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      Foreword

      
         
         Wes Parker

         
      

      
      Carlos Bernier played for the Hollywood Stars, one of eight teams in the Pacific Coast
         League, which from 1946 to 1957 many considered to be a third major league. My father
         first took me to see the Stars play at Gilmore Field on the West Side of Los Angeles
         in 1948, when I was eight years old, and I quickly became an avid fan.
      

      
      The grass was as green, the sky as blue, the crack of the bat as sharp and clean as
         today, even sharper because Gilmore Field held slightly less than 13,000 paying customers,
         making it very much a sensory experience. Bernier, along with Frankie Kelleher and
         Chuck Stevens, were my favorite players. He could hit, throw, run, hit for power,
         and run. Lord, could he run. Back then they had pregame activities in which players
         would race one another around the bases. Bernier never lost. One time he circled the
         bases home to home, a straight-line run of 360 feet, in less than 14 seconds. That
         is how he came to be known as the “Cuban Comet” (even though he was Puerto Rican).
      

      
      Players were not analyzed, dissected, and interviewed to nearly the extent that they
         are today. They played, then disappeared, returning to the mysterious life from which
         they came. They were like gods—majestic, young, supremely skilled, beautiful in those
         white uniforms with the red-and-blue highlights, the exact same color and shade Superman
         wore.
      

      
      When games were sold out, they roped off the outfield and allowed us to sit on the
         outfield grass behind the ropes, close to our gods, so close we were within 10 feet
         of them. We could sense them, hear them, feel their energy. It got so that while driving
         to the games I prayed for a sellout so I could share the same grass with them and
         watch them from close range.
      

      
      As an adult I looked back and wondered who Carlos Bernier really was, what kind of
         a life he lived, what happened to him after the Dodgers forced the Stars to relocate
         to Salt Lake City in 1958. I knew he played briefly in the big leagues with Pittsburgh
         but nothing more. Was he happy? Sad? Regretful? Pleased with himself and his career?
         What kind of man was he? What happened to him after his career ended?
      

      
      This man and the 1950s era he played in remain among my most treasured memories, an
         era when the entire world seemed more alive and beautiful and civilized than it does
         today. And now, because of this book, I get to relive it and learn what Carlos Bernier
         and the other men I so admired during that wonderful time were really like.
      

      
      Thank you, Gaylon White.

       

      * * *

      
      Wes Parker grew up in the Brentwood section of Los Angeles, graduated from the University
         of Southern California, and played first base for the hometown Dodgers from 1964–1972,
         winning six consecutive Gold Glove Awards while batting .264, with 64 homers. In 1974,
         he played in Japan for the Nankai Hawks, earning another award for outstanding defense
         and hitting .301. Jim Murray, legendary Los Angeles Times sports columnist, called Wes the “most graceful athlete I think I ever saw,” adding,
         “Parker plays the game with such effortless ease he makes a ballerina look as if she
         had corns.”[1]  
      

      
      
         
            1. Los Angeles Times, April 7, 1965, Part 3, 9 (main edition).
               

            

         

      

   
      Preface

      
      
      If you were a kid baseball junkie in the 1950s and 1960s, the best fix was the annual
         baseball guide published by the Sporting News. It was chock full of stories and statistics from the lowest of the minors to the
         majors. Most of the minor leaguers were unknown and would remain that way. A few stepped
         out of the back pages of the guide and into the national limelight.
      

      
      A photo in the 1954 edition introduced a young black player named Henry Aaron, batting
         champion of the Class A South Atlantic League (Sally) the previous season. He went
         on to hammer 755 home runs in a Hall of Fame career.
      

      
      The following year, 1955, another black, Al Pinkston, led the Sally League in hitting.
         He’s pictured wearing a baseball cap with the letter “A” for Athletics inscribed on
         it. The same photo of Pinkston, minus the letter on the cap, showed up in the guides
         for 1960, 1961, 1962, and 1963. He was the Class AA Mexican League batting king each
         year with averages ranging from .369 to .397.
      

      
      It was a select group of minor leaguers pictured in the guides, as they featured only
         the top hitter and pitcher with the best earned run average from Class A leagues and
         above.
      

      
      Pinkston’s name continued to appear among the Mexican League’s top batsmen until he
         retired after the 1965 season, a month shy of his 48th birthday. He never made it
         to the majors.
      

      
      Who was this guy smiling from the pages of the baseball guide for almost a decade?
         Why didn’t he make it to the big leagues? What happened to him?
      

      
      In June 1975, I traveled to New Orleans, Louisiana, to meet Pinkston and get answers
         to my questions. The year before, I interviewed Joe Bauman in Roswell, New Mexico,
         and Bob Crues in Amarillo, Texas.
      

      
      In the 1955 guide, at the end of a lengthy review of the 1954 season, Bauman is credited
         with the “top feat of the year in the minors,” for pounding a record 72 home runs
         at Roswell. He broke the mark of 69, set by Joe Hauser of Minneapolis in 1933, and
         tied by Amarillo’s Crues in 1948.[1] 
      

      
      The closest Bauman got to the majors was the one game he played at the Triple-A level
         of the minors. Crues didn’t make it past Class A. Why?
      

      
      I was asking the same question about the star players I saw play in the Pacific Coast
         League (PCL) growing up in Los Angeles—Carlos Bernier, Joe Brovia, Bob Dillinger,
         and Joe Taylor.
      

      
      Prior to the arrival of the Dodgers in 1958, the PCL was as big league as you could
         get in Los Angeles. It was the only minor league with open classification status.
         Many of the former big-leaguers in the PCL didn’t want to go back.
      

      
      One of them was Bernier. He got a shot with the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1953 and, unhappy
         with his playing time, decided to remain in the PCL with the Hollywood Stars, where
         he was as big a celebrity as the movie stars who came out to see him play. Why?
      

      
      Brovia wanted to play in the majors and deserved to go after slamming 71 homers and
         driving in 247 runs at Portland in 1950–1951. He had to wait four years until he got
         a chance at age 33. Why?
      

      
      Dillinger posted a .306 batting average in six big-league seasons but was exiled to
         Sacramento in the PCL, where he won the batting title in 1953, with an average of
         .366. No team in the majors wanted him. Why?
      

      
      In his PCL debut for the Portland Beavers in 1955, Taylor belted three of the longest
         home runs ever seen at the Beavers’ 52-year-old ballpark. A teammate thought Taylor
         would be the “black Babe Ruth,” but instead he spent most of the next eight seasons
         shuttling back-and-forth between the PCL and the majors. Why?
      

      
      Ron Necciai pitched three games for Hollywood in 1955, and then retired from baseball
         at the age of 23. Three years earlier, at Bristol, Virginia, in the Class D Appalachian
         League, he became the first and only pitcher in baseball history to strike out 27
         batters in a nine-inning game. He finished the 1952 season in the majors with a 1-6
         record for the Pirates.
      

      
      The catcher in Necciai’s historic game was Harry Dunlop. He also was the player-manager
         at Stockton in 1964, when the Baltimore Orioles decided to give Steve Dalkowski, a
         hard-throwing-and-drinking pitcher called the “Living Legend,” one last chance. Dunlop
         is uniquely qualified to discuss the minor-league pitching sensations that left us
         wondering, What if?
      

      
      The best way to answer these questions was to talk to the players themselves—as many
         as possible. I met with Necciai in Monongahela, Pennsylvania, and Dunlop in Elk Grove,
         California. Twice I visited Brovia in Santa Cruz, California, and Taylor in Pittsburgh.
         After a two-year search for Bernier, I spent an entire day with him at his home in
         Paterson, New Jersey.
      

      
      Over time the original concept for the book morphed to include chapters on Walter
         Buckel, Pat Stasey, and Tom Jordan Sr., as well as Jordan’s son Tommy—lesser-known
         players with stories well worth telling.
      

