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Introduction

Ask anyone who has ever really played it: baseball is the finest athletic game
ever conceived.
— Eliot Asinof!

No one has written about baseball with more authority, conviction, and
insight than the late Eliot Tager Asinof (1919-2008).” The key factors behind
his unique accomplishment are, at minimum, threefold. First, Asinof was,
simply put, a highly talented writer who, over a 50-plus-year career, produced
a vast output of fiction, nonfiction, screenplays, and journalism covering the
full spectrum of modern American life — of which baseball and professional
sports were only one, significant aspect. Second, Asinof was — unlike almost
all other gifted authors who have tackled the subject of baseball —a former
minor league player who competed at a very advanced professional level before
turning to writing for a livelihood. Third, and often overlooked, is that Asinof
lived, by anyone’s standards, an impressively long, full, and interesting life
that informed all of his writings, including those about baseball, with a keen
perception, broad vision, and diversity of outlook that only the best of authors
seem to possess. This unusual combination of personal qualities places him
within a very select and elite group of American writers. By the time he pro-
duced at age 36 his first widely acknowledged masterpiece, the baseball novel
Man on Spikes (1955), he had acquired more experience in life and sports than
most ever possess throughout a lifetime. Nevertheless, this was just the begin-
ning in a long string of provocative works that would come to a halt only
with his death 53 years later, as he worked on an unpublished memoir.

In addition to his debut novel, Asinof wrote four other major works on
the subject of baseball, three of which (like his first effort) were novels. Man
on Spikes was and still is considered extraordinary for its time, not only for
being a brisk, entertaining read, but also for representing the first searing
indictment of professional baseball’s notorious reserve clause, some 20 years
before it was finally dismantled by legal arbitration in 1975. As “fiction” it has
stood the test of time, although readers are still often shocked at its vivid,
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rough insider’s view of the game, one not at all for the faint of heart or those
wishing to romanticize professional baseball into something which it is not.
Asinof’s next baseball work was the classic nonfiction Eight Men Out (1963),
after 48 years still viewed by many as the definitive account of the 1919 Black
Sox Scandal and a quality benchmark for all sports literature in general. Later,
this book was turned into a critically acclaimed and commercially successful
motion picture by the same title (1988). Although Asinof’s pioneering work
in this area is devoid of footnotes and bibliographies, its accuracy and hypo-
thetical reconstruction of events has held up amazingly well over time, despite
a constant discovery of new facts and information regarding the scandal itself.’
Asinof begins Eight Men Out with a modest preface in which he briefly explains
to readers how he went about finding and utilizing his source materials, includ-
ing personal interviews with surviving participants.*

Asinof’s last three baseball books are less well known, unjustly and unde-
servedly so. Each poses profound questions for the thoughtful reader, perhaps
too complex to find a wide audience, but always deeply rewarding for those
willing to ponder such things. The Bedfellow (1967) came four years after
Eight Men Out and could not have more defeated audience expectations in
terms of what Asinof would write next. Apart from being pure fiction, the
novel deals not with the playing career of a major leaguer, but rather with
his post-playing career in the world of advertising. Add to that the main char-
acter and narrator being African American and heavy doses of autobiography
thrown in, and one gets a sense of how bold Asinof’s departure was. Critics
and audiences were typically, and not surprisingly, confused at best.

It would be three decades before Asinof wrote another baseball book;
when he finally did, his taste for experimentation had not waned. Strike Zone
(1994) may be one of the most unusual American novels ever written. A col-
laboration with former Yankee bad boy and popular commentator Jim Bouton,
this story returns to the familiar gambling-corruption theme in sports, but
with a twist. Asinof and Bouton take turns writing alternating chapters, Asinof
from the viewpoint of a home plate umpire and Bouton from that of a pitcher.
The intriguing results are manifold, including an implied questioning of base-
ball’s ethical underpinnings and, by extension, the American way of life in
general. His last baseball novel, Off-Season (2000), published on the eve of
George W. Bush’s inauguration as president, is a fitting swan song to Asinof’s
half century of musings on the national pastime. Its primary theme is race —
the Great American Odyssey, as it has been sometimes called — long after pro-
fessional sports became integrated and the issue was supposedly dead and
resolved as a national debate. Not so, poignantly argues the novelist in a brac-
ing work whose date of release could not have been timed better or worse,
depending on one’s point of view — better because the message was badly
needed and worse because it was a highly unfashionable one.
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Although Asinof’s baseball writings will be the focus of this study, his
voluminous non-baseball work is also worthy of close examination. His other
efforts will be cited whenever appropriate to highlight and underscore impor-
tant recurring themes in his five baseball books. For example, Asinof’s 1919:
America’s Loss of Innocence (1991) provides crucial and valuable historical back-
drop to the World Series of that year, the same in which the author was born.
Bleeding Between the Lines (1979) lays out in horrific, autobiographical detail
Asinof’s own defiant struggle amidst lawsuits and controversy to make any
money whatsoever from his most popular and best known work. Because
Eight Men Out is the author’s most famous book, there are more extensive
outside materials to draw upon, as well as the feature film by director John
Sayles, in which Asinof participated. In a similar fashion, all of Asinof’s base-
ball and non-baseball writings often interweave to form a continuous thematic
narrative. To look at his five baseball volumes in a vacuum would be an inter-
pretive mistake that shall be carefully avoided within these pages. Although
more time will be spent covering Eight Men Out, Asinof’s four baseball novels
will also be given extensive and near equal amounts of treatment, including
similar cross-references to his other non-baseball and non-sports work. The
end result will hopefully help to elevate Asinof’s stature among his generation
of postwar American writers (a stellar group to be sure), as well as to encourage
more critical and popular attention for this highly underrated and too often
neglected literary artist.

Perhaps the biggest challenge in this project has been not to overly digress
into Asinof’s turbulent and endlessly fascinating personal life. Instead, I have
presented only those biographical details that may shed light on his baseball
writings. The addendum, however, will include a timeline intermingling his
biography with his major published works. For example, Asinof’s background
as a Jewish, blacklisted Hollywood screenwriter during the 1950s probably
had as much to do with his firebrand, rebellious style and choice of material,
as did his prior collegiate and minor league baseball experience. Notably, it
was learned from FBI files late in his life that Asinof’s only “un—-American
activity” had been to sign a petition favoring racial integration of the New
York Yankees — this was during the same era (the early 1950s), by which time
many other professional baseball teams had already done so.> At his passing
in 2008, Asinof was still writing about social injustices witnessed in the U.S.
military during World War II while serving in the Aleutian Islands, over 60
years after the fact.® This was a deeply driven and passionate writer, not a
syrupy or sentimental one. As he himself often humorously quipped, “I am
not now nor ever have been Isaac Asimov.””

One thing that originally led me to this topic, one so ready for explo-
ration, was my temporary job relocation to Wausau, Wisconsin.® This city
was home of the former Wausau Lumberjacks, a (Philadelphia Phillies) minor
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league team for which Asinof played outfield in 1941.° Wausau would be his
last gig as an active professional ballplayer. Earlier during his playing career,
Asinof had fatefully befriended fellow Jewish teammate Mickey Rutner, a
promising, future major league player. As readily admitted by the novelist, it
was Rutner who provided inspiration for the “fictional” character Mike Kut-
ner, tragic hero of Man on Spikes. By the 1941 season’s end and in the aftermath
of Pearl Harbor, everyone was off to war. When Asinof returned from service,
he devoted himself more and more to writing, turning fully professional as
an author around 1950. Although many of Asinof’s friends, associates, and
writer colleagues are now gone, some of those still living who knew and
worked with him have enthusiastically shared their personal reminisces of his
huge talent and bigger-than-life personality. In any event, the works speak
for themselves. To repeat, this study will not be strict literary biography,
although it might help to encourage such a worthy project in the future. Base-
ball fans, of course, should take interest in Asinof’s playing and writing careers,
but the subject matter is suggestively much bigger than baseball. Both general
readers and academic specialists will hopefully find it interesting as well, espe-
cially those wanting to place the national pastime firmly within the larger
context of American society and culture.

Each of the four chapters in the five parts of this study (one for each
book) will follow an identical pattern.”” The first chapter in each part will
provide a publication history for the work and a synopsis, and discuss the
extent to which the book ties into Asinof’s biography. The second chapter in
each part will deal with the book’s critical and popular reception, as well as
the aftermath of events — in the iconoclastic case of Asinof always a tempes-
tuous and combative sequence. The third chapter in each part will explore
the book’s themes as these relate to baseball and the overlapping worlds of
professional and amateur sports. The fourth and final chapter in each part
will broaden these thematic horizons to include America and the world. For
Asinof, baseball was always a harsh but accurate mirror of country and society.
To him, this is what made it worth writing about in the first place.

Asinof authored or co-authored a total of 15 published books, produced
over a lengthy writing career that spanned more than 50 years. Most of these
books, however, are not about baseball. He occasionally wrote about other
sports, but more frequently about non-sports topics. After quickly perusing
Asinof’s surviving manuscripts and papers, I would estimate that approxi-
mately one-half of his total writings were sports-related, and of these, approx-
imately two-thirds were connected to baseball." By my arithmetic, this means
that approximately one-third of Asinof’s life’s work was about baseball. The
half of his writings that are non-sports related might easily be dismissed as
the overly-ambitious musings of an aspiring intellectual, were it not for the
fact that some of these include extraordinary productions such as People vs.
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Blutcher, Craig and Joan, The Fox Is Crazy Too, and Final Judgment. Other
timeless, full-length works such as Bleeding Between the Lines and 1919: Amer-
ica’s Loss of Innocence do include significant sections about baseball, but these
are presented only within the context of much broader, more universal con-
cerns. Asinof was far more than a sportswriter, and always resisted, with good
justification, any attempts by critics to pigeonhole him into that single cate-
gory. He wrote about important social issues and current events; he wrote
about modern history; he wrote about his own personal experiences in World
War II and then afterwards, as a screenwriter for early television and Holly-
wood movies. His published writings on other sports topics, including foot-
ball, golf, track and field, and tennis, are, like his baseball works, consistently
authoritative and engaging.

To the best of my knowledge, no one has ever produced a full-length
study on the works of Eliot Asinof, baseball-related or otherwise. For that
matter, precious little has been written about Asinof’s work from a serious
literary standpoint. All of this is likely to change in the near future. The dis-
advantage of being first is that there are limited resources and secondary mate-
rial to draw upon. Above all, I hope to drive home the important point that
the best writing on any subject is always based on personal experience, which
is apparent to anyone who has ever both played the game competitively and
read Asinof’s gritty, realistic meditations on it. What makes Asinof very
unusual (unique, in fact, among writers), is that as a young man before World
War II, he played two seasons of minor league baseball. His professional play-
ing experience is a big part of the reason Asinof’s baseball books are so different
from others. Most baseball commentary is written by sportswriters who never
played the game themselves beyond sandlot level, if that. Asinof, on the other
hand, played with and against many great athletes who went on to the big
time. And he was not a bad player himself: a switch-hitting, left-handed-
throwing centerfielder with a lifetime professional batting average of .296.
He was also a Jewish kid from New York City. This was during the prewar
era which saw Hank Greenberg, a friend of the Asinof family, become the
very first Jewish American superstar of the sports world. Writing many years
later, Asinof said the main reason that he himself never made it to the majors
was that he just was not quite good enough, plus the war took away his four
best years. Add to this that he was a bit injury-prone and had a very short-
temper which often got him into trouble. After the war, however, when Asinof
decided to become a professional writer, he used his former playing experience
to produce some of the most realistic baseball books that have ever been writ-
ten.

