intellectuals.


These days, there's an even more passionate love match between academia and baseball. I refer to the appointment of Bart Giamatti, ex-President of Yale University, as President of the National League. Giamatti, medievalist, literateur, never hid his ardor for baseball. Nor has Stephen Jay Gould, Harvard's brilliant historian of science. And one who fancies himself an intellectual of sorts, columnist George Will, is a baseball fanatic too.


So, drawing my license from a columnist and two renowned scholars, I feel relieved to come out of the closet -- I confess to being hooked on the lure and lore of the diamond.


A boyhood enthusiasm, it was, fanned by a father who practiced with me endlessly, and a step grandfather (my only "Granddad") whose tales of bygone times supplied the romance.


It has been said that "baseball is a distinctly 19th century game." It reflects the values of simpler times, with unambiguous heroes and characters less homogenized by the almighty dollar. In today's sanitized, up-market business called baseball, lawyers, agents, drug dealers, public relations officers and accountants sometimes count for more than their well-packaged products in double-knit and Old Spice.


The final year of that 19th century was the year the much maligned Cleveland Spiders compiled the worst record in major league history. And in that same year, 1899, my Granddad, Joe Sugden, arrived in Cleveland to catch for the Spiders. Joe turned 29 that summer, his 7th in the majors, and before his career was over, in 1912, he had played for 6 teams. Joe lasted some 66 years in professional baseball. When his playing days ended, he stayed on as a coach, manager or scout.


A couple of years ago James Neff did a piece for the Plain Dealer on the Spiders. "The art of losing" he called it. It was sarcastic, in mock sympathy and encouragement for Indians fans. After all, he consoled, the Indians were only 75 and 87 in 1984. It could have been worse. The Spiders were 20 and 134, a real embarrassment.


Borrowing the words of a contemporary sportswriter, and mentioning Sugden by name, Neff tried to depict the Spiders as "lard buckets", unfit for major league competition. Low blow. The baseball encyclopedia says Sugden weighed 180 pounds over a 5'10" frame. The photos show him angular, of average build in his loose fitting flannels. To set the record straight, Joe Sugden hit .276 that year. Not greatness, but a good journeyman's season.


In Philadelphia, where I came of baseball age in the late 1940s, you were either a Phillies fan, or you were nothing. The Athletics couldn't lift themselves out of the cellar had they been lashed to the Goodyear blimp. But the Phillies weren't world-beaters, either. Joe was a scout then for the St. Louis Cardinals, so I could claim a second team, and one of the best.


I haunted Shibe Park, flashed Joe's business card at the press gate and marched in like a prince. And those very special times when the Cards were in town, Joe took me and Dad along to sit with him behind the dugout and then afterwards to visit the locker room to chat with my heroes -- Stan Musial, Marty Marion, Whitey Kurowski, Red Schoendiest, Enos Slaughter. I can still recite the entire line-up.


When I wasn't watching or playing baseball I listened to Granddad talk baseball with Dad. Joe looked the part of an ex-big leaguer, as if he had been carved out of a single log of seasoned maple. Tobacco juice stained the deep wrinkles of his chin. His nose was pushed off to the side. And those expressive hands: every joint had been broken at least once. Catchers in those days didn't hide behind the protective gear they don today. And when Granddad described a double-play, he'd punctuate it by hitting those two gnarled hands together, palm to fingertips, not so much two claps as a benediction -- "Bing, bing! Double play!"


I've soured a bit on baseball over the years. The hype, the greed and ego of the players and owners would have saddened Joe Sugden. He was a purist, the old school -- work for what you earn -- rough hewn but honest and fair. Baseball was, to him, still a game, to be played for love of contest, not for love of money.


Joe would have been the first to admit that he was losing touch with "the game". Over his last few years he signed no new prospects. He refused, on principle, to offer a bonus to an untried and unproven talent. If Joe spotted promise in a youngster, the Cards sent in someone else to get the signature. To their credit, the Cardinals' kept Joe on the payroll to the end, even after his eyes, his legs and his ears, but never his mind, surrendered.


Old-fashioned, yes. Each time the Cards came to town they gave Joe several boxes of balls, old ones too beat up for batting practice. He took them home, cleaned and tarted them up with shoe whitener, high-lighted the laces with red pencil, and then doled them out to the local sandlot teams, 2 and 3 here and there.


To Joe, these gifts so proudly proffered were an act of affection for the game. But toward the end, Joe's generosity came to be regarded as something to be sniggered about behind his back. A couple of old baseballs were hardly going to save sandlot ball.


His was a lifetime of devotion to the game. His impediment was that he believed that boys take up baseball because it is fun.


Baseball had changed, and Joe refused to change with it. Baseball was no romantic idyll -- he knew that -- but a hardscrabble struggle for boys from the wrong side of the tracks. It was racist, cruel at times, and exploitative. Still, I find it easy to be drawn to Granddad Joe and to his game. And yes, to the Cleveland Spiders. Imagination tells me I'm right; reason calls my bluff.

        c  Kenneth W. Grundy, printed with amendments on August 6, 1986 in the Cleveland Plain Dealer.