      
      I became fascinated with the marriage of convenience between Bobo Newsom, a legend
         in his own mind, and Joe Engel, colorful owner of the Chattanooga Lookouts. Bobo pitched
         two years for the Lookouts to prove he belonged back in the majors, where he had won
         205 games earlier in his career.
      

      
      It all started with the baseball guides that got me curious about minor-league greats
         that never made it to the majors or struggled if they did. I found out that the difference
         between success in the minors and failure in the majors can be razor thin and have
         less to do with a player’s ability than the circumstances.
      

      
      Forrest “Frosty” Kennedy never had his picture in one of the guides. Yet, he crushed
         228 homers in his 10-year career, including 60 at Plainview, Texas, in 1956. Frosty
         never made it above Class AA. “I had a couple chances to go up, but what was the point?”
         he said.[2] 
      

      
      Frosty made more money in the minors, plus he was treated to dinner and drinks everywhere
         he played. “I was a king in the minor leagues. Why go up to the majors and be just
         a spear-carrier?”[3] 
      

      
      Sometimes a player’s rise or fall came down to luck. “I’ve always said I’d rather
         be lucky than good,” Bob Dillinger said. “Because as far as I’m concerned, a lot of
         baseball has to do with inches. And inches, to me, can be luck, too.”
      

      
      
         
            1. J. G. Taylor Spink, comp., Official Baseball Guide—1955 (St. Louis, MO: Sporting News, 1955), 108.
               

            

         

         
            2. San Gabriel Valley (CA) Tribune, April 26, 1997, C4.
               

            

         

         
            3. San Gabriel Valley Tribune, April 26, 1997, C4.
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      Introduction

      
      
      Baseball once defined whether a city in America was major or minor league.

      
      There was a time, wrote Atlanta sports columnist Furman Bisher, “when every town big
         enough to have a bank also had a professional baseball team, and the peak of excitement
         was reached when the bank was robbed or the baseball team won a pennant.”[1] 
      

      
      No town was too small to field a pro team.

      
      Snow Hill, North Carolina, population 940, had a team in the Class D Coastal Plain
         League, and its moniker, which was combined with the name of the town, was a classic—the
         Snow Hill Billies. “There was a wealthy merchant in Snow Hill who loved baseball,”
         Bisher recalled, “and he intended to have a team if he were the only patron in the
         stands.”
      

      
      Bisher could’ve been thinking about Tito Arencibia and other Cubans who played at
         Big Spring, Texas, in the late 1940s and early 1950s when he penned, “Players with
         foreign names of many syllables came to a town, married a local belle, and never left.”[2] 
      

      
      There were 52 minor leagues in 1948, when Life magazine published the compelling photograph on the cover of this book. Looking up
         at photographer George Silk’s camera was a sea of “550 fresh-faced young Americans,
         supercharged with ambition to play baseball for the Brooklyn Dodgers.”[3] 
      

      
      They were rookies from throughout the United States at the Dodgers’ new spring training
         camp in Vero Beach, Florida. Most of those who made the cut wound up on one of the
         Dodgers’ 25 farm clubs scattered throughout the country in places like Nashua, New
         Hampshire; Idaho Falls, Idaho; Ponca City, Oklahoma; and Valdosta, Georgia, at the
         bottom of the minor-league ladder, which ranged from Class D to Class AAA.
      

      
      These were the leagues that came to be known as the bushes. They were made up primarily
         of players who remained unknown outside the towns where they played. But there were
         also players who achieved hero status and enthralled local fans as much as the stars
         in the majors.
      

      
      Jim Reeves was born in 1946, in Carlsbad, New Mexico. The local team was called the
         Potashers, a member of three different leagues from 1953 through 1961. Reeves went
         on to become a baseball writer and sports columnist for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram.
      

      
      “I covered 28 World Series,” he said. “I saw some great players and great games and
         great World Series. But I still harken back to those days watching the Potashers play
         out at Montgomery Field in Carlsbad.”
      

      
      The Potashers were in the same league as the Roswell Rockets, and, in 1954, the Rockets
         had mighty Joe Bauman. He was on his way to slugging 72 homers, the most in baseball
         history, and folks came out to see if he could plop a ball into the Pecos River beyond
         the right-field fence.
      

      
      “It was kind of an idyllic type thing to grow up in a small town watching a very small
         minor-league team,” Reeves said. “It was grass-roots professional baseball at its
         best. The games were intense. You wanted your team to not only win but to get to the
         playoffs, to win the championship.”
      

      
      Reeves was 13 in 1959, when the Potashers’ Gil Carter, a former Negro Leaguer and
         heavyweight boxer, “out-Mantled Mickey” with a blast that landed in the yard of a
         house 733 feet from home plate. The distance was measured using aerial photographs
         taken by the local newspaper, the Current-Argus.[4] 
      

      
      “I didn’t have a major-league team that I could identify with,” Reeves said. “The
         team that I identified with was the Carlsbad Potashers, and they were my heroes.”
      

      
      Reeves wasn’t alone.

      
      The Pacific Coast League (PCL) was part of the minors, but for many West Coast fans
         it was their own major league until the Brooklyn Dodgers relocated to Los Angeles
         and the New York Giants to San Francisco in 1958.
      

      
      The biggest PCL star in the mid-1950s was Stout Steve Bilko of the Los Angeles Angels,
         also called the Sergeant of Swat. He was so popular that his manager, Bob Scheffing,
         once boasted, “More people in L.A. today know Bilko than Marilyn Monroe.”[5] 
      

      
      Stout Steve won the PCL Triple Crown in 1956, with a .360 batting average, 55 home
         runs, and 164 runs batted in.
      

      
      Novelist Harry Turtledove, seven years old at the time, can tell you what Stout Steve
         did, but he doesn’t remember Mickey Mantle winning the American League Triple Crown
         the same year. “The majors were a voice from another room,” he said. “The PCL was
         in my room, if you know what I mean.”
      

      
      Turtledove eventually let Bauman into his room, and that got him to thinking about
         Roswell, the place where Joe belted most of his homers in 1954, and the site of the
         UFO incident seven years earlier. Could there be a connection? Turtledove makes you
         think so in a story he wrote about Bauman.
      

      
      The minor leagues were filled with players that stirred and stretched the imagination,
         arousing curiosity.
      

      
      Wade Cline was 18 years old in 1953, when Bob Dillinger won the PCL batting title
         with a .366 average. He recalled Dillinger starring for the St. Louis Browns. “He
         was one of the few good players the Browns had,” Cline said. “He led the league in
         stolen bases three years. I thought that it was ironic that Dillinger the base thief
         had the same name as Dillinger the famous bank robber. A good question is why he left
         the major leagues?”
      

      
      Why was Bobo Newsom, winner of 205 games in the majors at the time, back in the minors
         in 1949, pitching for the Chattanooga Lookouts, a Southern Association team run by
         Joe Engel, known as the “P. T. Barnum of the Bushes”? Because of the zany stunts he
         pulled? Was this another one?
      

      
      By the end of the 1963 season, the minors were down to 18 leagues.

      
      “They deleted all the classes but AAA, AA, and A, attempting to create a delusion
         of quality that isn’t there,” Bisher lamented. “They took something away from baseball
         when they took away the ‘bush league’ designations, the Ds, Cs, and Bs.”[6] 
      

      
      Gone was the excitement of watching a player make the rare jump from Class D to the
         majors in the same season. Bristol’s “Rocket” Ron Necciai did it in 1952, after becoming
         the first and only pitcher in history to strike out 27 batters in a nine-inning game.
         Rocket Ron was in Bristol less than a month before the Pittsburgh Pirates moved him
         up to Class B and then put him in their starting rotation.
      

      
      “He has given us the kind of terrific baseball stories you dream about,” Bristol Herald Courier sports editor Gene Thompson wrote. “It matters little that Ron began his baseball
         career in Salisbury, NC, and that he will eventually wear a Pittsburgh uniform. To
         us who follow the Twins he’ll always belong to Bristol.”[7] 
      

      
      That’s what made the minor leagues of the 1950s so special. The players belonged to
         the towns where they played, and their accomplishments and fame were a source of great
         civic pride long after they left.
      