Anyone who has ever played the game at high competitive levels knows
what it is like to pick up a baseball book, look at it, and think, “What are
they talking about? This is not real. This is fable.” With Asinof’s works on



6 Introduction

the subject, however, one never has that problem. For Asinof, baseball is a
bruising contact sport — outfielders crash into walls while making catches, or
cross signals and crash into each other; base runners smash into catchers while
trying to score at home plate, teeth go flying, and players get carried away
on stretchers or, less seriously, sustain painful injuries but then get bandaged
up and go on playing; “chin music” is a routine part of the game; verbal
abuse from the stands and from opposing dugouts is off the charts; above all,
cheating and breaking the rules are fine as long as you can get away with it."?
Asinof’s ball-playing characters have winning attitudes, simply because they
well know what it is like to experience success and victory. For Asinof, baseball
is not Charlie Brown stuff— it is the real deal, often times barbaric and sav-
age.

Some former professional ballplayers have written or co-written books,
and some of these are quite good. Names like Jim Bouton and Jim Brosnan
immediately come to mind; however, these are athletes who wrote perhaps a
few works at most. Asinof, by stunning contrast, made a living solely as a
professional writer for over half a century, writing about all sorts of things
and getting wide recognition for it. Before that, he played in the minor leagues,
which makes him an extremely rare commodity as an author, one to be treas-
ured, in fact. As for established professional writers making occasional forays
into the world of professional sports, the ubiquitous example of George Plimp-
ton immediately comes to mind. His very special case, however, will be com-
pared and contrasted to Asinof’s legacy in the final Summation of this study.
Perhaps most unusual of all, Asinof’s writing and playing careers did not
overlap, nor did he attempt to segue one into the other. On the contrary, his
writing career seemed to grow organically out his playing experience several
years after he had retired as a professional athlete. There was no premeditated,
master plan to it. Because his writing talent combined with a stellar university
education in the humanities, Asinof, along with his first editor, Vance Bour-
jaily (see Chapter 1), simply realized that he was probably far better equipped
and qualified to write about baseball than any of his literary competitors.

Asinof’s athletic experience was not limited to two years playing baseball
in the minors. In 1939, when the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown first
opened, he was one of the local New York amateurs invited to participate in
ceremonial games specially organized for the grand opening.”® Then after the
war, he co-owned and managed the semipro Yonkers Indians for a couple
years — this was during the era of Jackie Robinson and racial integration (see
Chapter 1). Later, in 1959, while in Cuba working on a movie screenplay, he
was invited by Fidel Castro to help organize new baseball leagues there, an
offer which Asinof declined (see Chapter 2). During the 1960s, Asinof regularly
played softball in New York City, sometimes with former Yankees like Phil
Rizzuto (see Chapter 11). By the time he was in his mid—40s, Asinof began to
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focus on his golf game, and quickly became a sensational amateur golfer; golf
was a sport at which he continued to excel well into his 80s. In addition to
being a good athlete, Asinof was an accomplished piano player, once hired
to interview jazz musician Lionel Hampton because of his musical knowledge
(see Chapter 2). He was a skilled carpenter who built his own his house in
upstate New York, the house that he lived in for last three decades of his life.
He was a competent tailor who came from a successful family of New York
clothiers. Recently, his friend and fellow baseball author Roger Kahn went on
record to say that he was a good cook as well." Truly, Eliot Asinof was a mod-
ern Renaissance man.

Students of the Chicago Black Sox may recall that no one was able to
write about the scandal for a long time because no one would talk about it.
All of the surviving participants were either too ashamed, too scared of retal-
iation from gangsters, or were just bad guys who would only talk for money,
then after getting paid tell a very tall tale. Asinof was finally able to break the
true story during the early 1960s mainly because he got former Black Sox
Happy Felsch to open up for a truthful, candid interview shortly before Felsch
died (see Chapter 5). Felsch, like Asinof, had been a centerfielder, and was
also a lifelong resident of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The fact that Asinof was a
former minor league outfielder who once played in Wausau probably helped
to break the ice with Felsch, as did their mutual love of telling off-color jokes.
In fact, Wisconsin has a number of interesting connections to the Black Sox
that one rarely hears about. For example, former White Sox Dickie Kerr, who
won two games pitching in the 1919 Series, had managed the Wausau Lum-
berjacks during the 1937 season. Also, Sox catcher Ray Schalk, before making
it to the majors and later the Hall of Fame, played minor league ball for the
old Milwaukee Brewers. Eddie Cicotte is said to have played outlaw ball in
Wisconsin after being banned from the game for his role in the 1919 scandal.®
These were all former Sox players that Asinof interviewed or at least tried to
interview with varying degrees of success.

For a quick summary of Asinof’s intriguing biography, I refer readers to
the timeline. It is worth stressing and repeating, however, that the roots for
his qualitative success as an author can be found in the tremendous education
he received in his youth at higher learning institutions such as Swarthmore
College in Pennsylvania and Williams College in Massachusetts, where he was
exposed to some of the finest teachers and intellectuals of the New Deal era.
Although Asinof pulled good grades as a student, his youthful passion was
for baseball, an extracurricular activity in which he excelled during both high
school and college. For Asinof, good education plus baseball equaled, in the
long run, great baseball books pouring forth from his typewriter. Former
players’ union representative Marvin Miller was among the many who recog-
nized Asinof’s outstanding achievement:
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There is no scarcity of baseball books. For almost a century publishers have marketed
baseball novels, essays, commentary, biographies, “as told to” autobiographies, and
much more. With rare but notable exceptions, these works have been less than literary
gems for a variety of reasons. Prominent among these reasons is the failure to deal with
reality — the tendency to ignore facts and instead give credence to mythology and
management handouts.'

As to style, the editors of Sport magazine, in praising his illuminating
1980 interview of Willie Stargell, noted that “Asinof’s writing has the same
kind of qualities he found in Stargell — dignity and class.”” Indeed, the same
holds true for all of his credited output from beginning to end, even those
collaborative works which he appears to have held in relatively low esteem
such as Strike Zone and 10-Second Jailbreak. It seems that, as a literary artist,
Asinof was incapable of producing mediocrity, possibly because he had been
forced to do so much of that during his eatly years as a screenwriter, sometimes
anonymously and others as an assumed front for those who had been black-
listed."®

This study was undertaken because, thus far, Asinof’s literary legacy has
been underappreciated. It is hoped that more deliberate and comprehensive
works on the same subject matter will appear in the future. The selected list
of Asinof’s miscellaneous baseball writings at the end of this study makes no
pretense at comprehensiveness. It merely represents what I happened to
encounter during the course of my research. No doubt there is more published
material out there; there is certainly much more yet to be published, both
sports-related and non-sports-related. Asinof’s surviving papers and manu-
scripts are currently housed at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History
at the University of Texas at Austin, where I had the privilege and pleasure,
with considerable help from staff, to go through boxes and boxes of fascinating
documents. Most of these unpublished materials are undated and many are
unsigned. Although Asinof’s written legacy currently appears to be in good
hands, I urge a systematic and disciplined reorganization of these papers be
undertaken, especially since there are obviously so many unpublished works
amongst these that are probably quite worthy of publication.” While I was
able to find time and money to travel to various locales such as Austin,
Chicago, Wausau, and Minneapolis, I was unable to visit (or, in some cases,
revisit) many Asinof shrines such as New York City, Ancramdale, Cedarhurst,
Moultrie, Swarthmore, Williamstown, and Cooperstown. Based on my pre-
vious book projects, I have found that personal travel to relevant sites usually
sheds new light upon otherwise obscure literary work. This is yet another
reason why this particular study should ideally represent only the beginning
of a longer and more serious investigation into Asinof’s eventful life and exten-
sive, invaluable catalogue.

Despite his longevity and vast output, there is evidence that Asinof would
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have gone on to produce even more significant works, had he lived to do so.
After his death in 2008, Asinof’s son, Martin, remarked, “He [Eliot] was
writing right up to the end.”?® This tends to be yet another distinctive trait
of the greatest authors who, more often than not, are compelled to create by
seemingly external forces, as opposed to having any personal choice in the
matter. Such writers are seized by the Muses, as the ancients used to say.
Among his papers are countless notes, outlines, treatments, sketches, and pro-
posals that never apparently came to fruition. It is also obvious that Asinof
frequently wrote “on spec,” beginning and completing full-length works before
he had been paid or even hired to do so — typically a big no-no for professional
writers. This is another indication that once the inspiration got a hold of him,
he had little control of himself as an artist, except to write down that which
was inside of him. Published works of his that did make it to the light of day
clearly demonstrate that he had valuable things to say and teach, whether it
be in the official guise of fiction or nonfiction. Now all that we, the reading
public, have left of him is a paper trail. Since Asinof’s passing, director John
Sayles spoke for many of us when he said, “We miss him a lot.”*
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PART I: MaN on SPIkes (1955)

1

An Egalitarian Battle Cry

As it was with Mickey Rutner, so it was in Man on Spikes, with its hero,
Mike Kutner. He was used, victimized by the system that made up its own
reasons to exploit his talents. He is, then, like so many of us in all walks of
life, an unsung hero who never makes it. Everyone knows that life isnt fair.
What remained for me, the writer, was to make sense of it. I had found a
theme that dominated most of my work for years to come.

— Eliot Asinof!

Any serious baseball fan who came of age during the 1970s will vividly
recall the raging controversy surrounding major league baseball’s reviled reserve
clause and the highly publicized Curt Flood litigation that forcefully ushered
it into the public consciousness. Although Flood eventually lost his case before
the U.S. Supreme Court in 1972, Flood vs. Kubn, this proved to be a pyrrhic
victory for team owners because of the negative publicity generated. Accord-
ingly, within three years the reserve clause had been dismantled through legal
arbitration between the owners and the recently-formed players’ union. With
this gain for the players came free agency and a new era of completely different
problems and abuses. At the time, however, even many knowledgeable fans
reacted to the Flood lawsuit with bewilderment. Many asked, what was a
reserve clause? Simply stated, it was the long-standing rule that a professional
baseball player was the exclusive property of the team originally signing him
and could never play for another team unless traded or released. This
entrenched system, which existed only in baseball and no other professional
sport, was often and rightfully compared to serfdom or slavery. Other pro-
fessional sports did not have it; only baseball. Today, a mere 35 years after
the fact, in an era of pampered and overpaid athletes, it is hard to imagine
such a system. Indeed, many baseball fans born after the 1960s are either
unaware that it ever existed or fail to appreciate its former stranglehold on
the players. In 1955, 15 years before Curt Flood sued major league baseball,
a 36-year-old aspiring writer had his debut novel published, dealing head on
with the exact same divisive issue. It was the very first of its kind, and a great
book quite apart from its social prescience. In the words of the former players’

11
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union representative and Curt Flood lead attorney Marvin Miller, “Man on
Spikes ... marks Mr. Asinof as one of the few writers ahead of his time ... a

prophet — with honor.”