      
      Bristol has made sure future generations remember the amazing performance of Rocket
         Ron the night of May 13, 1952. Outside the city’s ballpark, DeVault Stadium, there’s
         a plaque that reads, “In over one million professional baseball games played since
         Organized Baseball began in 1869, no one has ever matched Rocket Ron’s feat that special
         evening. It remains one of baseball’s greatest individual accomplishments.”
      

      
      Roswell has named its ballpark Joe Bauman Stadium, but the other players featured
         in this book are forgotten heroes.
      

      
      Left on Base in the Bush Leaues puts you in the front row, on the field, and in the locker room with these players
         through interviews with them and their teammates, managers, and opponents. It’s important
         to preserve and share their remarkable stories because they make the lore of Minor
         League Baseball richer and more fascinating. And they leave us with a sense of wonder
         of what might’ve been.
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      Chapter 1

      Bushes and Bushers

      
         
         
         Three Bush League Legends and Two Unknowns

         
      

      
      Philip K. Wrigley, longtime owner of the Chicago Cubs, knew a lot more about chewing
         gum than baseball. But he was onto something in 1953, when he called for baseball
         to eliminate the terms “major” and “minor,” and sell the sport similarly to how General
         Motors sold cars.
      

      
      GM was the gorilla of the car world at the time, each of its five divisions with a
         well-defined persona: Chevrolet, Buick, Pontiac, Oldsmobile, and Cadillac. None of
         the cars were subordinated to the other, Wrigley reasoned, selling each model on its
         own merits. Baseball needed to do the same, designating leagues in a way “that would
         give a true picture of varying ability and experience.”[1] 
      

      
      No one paid any attention to Wrigley, and baseball continues to use the terms “major”
         and “minor” to market its product. The distinction between the two is greater in baseball
         than any other sport. In fact, baseball is the only major sport to have minor leagues
         that were once referred to as “bushes” and its players as “bushers.”
      

      
      A headline in the Sporting News, the self-proclaimed bible of baseball, used “bushes” in a headline as early as 1898.[2] 
      

      
      The term “busher” was indelibly written into the baseball lexicon with the publication,
         in 1916, of Ring Lardner’s You Know Me Al, a novel consisting of letters by Jack Keefe, a fictional bush-league pitcher struggling
         to stick with the Chicago White Sox, to a friend, Al Blanchard. All six chapters have
         the word in their titles.
      

      
      Lardner blurred the line between reality and imaginary by weaving such baseball characters
         as Ping Bodie, a stocky, swashbuckling outfielder, into busher Keefe’s letters to
         Al back home in Bedford, Indiana: “To-night at supper Bodie says, ‘How did I look
         to-day Kid?’ Gleason [William “Kid” Gleason] says, ‘Just like you always do in the
         spring. You looked like a cow.’”[3] 
      

      
      Bodie’s 52-ounce bat came close to making up for lead feet that inspired one of baseball’s
         classic lines when he was thrown out trying to steal a base: “Ping had larceny in
         his heart, but his feet were honest.”
      

      
      In 1910, Bodie belted a record 30 home runs for the San Francisco Seals of the Pacific
         Coast League (PCL) to become a local hero and earn a shot in the majors with the White
         Sox.
      

      
      “To kids on the sandlots of San Francisco, there were three great names in baseball—[Ty]
         Cobb, Babe Ruth, and Ping Bodie,” said Joe Cronin, another San Francisco native who
         went on to become a Hall of Fame shortstop and top baseball executive.[4] 
      

      
      A fence-buster in the minors, the White Sox expected great things of Bodie. After
         hitting five homers in 1911 and four in 1912, the headlines of one newspaper proclaimed,
         “PING BODIE TO THE MINORS” and “FENCE BUSTER HAS OUTLIVED HIS USEFULNESS.”
      

      
      “Ping lived up to his reputation earned on the Coast for one season,” the story noted.
         “Then he went back to the Coast and acted as a beer agent during the winter, came
         back fat as a pig, and the fences were comparatively safe.”[5] 
      

      
      Bodie lasted another two years with the White Sox, returned to the Seals in the Coast
         League for two years, and then went back to the majors for five seasons before playing
         six more years in the minors. Overall, he had a respectable .275 batting average in
         the big leagues. But his 43 homers didn’t come close to the 203 he blasted in the
         bushes.
      

      
      Ping is best remembered for a remark he made while with the New York Yankees on what
         it was like rooming with the gallivanting Ruth. “I don’t room with Ruth,” he said.
         “I room with his suitcase.”[6] 
      

      
      It was the kind of quote you’d expect from Lardner’s Keefe, and it fueled speculation
         that Bodie was the inspiration for the famous busher. He denied this in a 1942 interview
         with J. G. Taylor Spink, publisher of Sporting News, but admitted to providing material to Lardner.
      

      
      Ring was writing short stories and plays on other topics in 1928, when the 40-year-old
         Bodie ended his pro career in San Francisco, where it had started two decades earlier.
         On the same team was another brash, hard-hitting outfielder with an equally unusual
         name and all the idiosyncrasies of a Lardner creation—Smead Jolley.
      

      
      The tall, lanky, lefty slugger from the Arkansas Ozarks believed each bat had a certain
         number of hits in it. So he’d take a new bat, stand it on the ground, and rub it down
         from the handle to the barrel, forcing all the hits into the barrel so it was easier
         for them to come out.
      

      
      No one laughed at the results. He hit .367 in 16 minor-league seasons, winning a record-tying
         six batting titles. Four of them came in the rugged Coast League at a time it was
         producing major-league stars in assembly line fashion. He was a pretty fair country
         hitter in the majors, batting over .300 in three of the four seasons he split between
         the White Sox and Boston Red Sox for a career .305 average.
      

      
      “I swing at anything I can reach,” Smead said.[7] 
      

      
      This troubled White Sox manager Donie Bush, who mumbled, “If I could only get that
         Jolley to stop chasin’ bad balls, he’d hit .400.”[8] 
      

      
      A far greater concern was Jolley’s clumsiness catching fly balls, which one teammate
         likened to a “kid chasing soap bubbles.”[9] 
      

      
      Missed fly balls were made more memorable by Jolley one-liners: “There’s a bad sky
         today—not an angel in the clouds.”[10] 
      

      
      The misplay that ensured Jolley’s legendary status as the worst outfielder in baseball
         history took place at Boston’s Fenway Park when there was a 10-foot incline called
         “Duffy’s Cliff” in front of the left-field wall. “When the ball is hit, turn, run
         up the hill, and stand there,” Bush instructed Jolley, peppering him in practice with
         fly balls to make sure he remembered. “Do that and you’ll make the catch easy.”
      

      
      Jolley speared three hard-hit balls. “I’ve got that hill licked now,” he said triumphantly.

      
      The next inning, Jolley ran up the hill again to catch a high fly ball. “When I turned
         around, the ball wasn’t there. It was going to fall short of the ramp. I took one
         step down, then another, walked right off into space, and fell flat on my face.”
      

      
      Jolley explained what happened to teammate Willie Kamm in the dugout later: “Willie,
         Bush told me how to get UP that hill. BUT HE NEVER SAID A WORD ABOUT HOW TO GET DOWN
         IT.”[11] 
      

      
      Such stories made Jolley a cult hero. His inability to catch a ball and ability to
         hit one had people talking about him long after he quit the game in 1941.
      

      
      For sheer color and entertainment, few can match “The Mad Russian,” the nickname for
         Lou Novikoff, a socking, singing outfielder who was the world’s best softball player
         before joining the Los Angeles Angels of the PCL near the end of the 1939 season and
         batting .452 in 36 games. He continued his torrid hitting in 1940, with a .363 average
         and 41 home runs.
      

      
      Novikoff went on to hit a respectable .282 in the majors with the Chicago Cubs and
         Philadelphia Phillies. But he never fulfilled the promise showed in winning four minor-league
         batting titles. “Now I know why they call you the Mad Russian,” one opposing manager
         taunted Novikoff. “If I couldn’t hit any better than that, I’d be mad, too.”
      

      
      After misplaying a few balls in the outfield, he said, “I can’t play in Wrigley Field
         because the left-field foul line isn’t straight like in the other parks . . . it’s
         crooked.”[12]  
      

      
      He also claimed to be allergic to the ivy covering the walls at Wrigley Field. None
         of this mattered to Cubs fans. They loved the Mad Russian and his zany ways.
      

      
      When Cubs manager Jim Wilson pinch-hit for him, fans howled their disapproval. “Never
         since Dizzy Dean have I seen the fans go so goo-goo over a guy as they have the Russian.”[13]  
      

      
      The Mad Russian’s charm didn’t stop with the fans. “He’s given me a lot of laughs,
         and I can’t stay mad at him,” Wilson explained.
      

      
      One evening in Pittsburgh, Wilson went looking for the Mad Russian after he left the
         team’s hotel past midnight. “Where do you suppose I found him? In one of those small
         night clubs, sitting on top of the piano singing at the top of his voice. How he loves
         to sing. If he could only hit as well as he sings, he’d be a .350 slugger.”[14]  
      

      
      Like Jolley, the Mad Russian ended his career on the West Coast in the lower minors,
         the Class B Western International League. They could still hit, Jolley batting .345
         and Novikoff .326. But they were never able to overcome the good-hit, no-field label
         and the eccentricities the media focused on to depict them as clowns. To Edgar Munzel
         of the Chicago Sun-Times, for example, Novikoff was just another “player with a minor-league complex.”[15] 
      

      
      “People knocking the minor leagues, I hear that stuff all the time,” Forrest “Frosty”
         Kennedy told sports columnist Jim McConnell in 1997.[16] 
      

      
      Frosty is one of 14 players to hit 60 or more home runs in a season. He did it in
         1956, for Plainview, Texas, in the Class B Southwestern League. Hitting 60 homers
         in the minors was harder than in the majors, he insisted:
      

      
         A shorter season, rotten lights at rotten little ballparks, rotten pitchers who couldn’t
            or wouldn’t throw me a pitch to hit, freezing weather in the spring, hot as hell in
            the summer. Don’t let anyone ever tell you there was anything cheap about my getting
            60 home runs. I was there, Charlie.[17] 
         

      

      
      
         A star for the Little Rock Travelers in the 1940s, Rosie Cantrell had big-league potential
               but no interest in moving up. “Where do you go from there?” he once asked teammate
               Duke Doolittle. Duke’s wife, Norma Jean, took this photo of Rosie when she was a photographer
               for a Little Rock newspaper. Photo by Norma Jean Hyatt Doolittle, courtesy of Sandy Doolittle.








      

      
      Outfielder Ben Howard “Rosie” Cantrell had his own reasons for spending his entire
         16-year career in the minors, where he had a lifetime batting average of .315 and
         was widely known for hitting the bottle as hard as the ball.
      

      
      When Rosie played for Little Rock in the Southern Association in 1947, he kept a bottle
         of Four Roses bourbon stashed inside the ballpark’s hand-operated scoreboard in center
         field. If he made the last out in an inning, he’d take a swig or two. “If he wasn’t
         going to hit during that inning, he didn’t come in,” recalled Little Rock catcher
         Marland “Duke” Doolittle. “The more intoxicated he became the better hitter he was.”
      

      
      “How do you do it?” some younger teammates asked Rosie after he smashed four line-drive
         hits in a game.
      

      
      “You fellows have a problem that I don’t have,” he said. “When you go to the plate
         and you’re sober, you only see one ball. You have to hit what you see. When I go to
         the plate and I’m feeling good or high, I see three or four. I always pick out the
         one I like the best.”
      

      
      Shagging fly balls in the outfield prior to one game in Little Rock, Duke sidled up
         to Rosie and said, “You’re such a good hitter that you’d go to the big leagues in
         nothing flat if they knew you weren’t messing around with liquor anymore.”
      

      
      Rosie thought about the question for a moment and asked, “Why would I want to do that?
         Where can you go from there?”
      

      
      Rosie was content in Little Rock. He wasn’t paid all that much but most big-league
         players made about the minimum annual salary of $6,000. The cost of living was a lot
         less in Little Rock than New York City, Philadelphia, Boston, Chicago, or St. Louis,
         where 11 of the 16 major-league teams were located at the time. “There were a lot
         of minor-league ballplayers, but there were very few major-league teams,” Duke said.
         “Competition was keen.”
      

      
      In no other professional sport is success on one level so overshadowed by the lack
         of success on another. A minor-league star that doesn’t make it to the big leagues
         or live up to expectations while there is a flop. Rarely is there an in-between.
      

      
      In 1978, 20-year-old Clint Hurdle was pictured on the cover of Sports Illustrated, wearing a Kansas City Royals uniform and a big smile, symbolic of the promising
         career ahead of him. The headline emphasized this point in bright yellow letters:
         “THIS YEAR’S PHENOM.”[18] 
      

      
      Hurdle’s rookie numbers weren’t all that bad—.264 batting average, 7 homers, and 56
         runs batted in. But he was no phenom and never achieved star status in the big leagues
         until he became a manager. “If I’d done everything I was supposed to,” Hurdle said
         halfway through his first year, “I’d be leading the league in homers, have the highest
         batting average, have given $100,000 to the Cancer Fund, and be married to Marie Osmond.”[19] 
      

      
      Joe Garagiola was a big-league catcher for nine years before moving into the broadcast
         booth. “Big-league baseball is a tough grind. I hit .356 one year in the minors; I
         never hit .300 in the big leagues.”
      

      
      Actually, he hit .318 in 34 games for the St. Louis Cardinals in 1950. But his name
         is on a plaque at the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, because
         he was better poking fun at himself than hits on the field.
      

      
      In early 1946, Joe was sitting in a U.S. Army tent in Manila, Philippines, listening
         to a sports report on Armed Forces Radio. The announcer raved about “this new phenom”
         who’s going to take over catching duties for the Cardinals: “This kid can hit, the
         ball explodes from the bat, and oh, he can throw, gotta gun for an arm.”
      

      
      Garagiola was thinking to himself, “Christ, if this guy is for real, when we get out
         of here and I go back to baseball, I’m gonna be in the minors for 120 years. Who is
         this guy?”[20] 
      

      
      The announcer finally named the catcher—Joe Garagiola.

      
      “Unfortunately, people think a guy is going to be as great in the major leagues as
         he was in the minor leagues,” Garagiola said. “That isn’t necessarily the case at
         all. I can’t explain it. I can only go with what Mr. Rickey would say: ‘The difference
         between a minor leaguer and a major leaguer is the strike zone.’”
      

      
      Branch Rickey was the architect of extensive minor-league systems for the Cardinals,
         Brooklyn Dodgers, and Pittsburgh Pirates, which produced World Series titles for each
         organization. He stockpiled players so if one went down, another was up and ready
         to go.
      

      
      “You take fellows that have big, big years in the minor leagues, keep in mind that
         they don’t see great pitching every day,” Garagiola said.
      

      
      Rickey’s mantra became his own: “If a hitter can control the strike zone in the major
         leagues, he’s going to hit. If a pitcher can control the strike zone, he’s going to
         win.”
      

       

      * * *

      
      David “Gus” Bell played 15 years in the majors, starting with the Pittsburgh Pirates
         before moving to the Cincinnati Reds, where he was a four-time National League All-Star
         in the 1950s. His son, Buddy, and two grandsons, David and Mike, combined to play
         31 years in the big leagues.
      

      
      “Ever hear of a guy by the name of Bill Pierro?” Gus asked. “That would have to be
         the most fascinating story ever told.”
      