Despite all of Asinof’s renowned intelligence and moral principles, he
did not originally set out to write the definitive novel exposing the injustices
of the reserve clause; quite the opposite, in fact. He started out as a professional
player himself who, by his own candid admission, played for little else than
adolescent passion for the game, and certainly not for the money.? After enjoy-

T e oy nw'ug;
- )

1

Asinof as a young boy, early 1920s, possibly at Coney
Island. During his childhood, Asinof would meet
his idol Babe Ruth, then at the height of his fame
and living in the same neighborhood as the Asinof
family (see Chapter 13). Their meeting would leave
a lasting impression on the future author, who some
eight decades later would bestow the name “Babe”
on his faithful golden retriever.

ing an outstanding baseball
career at the high school,
collegiate, and semipro lev-
els, the 21-year-old Asinof
signed on for consecutive
years in 1940 and 1941 to
play in the Philadelphia
Phillies organization; first,
briefly with the Moultrie
(Georgia) Packers, and
then the following summer
for the Wausau (Wiscon-
sin) Lumberjacks. He was
a left-handed, switch-hit-
ting outfielder, which is to
say he batted left-handed
most of the time.? In a total
of 56 minor league games
and 216 at bats, Asinof
hit .296 with six doubles,
one triple, no home runs,
17 RBIs, and six stolen
bases.> Thirty-five years
later he assessed his own
baseball talent as “barely
above the bottom rung....
For an outfielder, I didn’t
have the power. If it weren’t
for the war, I might have
gone to Double A.”® After
his strangely abortive 1941
season in Wausau (see Part
IV of this study), Asinof
and millions of other
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young men were off to World War II. He never played professionally again
but would continue to dabble in amateur baseball and softball as player, man-
ager and owner until the 1960s, by which time he was writing professionally
full time, eventually becoming one of America’s most renowned commentators
on the national pastime.”

Shortly before turning professional during the 1940 season, Asinof met
the man who would first inspire him to write about baseball: Milton “Mickey”
Rutner (1920-2007).% Rutner and Asinof were briefly teammates in a profes-
sionally sponsored amateur league of New York and New England college
players recruited because of their promising major league potential.” Both
were Jewish during an era in which Hank Greenberg had only recently proved,
to the consternation of many, that Jews could be great baseball players. The
initial association of Rutner and Asinof did not last long; when manager Bill
Barrett (a former Red Sox outfielder) got wind that two Jews were on his
roster, he quickly trimmed it down to one, keeping Rutner, the more base-
ball-talented of the two."® Rutner, still attending St. John’s University, con-
tinued playing in amateur summer league that season, while the recently
college-graduated Asinof was invited to try out with the Phillies and soon
after wound up being sent to their farm team in remote Moultrie, Georgia.
The following year (in 1941), Rutner signed with the “other” Philadelphia
team, Connie Mack’s Athletics, and was assigned to their farm team in Win-
ston-Salem (North Carolina) where he began a long, frustrating (and war-
interrupted) career later immortalized by Asinof’s first novel.

As a player, Rutner’s statistics do not belie Asinof’s portrayal of him (via
the fictional Mike Kutner) as a good, rugged, dedicated athlete. The apex of
Rutner’s career came at the end of the 1947 season when he was called up for
12 major league games with the A’s, his proverbial baseball cup of coffee. He
hit .250, including one home run (coincidentally, against the Chicago White
Sox), then was sent back down to the minors, where he spent the rest of his
professional playing days before retiring at age 34 after the 1953 season." Apart
from losing his potentially four best seasons to World War II, Rutner suffered
a proliferation of bad luck that is the inevitable fate of most minor league
baseball players. He was a third baseman, and the A’s during that era already
had an outstanding third baseman, Hank Majeski.”? As for Rutner, he was
popular in the minor league cities where he played, as well as a very good
hitter (lifetime batting .295), hence profitable for the team organization to
keep him right where he was.”> And of course there was anti-Semitism, still
rampant throughout the 1950s." Happily, Asinof saw Rutner play one of his
dozen major league games at Yankee Stadium in late 1947, in which Rutner
performed very well. The two men then had a beer together afterwards.”
Thus the long process continued in which Rutner the ballplayer would even-
tually become Asinof’s first baseball writing muse.
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In spite of all the bad breaks, a player of Rutner’s caliber certainly could
have spent much more time in the majors than he did, had it not been for
the then extant reserve clause, which legally tied him in perpetuity to the
Athletics, while other professional clubs pined for a decent third baseman. By
the time Rutner and Asinof had their drink together in the fall 0f1947, Rutner
was in high spirits but Asinof was quite different as a person than when the
two had last seen each other before the war. Though still involved with the
game on an amateur and semipro level, Asinof was now searching for a more
permanent place in the world. Like others, the war had certainly changed
him; but what had especially changed him was his interim exposure to people
like Dashiell Hammett, I. F. Stone, and Hank Greenberg.® In short, for him
there was now much more to life than baseball. His experiences on Adak
Island alone had seen to that. While Kutner’s baseball career would after 1947
begin a depressing, downward slide, Asinof’s upward trajectory as a writer
would initiate in a tentative manner. The hated reserve clause, something the
two men had most certainly never thought about previously within the con-
texts of their playing careers, would later become a central focus of their next
conversations during the early 1950s.

Apart from his superb education, Asinof’s origins as a writer (as he
described it) dated back to his college years. Later he recalled with embar-
rassment how one of his freshman papers at Williams College had been held
up to the class by the professor as a good example of bad writing, though his
name went politely unmentioned."” The real humiliation, though, came when
famed American poet Robert Frost visited Williams around that same time
and invited students to submit their poems for his perusal. With typical chutz-
pah, Asinof entered an earnest 12-line baseball poem expressing the joy of
playing, his first recorded original work. Frost read the poem, momentarily
stared at the future author of Eight Men Out, then pronounced: “It’s a pop
fly, son.”® All humor aside, the fact that a freshman jock would even bother
to write a poem for Frost’s review reflected, if nothing else, a certain confidence
level. More important, the fact that Asinof did not permanently give up writ-
ing after receiving such a slam showed an impressive amount of determination.
At university he would be exposed to the likes of noted historian Frederick
Schuman, who taught at Williams, and Clair Wilcox, who taught Keynesian
economics at Swarthmore College where Asinof transferred after his freshman
year.”” During Asinof’s senior year (1940), Wilcox took the entire class to
screen the newly released John Ford classic film adaptation of John Steinbeck’s
The Grapes of Wrath, then invited the class back to the professor’s home for
tea and discussion (see Chapter 4).2° Such was the soaring caliber of idealism
to which the young future author was exposed. It certainly helped to lay the
groundwork for Asinof’s identification of the reserve clause as a target of social
critique in his first novel.
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In addition to an exemplary formal education, by the time he left the
service in 1946, Asinof had also received informal indoctrination into the finer
points of journalism (and life) from noteworthies like I. F. Stone and Dashiell
Hammett. In reference to Asinof’s repeated (and sometimes humorous) indig-
nation at social injustices within the military, Asinof was informed by a
third party, “Yeah, he [Hammett] said it was too damn bad you weren’t a
writer.” By Asinof’s own admission, Hammett's remark “lingered in memory
to be used when I needed it. When the war ended, I began to nurse fantasies
about setting it all down.” This, he added, did not come immediately to pass
in part due to sheer intimidation caused by recently released postwar novels
such as Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead.” As things turned out,
Asinof’s first, tentative forays as a professional writer would not be about his
strange tour of duty on Adak Island during the war, but rather the national
pastime. Baseball, education, social conscience, writing — the four ingredients
had now been instilled into a single individual. All that remained was for
these separate elements to be unified by that same writer into an enduring lit-
erary work.

During the late 1940s and early 1950s, Asinof returned to New York,
lived in Yonkers, joined the family clothing business, married, had a child,
and seems to have temporarily forgotten about writing. Below these conven-
tional appearances, however, it was obviously apparent that he belonged to a
different breed, both for better and for worse. For starters, he kept connections
to baseball, briefly co-owning a semipro team (the Yonkers Indians) in the
New York Metropolitan Baseball Association before it folded, due in large
part to major League competition from the new medium of television.? He
also stayed in touch with Mickey Rutner, whose professional playing career
was by then going into decline. Most tellingly, Asinof could not pull himself
away from the liberal humanist world in which he had been educated. He
found himself frequenting Broadway during one of its most exciting periods,
attending premier works by Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, Maxwell
Anderson, and Elmer Rice.?? His politics went against the grain. According
to his own account, it was while attending a fund-raiser for third-party pres-
idential candidate (and former FDR vice president) Henry Wallace in 1948
that he met his future wife, Jocelyn Brando (1919-2005), sister of Marlon
Brando.?* Instead of marrying a nice “wealthy Jewish” girl — the type “of
prospective wife I'd long since learned to run away from” — Asinof first lived
with, then (in 1950) wed Jocelyn, a professional stage actress and future Hol-
lywood starlet.?> Their only child, Martin Asinof, was born in 1952. The
courtship was conducted around the same time Jocelyn performed in the hit
Broadway play Mister Roberts, while her brother Marlon was simultaneously
making an international name for himself in A Streetcar Named Desire. Almost
needless to say, this was not the type of union calculated to win approval
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from, say, a conservative, orthodox Jewish viewpoint (or any other conservative
viewpoint, for that matter). It would be just a short matter of time before
Asinof’s half-hearted fagade of subdued business respectability, such as it ever
was, would completely crumble, but to the permanent benefit of the future
reading public.

By 1950, Asinof was, in his own words, “thirty years old with a history
of failures and totally without portfolio.” Then things began to happen. After
a bewildered, frightened moment of traveling disorientation in Butler, Penn-
sylvania, he suddenly informed wife and family that he was leaving the cloth-
ing business because he did not want to become “like that dying salesman,
Willie Loman.” Instead, he announced, “I'm going to write”?® The next two
years were financially lean as Asinof attempted to phase into his new chosen
career, and famous brother-in-law Marlon was apparently among family mem-
bers who questioned the wisdom of the move.?” Asinof’s wife, on the other
hand, not only approved and encouraged him, but provided ideas and contacts
as well. “Jocelyn was marvelously supportive,” he recalled many years later.?®
After having dozens of original spec teleplays rejected, and thanks to a tip
from a poker buddy, Asinof made contact with NBC producer-director Larry
Schwab, who paid him $400 to draft (in three weeks) a 30-minute horror
script for the live television series Lights Out. The broadcast was a technical
fiasco, but this was through no fault of the writer, and Asinof “began to make
a decent living” churning out what he deemed occasionally insipid plays for
live TV, as did many otherwise fine American writers from that period. Then
in 1952, without warning, Asinof, his wife, and just about everyone else in
the entertainment industry who supported liberal political causes or refused
to name names, or could not financially afford to buy their way out of trouble,
were blacklisted into unemployment (see Chapter 9).%

During this same start-up period of literary activity, Asinof touched base
again with his disillusioned old teammate Mickey Rutner, and thus began
the genesis of his first serious work, a baseball short story ironically titled
“The Rookie” — ironic because Rutner was a 27-year-old minor league veteran
when he was finally allowed to play his first big league game. Asinof’s “Mike
Kutner” is age 35, one year older than the real-life Rutner was when he retired
from professional ball. Asinof submitted his first draft for consideration by
the respected and accomplished Lebanese-American novelist, playwright and
critic Vance Bourjaily (1922-2010), then editor of the New York literary jour-
nal Discovery. Once again, Asinof found his fledgling work in the hands of a
master — this time one slightly younger than himself but far more savvy. Bour-
jaily invited Asinof into his apartment for a personal interview, only to deliver
a withering critique and suggest that he return to the clothing business. Asinof
later remarked that he would have turned to drink had he been a drinker;
instead he planted himself on a bench in Central Park, watched kids play
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baseball, and rewrote his short story line by line.?® Three weeks later, he
resubmitted it to Bourjaily, who immediately called back, challenging him
with, “All right, El, who wrote it?” After some additional minor editing,
Asinof was paid $125, not long after he had been blacklisted out of television
work. Thus Asinof’s first “serious” literary piece, “The Rookie,” was eventually
published by Discovery in 1955, appearing alongside works in the same series
by the likes of Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer, and William Styron.*