      
      Standing 6-foot-1 and weighing 155 pounds, William “Wild Bill” Pierro looked like
         a harmless beanpole until he unleashed one of the sidearm fastballs that catapulted
         him from the bottom of the minors to the majors. “I pitched sidearm—right from the
         hip like Ewell Blackwell,” he said.
      

      
      Called “The Whip,” Blackwell was the most feared pitcher in baseball at the time,
         winning 22 games for Cincinnati in 1947. That was the same year the cocky, fast-talking
         Pierro persuaded the Pirates to give him a tryout and whiffed 180 batters in 134 innings
         at Bartlesville, Oklahoma, in Class D. His second season at Bartlesville, in 1948,
         he amassed 300 strikeouts in 230 innings, followed by 311 in 285 innings, including
         postseason playoff games, in 1949, at Waco, Texas, a Class B team. Altogether, that’s
         an average of almost 11 strikeouts per nine-inning game.
      

      
      The right-handed Pierro walked 304 batters and plunked 28 more in 364 innings in his
         two seasons at Bartlesville. He cut down on the free passes at Waco but still hit
         a league-high 16 batters.
      

      
      “Pierro was death on right-handers,” said Waco manager Morris “Buddy” Hancken. “One
         day he was pitching against Texarkana, I believe, and one of their right-handers came
         back to the bench moaning, ‘If you left-handers don’t knock him out soon, he’s gonna
         kill all of us right-handers.’”[21] 
      

      
      Because of an amazing 755 strikeouts in 619 innings, the Brooklyn-born Pierro was
         being hailed as a “Flatbush version of Bob Feller” in 1950, when he moved up to Indianapolis
         in the American Association. By mid-July he had pitched a one-hitter, the eighth of
         his career; won eight games to improve his overall record to 51-31; and was leading
         the Triple-A loop in strikeouts. “He was one of the hottest prospects coming up to
         Pittsburgh,” said Bell, also a Pirates rookie in 1950.
      

      
      Wild Bill lived up to his nickname with the Pirates, walking 28, hitting two more,
         and throwing three wild pitches in 29 innings. Pitches thrown near the plate didn’t
         fool anyone, producing 33 hits, 34 runs, 2 losses, and a 10.55 earned run average.
         “I had a rough half-season up there because I couldn’t find the plate,” Bill admitted.
      

      
      When Rickey became general manager of the Pirates in November 1950, he set out to
         change Pierro. “He wanted me to throw overhand, and I refused to do it,” Pierro said.
      

      
      Rickey threatened to send Bill back to the minors if he didn’t follow orders.

      
      “Fine, send me back to the minors,” Bill fired back. “I’ve been throwing sidearm ever
         since I’ve been throwing a ball, and I’m not going to change it for anybody.”
      

      
      Pierro didn’t need to be told he was good, but baseball greats Joe DiMaggio and Paul
         Waner did anyway, urging him to stick with the sidearm delivery that got him to the
         majors. “Learn how to put the ball over the plate and nobody is going to beat you,”
         they advised.
      

      
      While Rickey raved about Pierro’s fastball, he wanted him to throw overhand to improve
         his control and develop a curveball.
      

      
      “We could readily see that a pitcher with his delivery would have a tough time against
         left-hand hitters,” said Bill Posedel, the Pirates’ pitching coach. “He didn’t have
         the breaking ball to offset the one pitch he had.”
      

      
      Rickey even offered Pierro special coaching, arranging to meet him at 8:30 one morning
         with Posedel and another instructor. When Bill showed up 40 minutes late, Rickey ordered
         him to pack his bags for reassignment in the minors.
      

      
      “Right now, I don’t care where that boy pitches this season,” Rickey said. “He doesn’t
         have the attitude to play on this ballclub.”[22] 
      

      
      “There are some guys you can help and a lot of guys you can’t help,” Posedel said.
         “I always felt that if you could do the job, it’s great to be cocky. But to be cocky
         and not do the job, that’s different.”
      

      
      “Posedel used to get a little disgusted with me, but I listened to him,” Bill said.
         “He thought he’d make a helluva pitcher out of me as soon as ‘you get the wild hairs
         out of your butt.’ I tried to throw overhand, but they started hitting long balls
         off of me. I mean, they were tagging me pretty good. I gave that up after one or two
         games.”
      

      
      The Pirates sent Pierro back to Indianapolis. He never made it. “I had what I thought
         was the flu during spring training. I traveled north with the ballclub, playing exhibition
         games. I couldn’t seem to shake this flu.”
      

      
      Bill was hospitalized briefly in Cincinnati. “The team was in Pittsburgh, and I wanted
         the hell out of there or else I was going to wind up back in the minors. Nobody can
         hold you against your will. I signed myself out against the doctor’s advice.”
      

      
      Bill rejoined the Pirates in Pittsburgh, checking into the Webster Hall Hotel, where
         the other players were staying.
      

      
      Gus Bell and his wife had a room on the same floor as Pierro. “We were walking down
         the hall to go to the ballpark and hear some noises,” Bell recalled. “This door is
         open. The maid comes out and says, ‘Oh, that guy is really drunk in there.’”
      

      
      Upon arriving at the ballpark, Bell overheard Pierro’s roommate, veteran third baseman
         Bob Dillinger. “Pierro is sick,” Dillinger said. “He’s out of his head.”
      

      
      The team’s physician suggested that a taxi be sent to the hotel to get Pierro and
         take him to the hospital. “You send an ambulance for that boy,” the normally soft-spoken
         Dillinger shouted. “He’s sick.”
      

      
      On April 15, 1951, his 25th birthday, Pierro was rushed to Pittsburgh’s Presbyterian
         Hospital in a cab. A headline in the Terre Haute Star best captured the situation: “BUCS’ BILL PIERRO NEAR DEATH FROM DISEASE OF BRAIN.”
      

      
      Bill had either encephalitis (inflammation of the brain) or meningitis (inflammation
         of the brain lining) and was in critical condition. “Only yesterday,” the story noted,
         “Pierro had been assigned to Indianapolis on a 24-hour option.”[23] 
      

      
      The Pirates quickly called off the deal.

      
      It took a team of doctors several days to establish Pierro had encephalitis. “It’s
         akin to polio and meningitis,” Bill said. “They couldn’t give me any medication. If
         I had meningitis, medication for polio would have killed me.”
      

      
      Bill was in a coma for two weeks. “The ballclub saw that I had the best. They did
         everything in the world that was possible. They weren’t worried whether I ever pitched
         major-league ball again. They wanted to save my life. I was close to death.”
      

      
      Bill had joined the U.S. Marines out of high school and saw action in Guam during
         World War II. He believed that’s where he contracted the disease and it remained dormant
         until 1951.
      

      
      “When I got out of the hospital, the first thing I did was go to the ballpark.”

      
      Ironically, Bill’s uniform number with the Pirates was 13.

      
      “I didn’t put a ball suit on. I walked out on the field and stood on the mound. Nobody
         was there. I started winding up like I was going to throw the ball. I staggered all
         over the place. I said, ‘That’s it! Might as well forget it.’ So I packed it up and
         lived with it ever since.”
      

      
      The next time Bell saw Pierro was at Ebbets Field when Bill came from his home in
         Brooklyn to see the Pirates play the Dodgers. They talked in the clubhouse before
         the game.
      

      
      “Where you sitting?” Bell asked.

      
      “Second deck—in the bleachers.”

      
      “Isn’t that something?” Bell thought to himself.

      
      A couple of months earlier they had been teammates, on the field and in the dugout
         together, and now Bill was sitting in the bleachers.
      

      
      “I think he was too embarrassed to come to the ballpark after that,” Bell said.

      
      Pierro stopped following baseball. “I’m not bitter. It’s just that if I can’t play,
         I get bugged. I start feeling sorry for myself. I don’t need that, so I stayed away
         from it. I love the game.”
      