Fortunately for Asinof, he was still able to earn additional income after
blacklisting by writing puff pieces for movie fanzines. This enabled him to
continue his quest to produce more elevated works. Once again, Asinof turned
to Bourjaily, who astutely suggested a novel be built around “The Rookie.”
The short story was itself about an aging minor leaguer allowed one short
stint in the majors, but, when given a crucial chance, fails to deliver in the
most frustrating and heartbreaking manner imaginable.”* Anyone who has
ever played the game at an advanced level, successfully or unsuccessfully, can
recognize the emotions and thoughts of the story’s tragic hero, from whose
point of view the story is told.>*> Moreover, the tale is written in such a way
that even non-baseball players or non-athletes can appreciate, though unlikely
to appeal to any unrealistic, imaginary notions about the game that a non-
player might harbor. Bourjaily the editor clearly recognized this unusual, dis-
tinctive quality in Asinof’s writing style. He encouraged Asinof by correctly
observing that even good novels about the sport were nothing more than “a
skillful collage of baseball myths.” Knowing that Asinof had first-hand expe-
rience in the minors, Bourjaily added: “Melville could never have written
Moby Dick if he hadn’t actually lived as a whaler.”®* Then came a crucial
exhortation: “Baseball fiction seems to be all fluff and fable.... This could be
something real. Only you can do this!”* Asinof was off to the races. It took
him one year of writing and rewriting. When finished, Bourjaily passed judg-
ment: “I can’t tell you how good it is. You really caught the feel of it, EL.”
After yet another year of editing and shopping the manuscript around,
McGraw-Hill published the novel titled Man on Spikes in the spring 0f1955.%
A great American work of fiction, one condemning major league baseball’s
long-established reserve clause, had finally been produced.

Man on Spikes is still, after 55 years, a joy to read, but not in a sentimental
or escapist manner. Almost any experienced ballplayer will vouch for its real-
ism. Prior to this, the closet thing to a truly realistic baseball novel had been
The Southpaw (1953) by Mark Harris (1922-2007), a fine work that Asinof
had previously read several times, but in terms of lifelike representation of
the game (and its economics) does not begin to compare with the physical
grit, inherent unfairness, and psychological warfare portrayed in Man on
Spikes.’” This is not surprising since Harris, unlike Asinof, never played base-
ball at advanced competitive levels. Asinof incorporated “The Rookie” as the
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novel’s final, climactic chapter, but tweaked it with minor revisions, adding
a coda of redemption and hopefulness, whereas the original short story ended
in a mood of despair.’® Asinof’s game vision consists of far more than hitting
home runs; for him, baseball is a sport of vicious, bruising physicality. Not
only does the bat strike the ball, players slam into each other, sometimes
intentionally, and are knocked senseless in the process. Athletes put up with
pain, insults, and low pay in order to pursue their dream or simply because
they know of no other way of life. In Man on Spikes, the hero Mike Kutner
ultimately fails at his single shot in the big leagues, but in the end gets back
the girl — namely, his wife, whom he has been in danger of losing due to the
strain baseball has put on their marriage. There is also closure with the talent
scout who originally signed Kutner to professional baseball 16 years previous,
who repeatedly and firmly insists, “You ain’t a failure.””

The character of Kutner himself is drawn in dignified detail, both in
appearance and personality. No mention of Jewish ethnicity is made; instead
Kutner wears glasses, which is held against him throughout his career, despite
his playing excellence, since good natural eyesight is widely perceived a
ballplayer’s most crucial asset. This becomes the novelist’s symbol for anti-
Semitism. Kutner, challenging a black teammate, holds up his glasses, exclaim-
ing: “See these stinking things? ... I got troubles of my own.”** Compounding
this disadvantage, Kutner is neither tall in stature nor a prolific home run
hitter during a post—Ruth era in which big sluggers dominated headlines and
bolstered gate receipts.? It is interesting to note that both Mickey Rutner and
Asinof were less than physically imposing, although Rutner — like his fictional
counterpart — was well-built and quite capable of hitting home runs.? In the
revamped story, Kutner declares to himself, “Frig ‘em all, big and small,” an
egalitarian battle cry that would continue to reappear in Asinof’s later work.%
This was also the personal mantra of Mickey Rutner.% Indeed, during the
course of the tale, Kutner admirably takes on just about everyone regardless
of standing or class, from the lowest, drunkenly obnoxious fan to the highest
executives of a venal team ownership. Regarding Kutner’s irrepressible, com-
bative scrappiness, one is more reminded of his literary creator than of the
real-life Mickey Rutner, who apart from possessing a ferociously competitive
spirit on the playing field, appears to have otherwise been a relatively mild-
mannered person.?

From a technical writing standpoint, Man on Spikes is as impressive as
its complicated and previously unexplored subject matter. Fourteen total
chapters are each written from a different character’s point of view. This jour-
nalistic device of multiple viewpoints had been used by other novelists in the
past, but to utilize it for a sports book was unprecedented. This mosaic,
Rashomon-like effect creates a kind of hyper-reality.*® The reader sees the big
picture in a way that individuals normally cannot. Three chapters are written
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from the viewpoints of women — the hero’s wife, sister, and mother; all con-
vincingly, another sure sign of the novelist’s talent. Another chapter is brac-
ingly written from the standpoint of an African American player (“The
Negro”), during an era in which African American players were grudgingly
being allowed into major league baseball. The first of Asinof’s many troubled
father-son relationships (“The Father”) is vividly portrayed in yet another
chapter. The central theme of the novel, however, is graphically laid out in
the chapter titled “The Commissioner,” as the gross injustice of the reserve
clause, a descriptor used sparingly by Asinof, becomes painfully clear as it
gradually victimizes the novel’s hero. The scenario shows not only a thorough
knowledge of the game, but of the business world behind the game as well.
A mere baseball fan or good writer alone could not have created it.

The chapter which most foreshadows Asinof’s future work, however, is
“The Negro.” Baseball literary critic Richard Peterson observed that in Man
on Spikes “the issue of race does become a crucial part of a remarkably balanced
and intimate study of the various forces at play in the life of a professional
baseball player.”?” After Eight Men Out (1963), the theme of race, both in and
out of baseball, moves front and center for the remainder of his writing career.
This aspect will be more fully discussed in Parts III-V of this study. Many
years later (in 2001), and nearly half a century after he had written “The
Negro,” Asinof would still write in exasperation, “Nor have race problems in
professional ball, even after integration, been explored. Why haven’t these
horrors been written about from a black player’s point of view?”4® Social issues
aside, “The Negro” is also of special interest because of its disturbing biog-
raphical allusions to Asinof’s own playing career. It contains no fewer than
two full episodes of an outfielder’s worst nightmare — colliding with a team-
mate while both try to catch a fly ball.*” On June 25, 1941, while playing right
field for the Wausau Lumberjacks, Asinof’s professional baseball career came
to an abrupt and mysterious end after he smashed into a centerfielder team-
mate while pursuing a catch. Similar to Man on Spikes, in which Kutner
crosses signals with his African American teammate, the ball was dropped by
the newly installed centerfielder after the collision. This in turn sparked an
opposing rally that eventually lost the game for Wausau.>® After that fateful
game, Asinof, despite having a good season (batting .296), was never seen
again on the team roster (see Chapter 15). Reading these wrenching, fright-
ening passages, it is clear that they came from the writer’s personal experi-
ence.”

As the year 1955 progressed, though blacklisted and impoverished, Eliot
Asinof had finally arrived as an American author of exciting note. While his
blacklisted status would soon be lifted (in rather bizarre manner), the next
five years would see an entirely new phase in his career, one producing little
of long-lasting literary note, but much in terms of skill and acumen, partic-



20 Part I: Man on Spikes (1955)

ularly on the business end of writing. It would also lay the foundation for his
next masterpiece, Eight Men Out, as well as all other works that followed.
This next phase, however, required a major relocation. In 1955, like so many
other artists of his generation, Asinof and his family pulled up their New York
roots and moved west to Hollywood. There, the commercial prospects for
both Asinof and his wife appeared more promising.



2

No One Ever Got Rich

In the immediate aftermath of Man on Spikes being published in 1955,
its author learned what he may have already long suspected, that writing great
American novels does not necessarily pay the bills; in fact, more often than
not, it does not. Artistically, the work was an auspicious beginning for its cre-
ator. Financially, however, it was certainly not enough to support a wife and
child. To accomplish this (barely), Asinof found himself chasing down reluc-
tant celebrities and churning out fluff for movie fanzines. On top of this, he
(along with his actress wife) had been blacklisted, ruling out television — dur-
ing that particular era the best career opportunity for writers — as a source of
revenue. If he wanted to go on producing serious works —and if there was
ever a writer with serious ambitions it was Eliot Asinof— he would have to
go to wherever the grass was green, as often phrased in the world of business.
Such an approach was needed simply to bring home the “bacon” rather than
sitting around “picking” his nose, as Asinof’s famous brother-in-law Marlon
Brando crudely put it to him around the same time.! Controversial and hard-
hitting as its subject matter may have been, Asinof’s groundbreaking and
barely fictionalized story did not put the plight of the professional baseball
player on the map of popular awareness. In this respect, suing major league
baseball, as did Curt Flood 15 years later, proved a much better way to get
the public’s attention, than to write a great American novel on the same topic.

The good news was that book reviewers adored Man on Spikes, as well
they should have. Accolades were plentiful and criticism practically nil. John
Lardner, son of Ring Lardner who had covered the Black Sox Scandal a gen-
eration earlier, writing for The New York Times gushed that Asinof’s debut
effort was “a plain and honest book, the first realistic novel I can remember
having read.”” Lardner added that the narrative was “an eloquent, moving
account.” Writing for the New York Post, respected American novelist James
T. Farrell noted that the book “conveys a genuine love for the game.” Farrell
expressed his “hope that all baseball fans who like to read books will read
Man on Spikes.”® Pausing here, it is noteworthy that Farrell’s words of approval
came from a writer who had himself entertained the idea of doing a book on

21
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the Black Sox Scandal, but voluntarily stepped aside, allowing Asinof to do
the same, plus magnanimously gave his younger colleague extensive, helpful
notes and a list of contacts (see Chapter 5). Awed by the unprecedented realism
for a baseball novel, John Hutchens of the New York Herald Tribune wrote:
“This is the way it must be down there.”® Such critical praise has been steady
throughout the years. Roger Kahn, author of the nostalgic masterpiece The
Boys of Summer (1972) and often himself named among the very best writers
on the national pastime, listed Man on Spikes as among the top “Golden
Dozen” baseball literary works ever written.” More recently, academics spe-
cializing in baseball literature such as Richard Peterson still rank Asinof’s first
novel as among the very best of its genre, noting “its balance ... and insight,”
as well as its “its accurately detailed and comprehensive vision of the life and
career of a baseball player.”® Attorney Marvin Miller, who probably did more
than any single individual to destroy the reserve clause, observed that Man
on Spikes, as “a work of fiction, is infinitely more true than the vast bulk of
nonfictional books that have been published.” As gratifying as such approval
must have been, Asinof, in typical fashion for him, most relished positive
feedback received from former professional players, especially the story’s real-
life hero, Mickey Rutner, who exclaimed, “Wow, El, it’s a damn good book!™?
Future Hall of Famer Ralph Kiner, retiring as a player the same year that Man
on Spikes was published, wrote a personal letter of commendation, found
among Asinof’s papers after his death."