      
      Encephalitis is a rare disease caused by a virus, affecting mostly children and the
         elderly. Bill lost all coordination in his legs so when he walked, it appeared he
         was drunk. He got a job finishing furniture. It was something he could do as he got
         older, and the effects of encephalitis required him to use a cane and, eventually,
         a wheelchair.
      

      
      “That’s the way the cookie crumbles,” Bill said. “One thing I’ve always said: ‘Thank
         God I made it to the big leagues—that this didn’t happen to me in Triple-A and for
         the rest of my life I would’ve wondered if I could’ve pitched in the big leagues.’
         I know I did. That’s the consolation I take in what happened to me. I have no regrets.”
      

      
      Bell blamed the Pirates, particularly Rickey, for treating Bill unfairly before he
         became ill. “They really crapped on this guy.”
      

      
      Pierro didn’t feel that way. “Mostly, it was my fault. I was a very cocky kid.”

      
      Bill praised Rickey, recalling the time the Pirates boss told him, “You know something,
         young man, you’re good! You and every other ballplayer that’s here is good. Every
         player that’s sitting on this bench in the bullpen is good. You wouldn’t be sitting
         here in the big leagues if you weren’t good. Don’t ever feel bad about that.”
      

      
      On another occasion, Rickey encouraged Bill and other Pirates youngsters with a pep
         talk: “You can give me the best college team in baseball and I’ll put any Class D
         ballclub on the field with them. The college team may beat them in five games. But
         put this college team with a Class D ballclub for 154 games and the Class D team is
         going to shellac them.”
      

      
      Pierro paused to emphasize a point he was about to make. “Bush League to a ballplayer
         is very low. I’ve always felt the minor leagues were not bush leagues. They are still
         professional baseball.”
      

      
      Pierro died April 1, 2006, at the age of 79—almost 55 years after encephalitis ended
         his promising baseball career. “If I knew I was going to get encephalitis, I’d still
         do it again,” he said. “Believe me I would. That’s how much I enjoyed it—minor leagues
         and all.”
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      Chapter 2

      Following a Dream

      
         
         
         Walter Buckel and the “Biggest Little Baseball City 
in the United States”
         

         
      

      
      U.S. Highway 80 once was the “Broadway of America,” connecting San Diego on the West
         Coast to Georgia’s Tybee Island on the East Coast. The young man hitchhiking on the
         stretch of highway passing through his hometown of Holtville, California, in the spring
         of 1941 was on his way to another small city on U.S. 80 a thousand miles to the east—Big
         Spring, Texas. Walter Buckel was following his dream of being a professional baseball
         player.
      

      
      The year before, Big Spring was home to the Barons before they moved mid-season to
         Odessa and became the Oilers. The Barons/Oilers had the worst record (45-95) in pro
         baseball. The team was back in Big Spring for the 1941 season, under new ownership,
         a new manager, Jodie Tate, and a new nickname, the Bombers. The 19-year-old Buckel
         figured Big Spring needed new players, too.
      

      
      Three car rides later he was in El Paso, where he hooked up with a truck driver on
         his way to Big Spring. “That’s the ballpark over there,” Buckel said excitedly as
         they rolled into town.
      

      
      He grabbed a black tin suitcase carrying his glove, spikes, khaki pants, and t-shirts,
         and jumped off the truck. “Good luck, kid,” the truck driver said.
      

      
      At the ballpark, Buckel introduced himself to Tate.

      
      “Kid, I can’t use you,” the manager said. “I’ve got a working agreement with Brooklyn.
         And they’re going to send me all the ballplayers I can use. But if you’ll hang around,
         I’ll take you over to the highway and point you up toward Lamesa, a little town up
         the road about 40 miles. They can use some ballplayers.”
      

      
      That’s how Buckel got to Lamesa, Texas, a cattle-ranching and cotton-farming community
         of about 10,000 people 60 miles south of Lubbock.
      

      
      He signed a $75 a month contract to play third base for the Lamesa Loboes of the West
         Texas–New Mexico (WT–NM) League in 1941, and then returned in 1947, as a shortstop
         for two more seasons. He played briefly in 1949, before becoming the team’s business
         manager, a position he held through 1950. “I could field, but I couldn’t hit,” Buckel
         said. A career batting average of .226 attests to that.
      

      
      Buckel was good at organizing things. He rallied public support for a new 3,500-seat
         ballpark and arranged for new uniforms without the “e” in the nickname Loboes, saying
         it stood for error “and no ballclub wants an error anywhere. We have a brand new ballpark,
         a lineup dotted with new players—now we have a brand new name,” Buckel explained.[1]  
      

      
      In 1950, Lamesa lived up to the claim on the club’s letterhead: “THE BIGGEST LITTLE
         BASEBALL CITY IN THE UNITED STATES.”
      

      
      “Regardless where a person might perambulate,” sports editor “Irish” Matthews wrote
         in the Lamesa Daily Reporter, “we don’t think they will find more baseball enthusiast(s), grandstand umpires,
         and managers, or just plain old peanut crunching baseball fans, than right here in
         Lamesa.”[2]  
      

      
      Lamesa’s total attendance of 100,000 was 10 times its population and more than Amarillo
         and Albuquerque, the largest cities in the league. “We drew 87,000 during the season
         and 13,000 more in the playoffs,” Buckel bragged.
      

      
      Even when Lamesa went on the road in the playoffs, almost 1,500 fans showed up at
         Lobo Park to sit in the grandstands and cars nearby to listen to Buckel enliven telephone
         reports from the game sites with a colorful play-by-play account over the loudspeaker
         system.
      

      
      Buckel wound up living in Lamesa for 66 years. He continued to broadcast local sports
         events while wearing a variety of hats, ranging from transportation and cafeteria
         manager for city schools to county clerk to insurance agency owner to radio station
         manager.
      

      
      In 1967, townsfolk persuaded him to purchase a small weekly newspaper, the Dawson County Free Press, and compete against the Lamesa Reporter, an absentee-owned semiweekly. “I knew nothing about newspapers,” he said.
      

      
      It didn’t matter because eight months later consummate newspaper publisher James Roberts
         of Andrews, Texas, hatched a plan to form the Roberts Publishing Company, buy out
         Buckel’s competitor, and establish the Lamesa Press-Reporter, with Buckel as president and publisher.
      

      
      “It opened up a whole new world because Mr. Roberts had his mind set on building a
         group of community newspapers in county seat towns,” Buckel said. “He was the visionary
         and the dreamer; I was the detail man. Every paper we acquired I was on the board
         and the secretary on most of them.”
      

      
      Halfway between Lamesa and Andrews, a distance of 55 miles, there’s a huge elm tree
         on the side of the road. “He’d pick up the phone and say, ‘Walter, meet me at the
         tree.’ We did a lot of business under that tree.”
      

      
      They teamed to gobble up 15 daily and weekly newspapers in West Texas. “We found papers
         that had problems with the publishers,” Buckel said.
      

      
      New publishers were given strong incentives to get involved in the community and provide
         leadership. “We don’t cover the moon shots; we write local news and that’s all.”
      

      
      Pro baseball was long gone by 1978, when Buckel wrote a series of 48 articles about
         his experiences in the WT–NM League. A compilation of the stories titled SportScrapbook was published in 1990, to give readers a glimpse of what baseball was like in Lamesa
         before and after World War II. The anecdote-packed stories also offer a snapshot of
         life in one of baseball’s most colorful minor leagues.
      

      
      The WT–NM loop was classified as a “D” league in 1941, and “C” after the war.

      
      The windswept plains produced plenty of jokes: “Stand in any one place and you can
         see five miles; stand on a tuna fish can and you can see 10.”
      

      
      Balls soared over the short fences of the ballparks, aided by prevailing winds and
         the dry, thin air in the league’s cities. Amarillo’s Bob “Round Trip” Crues belted
         69 in 1948, breaking the league mark of 57 set the year before by Lubbock’s Bill Serena
         and tying pro baseball’s single-season high. In 1949, Lamesa’s D. C. “T-Bone” Miller
         swatted 52.
      

      
      “The West Texas–New Mexico League thinks nothing of 90 to 100 tallies in an evening,”
         a wire-service correspondent reported.[3]  
      

      
      High-scoring games in the WT–NM and Longhorn leagues produced unusual headlines, like
         the one when the Odessa, Texas, Oilers lost, 27-25: “ODESSA FAILS IN FINAL QUARTER.”
         The story began, “It was fourth down, one to go, and Odessa needed two points to tie
         the game when the whistle blew.”[4]  
      

      
      A game scheduled the following night was postponed by wind gusts as high as 55 miles
         per hour, reducing visibility to near zero and flattening the center-field fence.
         This little ditty summed up things nicely:
      

      
         The wind she blew and the base hits flew

         
         And our pitchers lasted an inning or two.[5]  
         

      

      It was a golden era for baseball in West Texas, one that Buckel wanted to chronicle
         for future generations.
      

      
      “Before television, before air conditioning, before backyard barbecue—the best place
         you could go on a summer night was the ballpark,” Buckel recalled. “It was an era
         of Minor League Baseball where communities adopted the team. They adored their baseball
         players. They’d take you into their homes and restaurants. It was just beautiful.
         You were a celebrity in the town.”
      

      
      Buckel was sitting in the living room of his daughter’s home in Lubbock, where he
         and his wife, Rubye, moved in 2010, to be closer to health care facilities. He was
         91. “If I live to 90,” Buckel told a former teammate, “I’m going to be a .400 hitter.
         Everybody else is dead. They can’t refute it anymore.”
      

      
      He laughed at the thought of being another Ted Williams, the last big-leaguer to hit
         .400 in a season.
      

      
      On a nearby table was a spiral binder with his SportScrapbook stories. He picked it up and started talking about Grover Seitz, longtime manager
         of the Pampa Oilers. He was called “Wild Bull of the Pampans” because he was always
         mixing it up with opposing players, umpires, and fans.
      

      
       “Grover was a showman and could fill ballparks with displays of emotion that would
         have won him Oscars and Emmys had he been in motion pictures,” Buckel wrote.
      

      
      One night in Lamesa, Grover was the target of a highly vocal fan named Sid sitting
         behind home plate. They taunted one another throughout the game until Grover “raced
         to the screen with a terrible scowl on his face, reached into his pocket, and pulled
         a pistol while Sid scrambled to get out of the seat.”[6]  
      

      
      Grover soaked Sid with a water pistol purchased in town that morning.

      
      Walter “Lefty” Condon, an easygoing pitcher for Lamesa in 1947, didn’t fit baseball’s
         stereotype of left-handers as temperamental and eccentric, but his wife, Phyllis,
         did. “She wore a leopard skin coat winter and summer, whatever the weather was,” Buckel
         said. “She roamed the stands and could cuss like a Barbary Coast sailor at umpires
         and everybody else.”
      

      
      Phyllis pestered manager George Sturdivant to ride the team bus on road trips, something
         that was taboo for any player’s wife. “No women going to ride our bus,” Sturdivant
         huffed.
      

      
      So, Phyllis, wearing her leopard skin coat, hitchhiked to games hundreds of miles
         away. “We would be breezing down the road and pass Phyllis heading for the same destination,”
         Buckel reported. “Lefty would merely stick his head out, wave, and holler, ‘See you
         in Borger, hon,’ and we’d keep on rolling. Oftentimes she would beat us to our destination
         and be waiting for ol’ Lefty when he crawled off the bus.”[7]  
      

      
      Traveling in old, rickety buses at night in the wide, open spaces of West Texas and
         eastern New Mexico was an adventure even if nothing went wrong. When something did,
         well, it made for a harrowing experience.
      

      
      Two Lamesa players almost didn’t survive a trip home from Albuquerque in 1951. Seated
         in the rear of the team bus directly over the motor, the players got sick from carbon
         monoxide gas fumes. One of them collapsed. Both wound up in the hospital.
      

      
      Buckel related his favorite bus story.

      
      The Lobos were on their way to Abilene, 140 miles southeast of Lamesa. Just outside
         Abilene is Merkel, home of a town marshal who took particular pleasure in pulling
         over speeding motorists in his old, dilapidated, unmarked car. Veteran pitcher Eulis
         Rosson knew this; kid pitcher John Fetzer did not.
      

      
      Fetzer was driving the bus when Rosson noticed the marshal following close behind.
         “Fetzer, step on it!” Rosson urged. “There’s an old guy driving that car. Don’t let
         him beat us to Abilene.”
      

      
      Fetzer stepped on the gas; the marshal did the same. As Buckel described it, “The
         old car and the old bus raced side-by-side down the highway while the players hooped
         and hollered, egging Fetzer on.”[8]  
      

      
      When Fetzer finally pulled over, he discovered he had been racing the town marshal.
         “I didn’t know you wanted to stop us,” he said.
      

      
      “I ought to throw the whole ball club in jail,” the marshal yelled. Instead, he gave
         Fetzer a “severe tongue-lashing” and let the team go on to Abilene, where they played
         that night.
      

      
      Fetzer was one of several Lobos to marry a local girl. A number of other players,
         like Rosson, nicknamed the “Arkansas Hummingbird” after his home state, remained in
         Lamesa after quitting baseball.
      

      
      Detroit-born pitcher Stan Grzywacz settled in Lubbock after winning 46 games in three
         seasons with the Lobos. “He didn’t have an overpowering fastball or curve,” Buckel
         said. “He made up for it with a fiercely competitive attitude that was a joy to watch.
         He thought he could beat anybody any day. Just let him pitch.”
      

      
      Or run the bases.

      
      Gryz, as he was called, was on first base when a teammate doubled to right field.
         He rounded second and was racing for third when he stumbled and flopped to the ground.
         He got up, only to fall again halfway between third and home plate. Exhausted, he
         was crawling toward home when he was tagged out. “You started your slide too soon,
         Gryz,” one of the Lobos hollered as he returned to the dugout. “You’re supposed to
         wait until you’re closer to home.”
      

      
      Buckel recalled Stan taking “about all the ribbing he could and then announced to
         the world: ‘If you bums could hit the ball hard enough to get a pitcher around to
         third base more than once a month we wouldn’t be so unfamiliar with that bag and could
         handle it better.’”[9]  
      

      
      Throughout the years, Buckel described Stan’s “early slide” dozens of times. “You
         played for the fun of the game,” he said, “and hoped you had the opportunity to move
         up the line some place.”
      

      
      Few players in the WT–NM League made it to the higher minors or majors. One of them
         was Bill Serena, a stocky shortstop for the Lubbock Hubbers in 1947, and the starting
         third baseman for the Chicago Cubs three years later.
      

      
      “He had a beautiful upper-cut swing,” Buckel said of Serena. “He seldom hit a ground
         ball. Everything was swinging up. And in the light air out here, he lofted them over
         a lot of fences.”
      

      
      Serena slugged 70 homers for the Hubbers—57 during the regular season and 13 in the
         playoffs. He clouted 50 more for Double-A and Triple-A teams before the Cubs tabbed
         him to start at third base in 1950. He belted 17 homers as a rookie but finished his
         big-league career with only 48 spread across six seasons.
      

      
      At age 22, Serena was younger than the league’s other top fence-busters—Bob Crues,
         D. C. Miller, and Joe Bauman—who led the league in 1946, with 48 homers. “They could
         hit 75 home runs, and they weren’t going any place because they were old-timers finishing
         up in this league,” Buckel said. “Serena was in the league only one year. Had he stayed
         out here with his upper-cut swing, he would’ve set a bunch of records.”
      

      
      One of those records would’ve been the amount of money collected through a ritual
         called “picking the screen” or “picking lettuce.” When a hometown player hit a home
         run, fans poked cash through the screen separating the grandstands and the playing
         field. “They had chicken wire around the backstops all the way—down the third-base
         and first-base lines,” Buckel said. “Normally, it was one-inch chicken wire. You could
         stick a dollar bill, a five, or 10 in there; maybe a 20. It all depended on the euphoria
         of the game and how it was going.”
      