To this outside reader, though, perhaps the most dramatic testament to
the book’s outstanding quality came from none other than “Yankee Clipper”
Joe DiMaggio, long since retired as player (in 1951). DiMaggio was inducted
into Cooperstown the same year (1955) that Asinof’s debut novel was released,
a period witnessing DiMaggio’s short, stormy marriage to Marilyn Monroe
publicly disintegrate. A few years later, by which time Asinof’s own marriage
to Jocelyn Brando had crumbled as well, the two men were introduced at a
hotel by one of DiMaggio’s hanger-on sportswriter acquaintances. According
to Asinof’s son, Martin, while making introductions the sportswriter com-
pletely botched pronunciation of the still relatively unknown author’s name
with something akin to “Joe, this is Mr. ‘Assneff,” who would like to meet
you,” then walked away. DiMaggio, however, extended his huge hand and
gracefully responded, “It’s nice to meet you, Eliot.” DiMaggio informed the
thrilled novelist that he had read and admired Man on Spikes, then proceeded
to sincerely commiserate with him on what it was like (for both of them) to
have been formerly married to Hollywood starlets.”” This was the beginning
of a friendship between the two that lasted the rest of DiMaggio’s life.
Arguably the most remarkable aspect of this story is that DiMaggio, one of
the greatest baseball players in history, had read Asinof’s tale of a perceived
failed career and admitted to liking it quite a bit. Even Joe DiMaggio, despite
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all of his peerless accomplishments, and like any other experienced athlete,
occasionally knew the taste of defeat; moreover, he recognized and fully appre-
ciated an honest, accurate portrayal of this feeling when he saw it on the
printed page.

About the same time that Man on Spikes was being received by a startled
or indifferent baseball reading public, his blacklisted status in the television
industry was lifted through a series of circumstances that could not have been
more improbable or laced with irony. At a New York social gathering, Asinof
was approached by a producer of the CBS Sunday morning religious show,
“Look Up and Live.” The producer urgently explained that someone compe-
tent was needed on short notice to interview Jazz musician Lionel Hampton,
just returning from concert tour in the Holy Land.” Asinof explained that he
would love to do the interview but had been blacklisted. The impatient pro-
ducer responded that the sponsoring NCCC (National Council of Churches
of Christ) would intervene with the network and “go to bat” for him. A few
days later, Asinof was allowed to conduct the interview and received full
credit. Whether this reversal occurred solely through pure benevolence of the
NCCC, or greed simply trumped stupidity, we are not prepared to say. For
certain, however, is that is that within a few short months, Asinof’s writing
career for both television and film had been reactivated. On July 17, 1955,
NBC’s Goodyear Television Playhouse broadcast a one-hour live dramatiza-
tion of Man on Spikes, with an ad hoc cast featuring Ned Glass, Robert Morse,
Warren Stevens, Janet Ward, and Bill Zuckert." Asinof received credit for the
screenplay, and about this same time, with family in tow, he was flying out
to Hollywood to work on a projected feature film adaptation of the novel.”
He would spend the next four years working as a mostly uncredited screen-
writer in the Southern California film industry, during the late 1950s still a
prosperous enterprise and good graduating step for aspiring writers with accu-
mulated television credentials.

As things turned out, Asinof made a temporary living in Hollywood,
but not by writing baseball scripts. A feature film version of Man on Spikes
never happened because soon after its author arrived in California, industry
executives decided that baseball films, especially those with themes grounded
in reality, were sure money losers.!® The most notorious precedent was Fear
Strikes Out (1957), starring Anthony Perkins (before his stardom in Hitchcock’s
Psycho), portraying the real-life Jimmy Piersall and his heroic struggle against
bipolar disorder while playing for the Boston Red Sox.” In an age during
which the Dodgers were preparing to leave Brooklyn and the Giants, upper
Manhattan, it seems movie-going baseball fans were in no mood for this sort
of thing. Years later, other attempts would be made to update Man on Spikes
either for television or the big screen. In 1963-1964, in the immediate wake
of his critical success with Eight Men Out, Asinof prepared a dramatization
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for NBC’s short-lived Richard Boone Show but the production never materi-
alized, probably due to the series being cancelled after one season.” Thirty
years later, in 1994, Asinof also prepared another screenplay for a movie version
starring Vincent Spano, veteran of John Sayles’ films, but this project too was
shelved.” Asinof himself consistently never expressed anything but disdain
for the film industry, quoting the Hollywood proverb that screenwriters were
“schmucks with typewriters,” and that “movies were not works of literary
quality but manipulations of adolescent images.” He quickly added, however,
that “it was no great strain to be a whore when the pay was so good.”*

A footnote to the long, strange journey of Man on Spikes as an adapted
stage dramatization came on January 15, 1964, when an uncredited teleplay
titled “Channing: Swing for the Moon” was broadcast as an episode in ABC’s
popular TV series The Best Years.” It was written by Asinof, and told the story
of college baseball player Eddie Martin, whose professional playing aspirations
are discouraged by his older brother Frank, a successful businessman.?” In the
last, crucial game of the season, Eddie strikes out like Mike Kutner in Man
on Spikes, but is signed to a big league contract nonetheless by a scout for the
Chicago White Sox (named Durkin Fain, as in the novel) who still perceptively
recognizes Eddie’s talent and drive. Also of interest is the coach’s name, Wally
Gilbert (portrayed as a 40-something ex-big leaguer), who was the real-life
coach of Asinof in Wausau, Wisconsin, and who receives praise from Asinof
in his writings. Though not a dramatic masterpiece by anyone’s standards,
Swing for the Moon reflects Asinof’s continuing interest in the same themes
that he first explored with Man on Spikes. It was probably written to help pay
bills during the strenuous period in which he was researching and drafting
Eight Men Our.”

Asinof’s four-year adventure in Hollywood during the late 1950s had
little direct bearing on his baseball writing, but did pave the way in many
respects for his seminal literary output the following decade. Most of his
work, a good portion consisting of uncredited treatments and outlines, was
reportedly completed for stock Westerns and crime thrillers, at that time the
two reigning commercial genres, both for television and movies. For a person
who had just written the finest novel about the American national pastime,
the transition would have been a big artistic step down, but understandable
given economic realities, combined with Asinof’s favorite theme of the little
guy trying to buck the system, one so profoundly explored in Man on Spikes.
It would also allow him as a writer to get his feet wet with broad themes
touching on genuine or mislabeled outlaws in society, as well as complex,
dysfunctional familial relations, both of which would feature prominently in
his later works. Perhaps most importantly, these Hollywood years gave Asinof
his first close encounter with the lucrative commercial end of writing for
video, along with all of its pleasant and not-so-pleasant aspects. While never



2. No One Ever Got Rich 25

reputed for great business acumen, Asinof seems to have left California with
a firm appreciation for both the advantages and pitfalls of attempting to turn
any serious literary work into mass movie entertainment. The pay may have
been good, but his desire to produce something of lasting quality appears to
have become stronger than ever.

Asinof’s tenure in Hollywood came to an abrupt end in early 1959, not
by choice, but rather through necessity and circumstance.? First, his employ-
ment was terminated by Harry Cohn at Columbia Pictures for writer insub-
ordination, i.e., not writing exactly what he was told to write all of the time.*
Then, while working on a Warner Brothers team to concoct a screenplay for
the Western Yellowstone Kelly (1959)— a vehicle originally intended for John
Wayne and director John Ford — Asinof proposed a scene in which a furious
Wayne character punches out a villainous Indian’s horse (1) after recognizing
a friend’s scalp decorating the same mount. This identical scenario had in fact
been earlier suggested to him by writer Burt Kennedy, who eventually received
screenwriting credit for the film. Three days later, Asinof was summoned to
the front office, where he was personally fired by Jack Warner for having dared
to suggest that the Duke would strike an animal.?® In a final, ironic twist of
events, both Wayne and Ford bowed out of the project before the film was
made.?” Unlike Asinof’s first book editor Vance Bourjaily, men like Jack
Warner and Harry Cohn were not interested in nurturing literary talent, let
alone indulging experimentation by their hired hands.

Concurrent with Asinof’s demise as a full-time Hollywood writer during
the late 1950s came the final dissolution of his marriage with Jocelyn Brando.
Although Jocelyn (despite the shadow of brother Marlon) went on to enjoy
a long career in the movies and television, this did not appear to be the cause
of the breakup (“I would not blame Hollywood for that,” Asinof emphasized
many years later).?® Rather than try to analyze the details of personal lives for
those now departed, it seems more constructive for purposes of this study to
look at how Asinof the writer viewed marriage within the context of his works.
How much of this thematic treatment reflected his own views and feelings
we can only guess; however, it is safe bet that a significant element of personal
experience was injected. Such analysis is not for the purpose of passing judg-
ment, but rather for possible benefit of future readers, as the author himself
no doubt intended. In Man on Spikes, written some five years before the couple
broke up, Chapter 11 (“The Wife”) is written convincingly from the viewpoint
of the ballplayer’s Griselda-like spouse. Briefly summarized, the player’s wife
attends a crucial minor league game in which her husband’s performance will
supposedly determine his promotion to the majors, endures the insufferable
company of rival player’s wives, and watches her husband play magnificently.
She then discovers that the team owner’s nephew, who is supposed to be scout-
ing the game, was not even in the ball park, but rather out carousing on the
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town. As things transpire, the owner’s by now repulsive nephew is interested
in her, not her husband. The chapter ends with the wife weighing various
options and consequences —a true analogy for Hollywood and big business
in general. Asinof’s astringent 1967 novel The Bedfellow would dwell upon
similar disturbing themes and the potential destructive overlap between mar-
riage and career (see Part III of this study).

With the simultaneous breakdown of his marriage and employment with
Warner Brothers, Asinof made his way back home to New York, lured by,
among other things, the prospect at creating teleplays for up-and-coming
David Susskind’s Talent Associates (see Chapter 5).% Before settling into a
new lifestyle, however, Asinof experienced yet another strange interlude in
his professional writing career. At the urging of an agent friend, Asinof flew
on short notice from New York to Havana to assist in rehabilitating a poorly
written screenplay about the recently triumphant Cuban Revolution. To his
astonishment and terror, he was upon arrival ushered into the presence of
dictator Fidel Castro, who, over strenuous objections from his advisors, sur-
prisingly allowed Asinof to work solo. Later it came to Asinof’s attention,
from the dictator himself no less, that Castro the baseball enthusiast had some-
how been well aware of Asinof’s status as a former player.® Quickly ascer-
taining that he was the only person involved in the project with any
competency whatsoever, Asinof did his part, stayed on for a while as tourist,
then prudently returned home. When the film was finally released in 1961
(eventually titled Rebellion in Cuba, starring Lon Chaney, Jr.), it had been
retooled into “a grotesque counterrevolutionary piece of trash,” with Asinof’s
name thankfully omitted from the credits.* While this bizarre episode surely
did nothing to improve Asinof’s confidence in the movie industry, it did
demonstrate that, even before writing Eight Men Out, he had achieved a
notable degree of credibility both as a writer and former athlete.

Perhaps one way to better understanding how a writer like Asinof fit into
public perceptions of that time is to compare the aesthetic of his first novel
to popular baseball art around the same period. Recently, this author attended
several thought-provoking exhibits at the highly regarded Leigh Yawkey
Woodson Art Museum in Wausau, Wisconsin, the city where Asinof happened
to play minor league baseball in 1941, about a decade before he switched
careers to become an author. Most recently featured was the work of cartoonist
Charles Schulez (1922-2000), an exact contemporary of Asinof’s whose comic
strip series Peanuts was immeasurably successful and widely appreciated. Pro-
duced over the course of a half century, almost identically the same period
(1950-2000) in which Asinof wrote about baseball, the Peanuts franchise also
mirrored populist attitudes towards the game via the endless but charming
misadventures of Schultz’s characters. Schultz’s artistic vision of baseball is
fondly sentimental, whimsical, and poignant, overlaid with comedic delusions
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of grandeur — in short, the antithesis of Asinof’s view of the game from Man
on Spikes and later works. For Asinof the former minor leaguer, grandeur was
no illusion; he knew and remembered all too well what it was like to play,
excel, and win, as well as to lose. For him, this was reality. For the hapless
characters in Peanuts, reality is imagining success but never possessing the
ability to achieve it (the spirit is willing, but the body says no, as athletes
sometimes joke). All of us can relate to these feelings in many endeavors, but
it is much harder to relate for anyone who ever competed and won baseball
games at advanced levels. Schultz, by his own candid admission, never played
ball beyond the sandlot level, and he drew what he was familiar with — that
is why it is great art, but not very informative about the game itself. To give
just one example, readers will search the Peanuts strip in vain looking for left-
handed players, an otherwise ever-present factor in more competitive stages
of the sport.

Another traveling exhibit at the Woodson featured the work of the pro-
lific, but often underrated American painter Norman Rockwell (1894-1978),
perhaps best known for his cover art in the Sarurday Evening Post, executed
over the course of 47 years (1916-1963), more or less the same period leading
up to Asinof’s creation of Eight Men Out.’* Although this particular exhibit
did not feature any of Rockwell’s delightful baseball-themed work, these
images have become iconic in the American consciousness, and for good rea-
son. Like Asinof, Rockwell was born in New York City (but a generation ear-
lier), and eventually settled in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, not far from
Asinof’s beloved Ancramdale in upstate New York, nor from Asinof’s fresh-
man alma mater, Williams College. Unlike Asinof, the gangly, un-athletic
Rockwell was never a ballplayer, but shared the younger man’s combative,
restless spirit. His versatile (and often misunderstood) work as a commercial
artist, well-exemplified by his baseball paintings, show a similar, unromantic
realist’s view of the sport, although Rockwell (again, unlike Asinof) always
added a surface overlay of popular appeal that made him very successful, as
well as widely misinterpreted or worse, dismissed by snobbish critics. Looking
beyond this surface, however, one discovers a shrewd appreciation for the
same subtle contradictions and absurdities in baseball that Asinof would put
into book form about the same time that an elderly Rockwell was winding
down his output.

Curiously, one of Rockwell’s later and possibly most famous baseball
painting for the Post bears the same title of Asinof’s first short story, “The
Rookie,” which in turn evolved into the climatic chapter of Man on Spikes.
Rockwell’s The Rookie (1957), also known as Red Sox Locker Room, portrays
what many believe to be the arrival of 19-year-old pitcher Mickey McDermott
at Fenway Park on April 24, 1948, as dubious old veteran teammates, including
a sinister-looking Ted Williams, examine him like a newly delivered piece of
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fresh meat.® Both players and non-players have been understandably
entranced by the image ever since it was unveiled. Asinof’s “Rookie” Mike
Kutner is of course much older, more experienced, and not a pitcher, but the
dog-eat-dog foreboding mood of skepticism is identical.

The same parallels apply with Rockwell’s other baseball masterpieces:
the raw amateur passion of Gramps at the Plate (1916) and Son and Father:
Baseball Dispute (1962); the elasticity of game rules in Choosin’ Up (1951); the
behind-the-scenes shenanigans of 1949’s The Three Umpires (also known as
Game Called Because of Rain or Bottom of the Sixth); the Don Quixote-like
intensity from 100th Year of Baseball (1939). This latter work, created to com-
memorate the dedication ceremony for the Baseball Hall of Fame, calls to
mind Asinof’s recruited participation as an amateur player in organized fes-
tivities held that season at Doubleday Field in Cooperstown.>* Arguably the
most riveting of all Rockwell’s baseball images, however, and one surely appre-
ciated by Asinof (along with all fans of the game), is 7he Dugout (1948), freez-
ing for all time a humiliating rout of the Chicago Cubs by the hosting Boston
Braves on May 23 of that same year. The dejected bat boy, the embarrassed
coaching staff, the vulgar heckler from the stands — Rockwell perfectly cap-
tures it all. The painting is a miraculous achievement for someone who never
played, and yet had a sharp eye for revealing character detail in sport with
plenty of such details to offer. Unlike Asinof, however, Rockwell found a
mass audience by pretending to be cute and harmless, which in the case of
the prickly and personally elusive Rockwell could not have been further from
the real truth.

Returning to baseball as described by the written word, Asinof’s ambigu-
ous, critical view of game as portrayed in Man on Spikes, as in all of his later
work, has always been rejected by the masses but embraced by a discerning
few, especially those readers who have played baseball at a professional or
semiprofessional level. Thirty years after being kicked out of Hollywood, and
60 years after having been recruited to play on Doubleday Field as part of
the original dedication ceremonies, Asinof was honored by the Baseball Hall
of Fame in 1999 by being invited as the keynote speaker during the 11th Annual
Cooperstown Symposium. Anticipating this event, Man on Spikes was re-
released the previous year (1998) in a compelling new edition by Southern
lllinois University Press (with a Foreword by Marvin Miller), in what can
only be described as a public service.?> SIU Press would also release Asinof’s
compelling last baseball novel, Off~Season, the following year in 2000 (see
Part V of this study). No one may have ever gotten rich off Asinof’s first
major work of fiction (at least, in the financial sense), but its extensive fan
base remains devoted, extending all the way to Cooperstown and beyond.

The latest, somewhat revealing chapter in the long journey of Asinof’s
baseball “rookie” theme came in 2002, with the commercially successful Dis-
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ney film release of The Rookie— no relation to the 1953 short story by Asinof,
or to Norman Rockwell, for that matter. Disney’s Rookie (starring Dennis
Quaid) tells the true-life story of left-handed pitcher Jim Morris, a Texas high
school baseball coach who, at aged 35, began a two-year major league career
with the Tampa Bay Devil Rays in 1999-2000, the same period in which Asi-
nof was being honored at Cooperstown and his last baseball novel being
released to a mostly indifferent or snide public reception. The Morris story
made good, uplifting Hollywood material. Victimized by bad breaks in his
younger days, a much more mature athlete was compelled by his player-
students and encouraged by his wife to try out for the big leagues. To the sur-
prise of many (and notwithstanding financial hardship), he pulled it off.
Morris was (and is) a baseball Cinderella Man and inspirational role model
for us all. The problem is that his journey was highly exceptional, and not
very informative for aspiring young athletes interested in what really is likely
to happen to them in the world of professional baseball, both on and off the
playing field. For that kind of all too real story, one must turn to a different
kind of inspirational story, that of Mickey Rutner and his “fictional” coun-
terpart Mike Kutner, a story yet to be given feature film treatment, and pos-
sibly never. What the elderly Rutner or Asinof thought of the Disney film is
unknown. With his return to New York City in 1959, however, Asinof began
his own journey, a trek eventually leading to the creation of Eight Men Out,
a work that did ultimately end up on the big screen in quality form for every-
one to see and discuss, deny or embrace.

Thus ended the 1950s for Eliot Asinof. Man on Spikes, despite its success
among critics and former athletes who liked to read, languished, temporarily
went out of print, and was for some time nearly forgotten. During the late
1970s, a quarter century after having pioneered the subject matter, Asinof
would return to the theme of the aging rookie who would give anything for
a shot at the majors. His nonfiction story, or rather exposé, “The Secret Life
of Rocky Perone” (see Chapter 3), would, like his profile of Mickey Rutner’s
career, draw upon strange-but-true material for its inspiration. The reserve
clause that had wreaked havoc with Rutner’s major league ambitions, however,
had by 1979 been permanently discarded. By then, much different (and in
some ways, much bigger) issues had arisen, not only with major league base-
ball, but with all of professional sports. The same problems had in fact, been
inherent in the game from its very beginnings and, looking beyond the fictional
veneer, were strongly hinted at within Asinof’s first novel. With Rocky Perone,
these previously implied questions would begin to move to the forefront of
public visibility. Once again, though, unfortunately, there seemed to be a
limited number of readers willing or able at the time to fully appreciate the
dilemma.
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A Purist Baseball Outlook

If one had never read any of Asinof’s works, it might be easy in hindsight
to dismiss Man on Spikes as a fictional relic of its period, an interesting though
quaint condemnation of professional baseball’s reserve clause before its loom-
ing abolishment and little more than that. Reading the novel over three
decades after the reserve clause was eliminated, however, belies this oversim-
plification. For one, the exact term “reserve clause” is used sparingly by the
novelist, although its grave ramifications are spelled out a number of times,
including by the hero’s unapologetic team owner and a helpless commissioner
of major league baseball (“The Commissioner”). The latter tries unsuccessfully
to reign in owner greed, which unfortunately has continued in full force long
after Free agency was established. The 1950s omnipresence of team owner
dominance over the players certainly drives the plot, but it does not completely
define the story. Much, much more is at work in the tale of Mike Kutner than
mere legalisms; Kutner is as much a victim of his own insatiable ambitions
as of externally imposed injustices. For these reasons, the book holds up
stronger than ever when read today. No wonder then, that general appreciation
for Man on Spikes has slowly but steadily increased since its original publication
in 1955, perhaps even more so after the official demise of the reserve clause
in 1975.