      
      The tradition was particularly strong in the WT–NM League, where fans had more money
         than entertainment to spend it on. “Lamesa was one of the most generous of all places
         to play,” Buckel said, “simply because the fans were right on top of the action and
         felt a closer relationship with the players than those in the bigger cities in the
         league.”[10]  
      

      
      Some players made more in screen money than they did on their monthly salary.

      
      The prospect of making bigger money than he could back home in Hickory, North Carolina,
         is what attracted D. C. Miller to Lamesa in 1949.
      

      
      D. C. was known as T-Bone in Lamesa because, as Buckel explained, “He was beefed-up
         like Barry Bonds.” Elsewhere he was called Pud.
      

      
      “To say that Pud is a big man is no understatement, friend,” columnist George Webb
         wrote in Miller’s hometown newspaper, the Hickory Daily Record. “Two hundred and thirty-five pounds muscled out on a six-foot-plus frame can strain
         most any bedspring that Pud decides to put to the test. Five pounds of lard sprinkled
         in with the lean push him slightly past his best playing weight.”[11]  
      

      
      Words like hefty, huge, mammoth, massive, and bruising were used to describe Miller,
         who butchered pitchers in the Class B Big State League for 57 homers in 1947, and
         29 in 1948, despite an injured finger that sidelined him for a month.
      

      
      The Lobos had only four homers in 27 games when player-manager James “Jay” Haney shuffled
         the roster in late May, bringing in Miller and releasing Buckel so he could be the
         team’s business manager.
      

      
      Miller started the 1949 season at Gladewater, Texas, in the East Texas League, where
         he was hitting .333, with three home runs. He was as widely traveled as a Greyhound
         bus. Stops included Mooresville, North Carolina; Lafayette, Louisiana; St. Joseph
         and Carthage in Missouri; Bristol and Petersburg in Virginia; Elmira, New York; Spartanburg,
         South Carolina; and the Texas cities of Wichita Falls, Texarkana, Dallas, and Gladewater—11
         ballclubs in 10 leagues. And he was only 26 years old.
      

      
      The closest D. C. got to the majors was a spring trial in 1948, with the San Francisco
         Seals of the Pacific Coast League, a Triple-A circuit. “His fielding is questionable,
         but clubbing is not,” one sportswriter reported just prior to his sale and demotion
         to Dallas in Double-A.[12]  
      

      
      From there he went to Texarkana in Class B and eventually Gladewater and Lamesa in
         Class C. 
      

      
      “I’m not trying to go up to the majors so what’s the use of me going crazy out there
         in the field?” D. C. dismissed his defensive shortcomings. “No sir, I won’t worry
         about the fielding, just give me that bat. You know how it is. People pay to see me
         hit so that’s what I’ll be in there trying to do.”[13]  
      

      
      The Lobos needed help on the field and at the gate. In 1948, they placed last, winning
         only 44 games. Attendance plunged to a league-worst 34,303, almost half of the year
         before. Buckel finished the year as manager. “They came to me and said, ‘Buckel, will
         you take the club for the last month of the season? And, then, we’ll cut the roster
         down to 12 players and try to get by’—bad year, 1948.”
      

      
      T-Bone became the scourge of the league, batting .404 and swatting one shot after
         another over the left-field fence—52 in 109 games.
      

      
      “Miller’s home run clouting is all the more outstanding due to the fact that he didn’t
         join the Lobos until six weeks of the season had already elapsed,” Warren Hasse wrote
         in the Pampa Daily News. “Had he spent the entire season there he might well have eclipsed the 69 circuit-blow
         record of Bob Crues.”[14]  
      

      
      Fans filled the seats, boosting attendance to a then-franchise record of 76,627. “He
         liked the altitude (2,992 feet) out here, and he liked picking the screen,” Buckel
         said. “He gave the fans a real thrill for their money.”
      

      
      In one game, he slammed four-straight homers, filling his pockets after each shot.
         “He started looking for the money to be sticking through the backstop screen when
         rounding second base and reaped $149 for the night’s effort,” Buckel wrote.
      

      
      That is the equivalent of approximately $1,000 today. But T-Bone wasn’t happy. “Four
         home runs and yet I averaged less than $50 a shot,” he complained.
      

      
      “Who won the game was of no consequence,” Buckel concluded his Press-Reporter story on T-Bone. “He was in Lamesa to make what he could from the ownership of the
         club and the fans who stuck their cash through the screen for his prodigious home
         runs into the West Texas skies.”[15]  
      

      
      T-Bone was a hired gun, off to a higher bidder in the next town after a few months.
         Buckel was a company man, all about the team, the fans, and the community.
      

      
      “He dressed like a bum, acted like a bum, and hit like a major leaguer,” Buckel said,
         picking up where he had left off in his story on T-Bone.
      

      
         He went to the plate with one thing in mind—hit the ball out of the ballpark. He was
            big, and he was sloppy in his work and in his talk and everything else. You’d see
            him walking around town in his open shower shoes, long shirt hanging out, and bumming
            meals. “I’ll hit two home runs tonight if you’ll give me a beer,” he probably told
            people. I vividly remember the night he hit four home runs and got $149 picking the
            screen.
         

      

      The next morning, T-Bone walked into the team’s office under the stands. Buckel was
         there, along with the president of the club, Horace Duke. “He was a mild-mannered
         farmer who loved baseball.”
      

      
      Duke was excited to see Miller and shook his hand as he congratulated him on hitting
         four homers. He was shocked to hear T-Bone call the fans cheapskates and demand, “You
         give me $100 cash or I’m going home.”
      

      
      “I don’t have $100 cash,” Duke said.

      
      “Well, you get it before the end of the day or I’m gone.”

      
      Duke went to a nearby bank, got a $100 bill, and gave it to T-Bone, who hit two more
         home runs that night.
      

      
      “He blackmailed the president of the club,” Buckel said in disbelief. “He was that
         kind of a guy.”
      

      
      Miller was sold for an estimated $1,500 to his hometown team, the Hickory Rebels of
         the Class D North Carolina State League.
      

      
      “Miller informed Lobo officials that he had no desire to return to Lamesa, and, in
         fact, would not play here again,” columnist Perry Roberts wrote in the Lamesa Daily Reporter. “Miller seemed to feel that he did not get what he termed ‘a fair deal at the end
         of the season.’ It seems he desired a bonus, over and above the one paid him for being
         in the playoffs, and Lobo officials refused to give it to him because they could not
         give one to every player.”[16]  
      

      
      Roberts noted that no team tried to draft Miller at baseball’s winter meetings, requiring
         Lamesa to make a deal afterward.
      

      
      Back in Hickory, D. C. was praising Lamesa fans for their generosity. “Why, I’m sure
         going to miss those folks out in Texas,” he said. “You know, I never got less than
         $35 for a home run out there. On three occasions I can remember I got as much as $150.”
      

      
      Knowing that much money never changed hands at Hickory’s ballpark in an entire year,
         let alone a single night, D. C. offered this handy hint: “Did they pass around the
         hat? I should say not. They’d just come up and stick it through the wire.”[17]  
      

      
      D. C. was one of those baseball characters you remember long after they’re gone. “Folks
         in Lamesa still ask me whatever happened to D. C. Miller?” Buckel said. “I tell them
         he’s either back home in North Carolina or he’s in jail someplace.”
      

      
      D. C. settled in Hickory, spending most of his last four seasons with the Rebels and,
         then, working 25 years as a salesman for the Anchor Supply Company in Hickory.
      

      
      In 1950, his first year in Hickory, Miller batted .369, with 29 homers, taking over
         as Rebel manager midway through the season. He continued as player-manager in 1951,
         swatting 40 round-trippers, while hitting a whopping .425 to earn Hillerich & Bradsby’s
         Louisville Slugger Silver Bat award for the highest batting average in the minors.
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