During the mid-1970s came the true beginnings of unfettered Free
agency in professional baseball, within various grades and categories. The
long-term economic effects on the game have been well-documented, are
obviously apparent to any casual fan, and need little additional commentary
here. Bottom line: teams that can afford to pay high salaries to the best players
tend to win, while those which cannot tend to lose. Moreover, this dynamic
is never a static one; it changes from year to year. Oftentimes, a club will field
a World Series champion, but cannot afford to sustain the championship for
more than a year or two, especially if athletes demand raises or bonuses for
their outstanding performances. Such has long been true for all professional
team sports in general (especially football and basketball); but baseball, one
of the oldest, and in many ways, most conservative of American pastimes,
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Asinof, seated fourth from left, possibly age 19, as a member of the Swarthmore
College baseball team, circa 1939. As a senior he would become a team captain. A
1940 yearbook reads: “The powerful hitting of Ellie Asinof marks him as a certainty
at either the outfield or first base.” Upon graduation, Asinof would sign with the
Philadelphia Phillies and play briefly for the Moultrie (Georgia) Packers (courtesy
Friends Historical Library of Swarthmore College).

was the last to give in to inevitable pressures of the marketplace. Usually (but
not always), profitability depends on fan attendance, which often depends of
winning, which typically depends on high salaries, which in the end can
destroy profitability, not to mention fan loyalty if star players continuously
switch clubs with every passing season. Worse, some fans eventually have the
resentful realization that their erstwhile heroes earn more in one year than
they will ever earn in a lifetime.' Those who excuse this disparity by arguing
that a professional athlete’s window of marketability is only a few years seem
to forget that wealth accumulated early in adulthood, unless squandered, is
often sustainable throughout a lifetime. Even when not sustainable, these
salaries are quite high and seem out of proportion to the fans paying for
tickets. The players may be like any other young entrepreneurs trying to make
a fortune, but the big question remains: what is their true value to society?
Are these athletes really worth what they are paid by the owners? All of this,
of course, seems a long way from the Mickey Rutner story which inspired
Asinof to write his first novel; yet, given that Rutner was certainly worth far
more than what he was paid, then the next hard question naturally becomes,
what exactly was he worth as a player, both comparatively as a professional
athlete and in relation to the rest of us?
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It is noteworthy that since the advent of free agency in major league
baseball, there have been no teams to win the World Series more than two
consecutive years.” The last franchise to win three consecutive titles was the
Oakland Athletics of 1972-1974 (the last three years of the reserve clause),
and by coincidence, the direct descendent of the very same franchise for which
Mickey Rutner played most of his professional career. Admittedly, Asinof’s
beloved New York Yankees have dominated post-season play during the Free
agency era, thanks mainly to the uninhibited spending of late owner George
Steinbrenner, but even this dominance has come in cycles, without more than
two consecutive World Series championships at a time.? The Oakland team
of the early 1970s, on the other hand, was the last of the true great baseball
dynasties, bound together forcibly by still-extant official policies and despite
a shared loathing of their owner (the late Charles O. Finley), not unlike the
animosity felt by the 1919 Black Sox towards their owner, Charles A.
Comiskey. Had it not been for Free agency, the Oakland team would have
surely gone on to win more titles; indeed, the Yankees immediately took
advantage by raiding the Oakland roster for stars like Catfish Hunter and
Reggie Jackson, luring them away with bigger paychecks. Thus Hunter and
Jackson traded Finley for Steinbrenner as their boss. There is a personal con-
nection here. Charles O. Finley lived in my home town of LaPorte, Indiana,
where I played high school baseball at the time. In nearby Comiskey Park in
Chicago, I witnessed the Athletics play (and dominate) during their heyday;
then I saw them, practically overnight, scatter to the winds when no longer
slavishly bound to lower pay and abhorred management. It was a stark lesson
for an 18-year-old player and fan to observe.

With the demise of the reserve clause in 1975, one would have thought
that Asinof was finished with the aging baseball rookie theme as a writer.
Instead, within four years he produced a short piece titled “The Secret Life
of Rocky Perone,” published by Spores Illustrated on June 18, 1979. Based on
the thought-provoking, true-to-life case of Richard Pohle, “Rocky Perone”
tells the story of a marginal player who in 1974 successfully masqueraded his
advanced age and true identity to obtain a single-day successful shot, not in
the majors, but rather, in the minor leagues. Pohle is no Mickey Rutner being
oppressed by the injustices of the reserve clause or the inequities of racial inte-
gration. “Rocky Perone” is instead Asinof’s sober meditation on the foibles
and moral frailties of professional baseball players — and by extension, all pro-
fessional athletes. In typical, controversial style for Asinof, he reports a factual
story in a journalistic manner by utilizing a first person narrative voice (that
of Pohle-Perone), thus creating a true sense of author (and reader) empathy
for the protagonist, despite that person’s willful deceptions against almost
everyone he encounters. In short, the 36-year-old Pohle (one year older than
Asinof’s “fictional” rookie Mike Kutner), after a long but very unlucky career
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playing amateur ball, with help from his shrink, modern cosmetics (including
a wig) to conceal his age, and a more exotic, marketable identity (that of an
Australian import), momentarily earns a playing spot in the San Diego farm
system with the Walla Walla (Washington) Padres.* In addition to his solid
playing ability, Pohle-Perone, before trying out, diligently scouts the scouts
beforehand, carefully avoiding the “smart ones,” which proves not too difficult
in the mindless world of sports. During his professional debut with Walla
Walla, Pohle is immediately found out and once again sent packing, but not
before getting a base hit, a walk, stealing a base, and making some good plays
in the field. In effect, “Rocky Perone” plays too well, draws attention to him-
self, and is busted for it.

Like most of Asinof’s previous heroes or antiheroes (most notably, Garret
Brock Trapnell from his 1976 nonfiction work, The Fox Is Crazy Too), Pohle
is profiled by Asinof the writer as a sympathetic, even at times, likeable con
artist. Ultimately, Pohle is a “cheater cheating cheaters,” to borrow the Asinof’s
oft-quoted phrase from Abe Attell, the man who helped organize the 1919
World Series fix.> Like some of the Black Sox — indeed, as Asinof himself once
did as a young ballplayer — Pohle assumes a completely new identity in order
to continue playing the game. Like the “fictional” Mike Kutner from Man on
Spikes, Pohle is too old, too small in stature, and too lacking in long-ball
power to get a fair shot at the pros. Unlike Kutner, however, Pohle does not
battle an entrenched reserve clause or, for that matter, ever entertain much
hope to play in the majors. Instead, he combats old-fashioned age discrimi-
nation in the job market, combined with the insatiable greed of owners and
publicists who have little regard for true playing talent. Above all, it becomes
painfully apparent that Pohle is all too eager to compromise any would be
ideals in order to obtain his stated objective, to “go into the record books” as
a professional ballplayer. He feels no guilt whatsoever in deceiving fans, team-
mates, and team management, because his talent justifies his presence on a pro-
fessional playing field, which otherwise would be denied if he played it straight.
Asinof’s conscience-rattling account ends with a (by then) 41-year-old Pohle
plotting his next professional comeback, while solemnly pledging, “This time
I’'m not going to get caught.”® As a literary work, Asinof’s “Rocky Perone” is
pure delight, containing all of the author’s trademark verve, sass, and wit.

At the time of writing “Rocky Perone” Asinof was almost 60 years old,
temporarily worn out by his debilitating legal struggles with David Susskind,
and probably beginning to feel like time was unfairly passing him by. At first
glance, one might view the Richard Pohle story as a lark, a one-time detour,
or a coda on this particular subject matter for Asinof, but closer examination
reveals that the aging rookie theme was near and dear to his heart throughout
his writing career. The talented but ambitious and overaged rookie up against
an entrenched, unjust system, reserve clause or no reserve clause, would con-
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tinue to fascinate him. It also seemed to easily go hand in hand with Asinof’s
consistent hostility towards the negative influence of capital and marketing
on the integrity of the professional game, as sourly noted in Man on Spikes
by the old scout Durkin Fain:

So here he was again, with the familiar assignment that insulted his love for the
game. Baseball was getting to be big business these days, not like it used to be
when he played ball. Gradually, it was moving into the hands of the big-money
syndicates, the promoters. Anybody could run a ball club ... all you needed was a
couple million bucks, and a flare for publicity stunts.... The old scout felt a growing
antagonism for the new philosophy, the new baseball; and it jarred his relationship
with the great game.”

At the very center of the Mike Kutner or Rocky Perone stories lies not the
reserve clause, but rather a professional enterprise dominated by “the big-money
syndicates,” “the promoters,” and a “new philosophy,” as summarized by Asinof
in his first novel, all comparatively alien to the national pastime in its earlier,
pre-1919 incarnations. Also at the center of these stories, however, lies the pro-
fessional athlete’s irrepressible ambition and competitive spirit, typically will-
ing to make any sacrifice or compromise whatsoever in order to achieve its goals.

As for feature film adaptations and possible mass audience exposure, nei-
ther “Rocky Perone” nor Man on Spikes has yet to make it to the big screen in
the true sense. On July 27, 2010, a seven-minute entry titled The Secrer Life
of Rocky Perone was made at the L.A. Short Film Festival, but Asinof received
no writing credit, unlike his credited 1955 television adaptation of Man on Spikes
for the Goodyear Playhouse.? The closest Hollywood has ever come touching
this kind of subject matter was in 2002 with the far more benign and con-
ventionally inspirational treatment of the Jim Morris story as dramatized in
The Rookie (see Chapter 2). Hollywood executives may be right about one
thing, though: general audiences are probably not quite ready to face the grim
realities of a more typical and far more widespread minor league experience,
one so faithfully depicted in Asinof’s “fiction” —stories in which the lines
between reality and imagination are blurred and barely distinguishable.

The new baseball “philosophy” coined by Asinof— that money trumps
all — one so demonized in his works, did not of course have its beginnings in
the post—World War II era or even the post—World War I era of 1919. It was,
in the author’s view, a gradual process, rapidly accelerating at intervals includ-
ing the two postwar periods of the 20th century. It had its true roots deep in
the American psyche and American way of life, and was reflected by values
of the players and fans, as much as the values of owners whom they often
secretly envied. Perhaps one better way to try and understand Asinof’s view
of the system is to examine the state of baseball during and leading up to the
era in which he himself played professionally in 1940-1941. The between-
wars period into which he was born and came of age (1919-1941) reflected a
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very interesting historical interlude for baseball in which the game quickly
went from being a disreputable gambler’s racket to a mythological national
pastime symbolic of America’s strengths and virtues as it entered World War
I1. In addition to being dominated by the Ruth-Gehrig-DiMaggio triumvirate
of Asinof’s beloved New York Yankees, the most striking new feature of pro-
fessional baseball during that time period was the invention and development
of the minor league farm system. Thanks to the creative genius and unfettered
foresight of Branch Rickey, baseball’s first general manager in the modern
sense of the job title, the St. Louis Cardinals became the National League’s
premier franchise.” Other major league teams, including the Yankees, followed
suit, and those that did not found themselves quickly reduced to second divi-
sion status. This was the same milieu in which Asinof developed as a player
and played professionally, experiencing first hand, for better and for worse,
the clumsy and still evolving start-up farm system of the Philadelphia Phillies
organization, via the Moultrie Packers and Wausau Lumberjacks.

In a pivotal chapter titled “The Commissioner” from Man on Spikes,
Asinof dramatizes the anticlimactic showdown between Mike Kutner’s
unscrupulous team owner, Jim Mellon, and a nameless, pawn-like commis-
sioner of baseball. The commissioner tries to go to bat for Kutner’s career,
only to find himself alternatively laughed and sneered at by one of the men
who pay his salary:

[Commissioner] “It’s bad for the players —like Kutner. It’s bad for the other
clubs — like Philly.”

[Mellon] “But it’s damn good for me!” Mellon laughed. “Like I said, it wins pen-
nants.”

[Commissioner] “And it’s bad for baseball!” The Commissioner’s voice was louder

than he wished.

[Mellon] “That’s the sour grapes department, Commissioner. Everybody wants to
win pennants and they all got farm organizations. It’s a good system. Anyone can
win in it. That's America, Commissioner, free enterprise and all that. But, then,
maybe you got some suggestions in mind?”

[Commissioner] “I've stated them: a freer interchange of ballplayers, especially to
the clubs that need them the most.”

[Mellon] “You wouldn’t attack the reserve clause, would you? Even the ballplayers
don’t do that. Take away the reserve clause and the players become free agents.
Itd be like anarchy. The rich clubs would gobble up all the good ones.”

The Commissioner almost rose from his chair.

[Commissioner] “Who’s got them now, Jim?” he shouted. “The poor clubs?”"

Big money had of course always ruled professional baseball from the
beginning. Even with the reserve clause still in existence, deep-pocketed own-
ers could out bonus their competitors with respect to signing new talent; then
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after a contract had been signed, the new player was more or less owned by
the team, lock, stock, and barrel. By the late 1970s, with the reserve clause
officially dismantled, wealthy clubs still enjoyed huge bidding advantages on
free agents, but now had less long-term control over players unless their con-
tracts specified otherwise.

In one sense, the new Free agency system was more up front and less
apologetic about the power of money. After all, by the 1980s, greed had become
good. Free-spending franchises were now capable of building championship
teams overnight, and athletes with potentially strong box office appeal could
now earn paychecks far beyond the capabilities and wildest dreams of most
Americans. These guiding principles applied forcefully to all professional
sports, not only baseball. Lost in the transition were team stability, owners’
patience in building franchises, players’ patience in working their way up the
ranks, and, some would say, overall fan loyalty. Money now had to be made
fast by everyone involved. Branch Rickey, the general manager who built,
player by player, some of the most legendary baseball clubs in history, the
visionary who created the minor league farm system into which a young Eliot
Asinof and Mickey Rutner were signed, would barely recognize today’s busi-
ness model for the game. In retrospect, Asinof’s “Rocky Perone,” written in
1979 but describing events on the eve of Free agency in 1974, anticipated
today’s situation by making unfettered athlete ambition and ownership drive
for fast profits the two prime motivators of human behavior in the professional
version of the game. His two post-reserve clause baseball novels (Strike Zone
and Off-Season) would also later touch upon this same theme to some degree.

The situation had been considerably different when Asinof was a minor
league player, as surely was his perception of the system. The 1941 season in
particular, the last before World War II broke out, would have been especially
influential on any baseball player who participated in it, as did Asinof in
Wausau, his last year in the minors. In 1941, the year in which the Brooklyn
Dodgers finally made it to the World Series for the first time (as the Dodgers),
they were only to be beaten in frustrating manner by their crosstown rivals,
the near invincible New York Yankees." Interestingly 1941 was also the year
that saw Joe DiMaggio’s exciting 56-game hitting streak and Ted Williams’
incredible .406 batting average, both still seemingly unapproachable records
for the modern books. In brief, it was a good year for hitters, and the 21-
year-old Asinof, himself a pretty good minor league hitter, would have likely
been inspired by their examples. Asinof also had the uplifting example of his
personal acquaintance with future Hall of Famer Hank Greenberg, by that
time firmly established as the first Jewish superstar of major league baseball.
It was a heady time to be a ballplayer, especially a Jewish one; moreover, it
is tempting to speculate that many of Asinof’s fictional characters have ele-
ments of actual people that he knew from this period. For example, his favor-
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able portrayal in Man on Spikes of “The Old Ballplayer” Herman Cruller may
partially represent his 1941 Wausau veteran coach, player-manager Wally
Gilbert, a former major leaguer with whom he seems to have had a good rela-
tionship.”? Likewise, the novelist’s highly unflattering characterization of “The
Manager” Lou Phipps might have a bit of Asinof’s Moultrie skipper George
Jacobs, with whom he had a short, stormy association in 1940.”

Just as historical people and events from the pre-World War II era (in
addition to Mickey Rutner himself) are likely represented in Asinof’s Man
on Spikes, within those pages are found Asinof’s philosophy of the game, his
view of the ideal player or baseball credo, if you will. To the great delight of
discerning baseball enthusiasts everywhere, Asinof— despite his boyhood idol
worship of Babe Ruth —was not a proponent of the modern long ball power
game. Instead, from his first short story to his very last baseball novel, Asinof
lauded the proverbial inside game or “scientific baseball,” as it is described by
“The Scout” in his first novel." In this approach to baseball, speed, stealth,
consistency, character and intelligence — not home runs — are a winning team’s
best friends. It is not unlike the baseball philosophy of Branch Rickey himself.
Such a view should not be surprising coming from one who as a player seems
to have possessed similar qualities and did not tend to hit home runs.” It may
well have also been the view of former Philadelphia Athletics star pitcher
George Earnshaw, like Asinof, a Swarthmore College alumnus, who, while
fire chief of Swarthmore after his retirement from the pros, recruited the
recently graduated Asinof to join the Phillies’ farm system.'® Readers of Man
on Spikes may be catching a glimpse of Earnshaw’s crusty personality and
purist baseball outlook as “The Scout” Durkin Fain who signs Mike Kutner
to his first professional contract. Fain has little regard for the new-style, Babe
Ruth wannabes, even as his boss, team owner Jim Mellon, berates him:

Look, Fain. Baseball has changed since you played it. It’s the goddamn long ball
they want now. If a man can belt 'em that far, he goes up. The clever boys can
only wave at the damn apple as it disappears over the wall. That’s baseball today.
It just aint a little man’s game.”

Fain’s visceral response to his boss’s directive is one that he dare not vocalize:

One trouble was that the big hitters were everybody’s meat. Find any rawboned
kid who could blast the apple a mile and you'd wait in line with the other scouts
to get him, dangling the ever-increasing checks before him, promising him the
world if he'd come to papa. It was no longer scouting; it was a crazy kind of super-
salesmanship.'®

As for the owner Mellon’s justification of giving the customers what they want,
Fain expresses (at least in his thoughts), even more contempt:

Sure, they blamed it all on the public. The public wants the long ball! It recently
had its taste of the great Babe Ruth and his sixty home runs in a season. It seemed
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so easy to win games that way. There was a dramatic finality to it that any child-
mind could understand. There it goes, up and out, sailing over the outfielders,
miles out of reach, into the bleacher bedlam and that hysterical adulation! It doesn’t
matter that Babe Ruth could have won more games with a timely, well-placed
bunt or tap through that crazy, unbalanced infield. Fain often argued that the
great Babe would execute such a simple maneuver only to show how clever he
actually was. Baseball had become less a question of winning games than the way
you won them.”

Asinof’s invocation of his childhood hero Babe Ruth (through the voice
of Fain) has a special poignancy within this context.?’ Given the great tragedy
of the Bambino not being allowed to coach after his playing days were over,
despite his obvious capacity and desire to do so, makes even Ruth himself
appear to be the ultimate victim of the very system that he arguably saved
single-handedly in wake of the Black Sox Scandal.?’ As becomes apparent in
the very first chapter of Man on Spikes, true connoisseurs of the game must
always make heavy allowance for the far less idealistic (and more realistic)
version of the sport — one driven first and foremost by the marketing efforts
and “supersalesmenship” of promoters and owners.

This element of baseball idealism was present in Asinof’s writing from
the moment he first sat down to his typewriter. In the original published ver-
sion of his short story “The Rookie,” Mike Kutner kneels in the on-deck
circle during his major league debut and watches with growing disgust a
younger rookie batting ahead of him:

And this was a bonus baby. Red Schalk, the new-type ballplayer. They had handed
him sixty thousand dollars for being a high-school hero, for hitting .400 against
seventeen-year-old pitchers. Sixty Gs for merely signing his name!*?

Schalk, after being completely fooled with two strikes, is fortuitously hit by
a pitch, setting the stage for Kutner’s subsequent, bitter failure at the plate.
In the end, the less worthy ballplayer makes it to the big leagues and stays,
while the more deserving is sent packing because of bad breaks, a corrupt sys-
tem, and one bad swing. The Mike Kutner story thus becomes a baseball
morality tale for the aspiring professional player: talent and hard work are not
always enough — in fact, more often than not, talent and hard work are simply
not enough, through no fault of the player. Most minor leaguers, no matter
how deserving, never make it to the majors; conversely, many undeserving
ones do often make it, however briefly.

If Asinof’s sports message in Man on Spikes seems like a total downer,
most former professional players, even the unassailable likes of Joe DiMaggio
(see Chapter 2), have recognized the hard and profound truth of this theme.
As for the “scientific baseball” most appreciated by true lovers of the game, it
can never be taken for granted because neither the owners nor the fans demand
it. If a truly great player does happen to make it to the big time, and does
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happen to play very well without hitting home runs, then it should be appre-
ciated all the more, because it has come to pass in spite of these things. If that
player happens to be the likes of Ty Cobb, admiration of whom off the playing
field is very dubious proposition, then all the more reason to fully appreciate
the multifaceted skills such a person was able to display in competition. In
the next chapter, we shall endeavor to show how Asinof’s purist vision of the
national pastime, as reflected in Man on Spikes, with all of its tragedies and
triumpbhs, clearly point towards bigger unresolved issues in American society,
completely outside the world of sports. At its central core (it may well be
argued), Man on Spikes is not really about baseball, but instead, about these
much larger philosophical questions.



4

A Preference for Anti-Heroes
Over Heroes

But talent alone was no guarantee, for there were too many dumbheads along
the way hunting for lousy reasons to smother it.
— Asinof, Man on Spikes'

During my final years as an amateur ballplayer in Michigan City, Indiana,
I was most fortunate to have as coach a former minor leaguer named Al Shinn
who, in addition to being a very fine player-manager, took special interest in
me at a time in life when I needed such attention. As my four-year collegiate
baseball career had been remunerative but far from satisfactory, my late mother
advised me to keep on playing ball until my active playing days ended on a
positive note.? It proved excellent advice. In Al, I met a person who, like
myself, played strictly for fun and diversion, without any grandiose ambitions
or hidden agendas. Under his tutelage, I became the best ballplayer within
my capabilities, before happily hanging up my spikes at age 24, although by
this point in my life I was far more concerned with surviving law school rather
than playing baseball.? It also so happened that Al, in his own younger playing
days (during the 1950s), like Asinof’s friend Mickey Rutner, had his own
tough experiences with the still-extant reserve clause. In a five-year minor
league career, mostly in the Brooklyn Dodgers’ organization, Al was a terrific
hitting first baseman and outfielder (like Asinof) who, over five professional
seasons (1952-1956) batted .322 lifetime, and with power (41 home runs) to
boot.? He never got a shot at the majors, however, because the Dodgers during
that era had the great Gil Hodges at first base, as well as consistently successful
teams, winning the World Series in 1955, the very same year that Asinof’s
Man on Spikes was released. Had it not been for the reserve clause, Al Shinn,
like Mickey Rutner, would have surely had good opportunity to play for other
major league teams more urgently needing his services. But Al was never one
to complain about these things, at least not in public. It occurred to me at
the time (circa 1980), that under the then relatively new free agency system,

40
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Al would probably have gotten a shot at the majors, unlike Asinof’s friend
Mickey Rutner, as well as his fictional counterpart, Mike Kutner, who both
got to play, however briefly, in the big time.

The obvious implication here is that the fictional or real-life experiences
of ballplayers portrayed by Asinof in Man on Spikes are far more typical than
not. That is a big part of the reason why it packs such a wallop for former
players who read it. Moreover, Asinof’s visceral realism — one so firmly rooted
in his personal career and people that he met along the way — extends way
beyond the realm of archaic legalisms such as the reserve clause. At its very
heart, and as conspicuously displayed in subsequent works such as “The Secret
Life of Rocky Perone” (see Chapter 3), the story of Mickey Rutner delves into
universal, non-sports related themes such as labor-management relations and
aspirations for wealth and fame in a free society. By extension, these issues
include the inherent limits of hero worship and whoever we may happen to
chose as our role models in life. In this regard, baseball literary critic Richard
Peterson observed that Man on Spikes is “an exception among conventional
baseball novels, where the game of baseball is often a reflection of life, where
the baseball dream routinely transforms players into heroes and legends, and
where baseball’s readers can indulge their romantic fantasies while picking up
lessons on the value of moral conduct and the virtue of having a good heart.”
Readers may not pick up Man on Spikes to be edified, but they end up being
edified in spite of themselves, whether they want to or not. As in all great novels,
this is achieved through entertainment, rather than preaching or sermonizing.

One is naturally inclined to ask exactly where and how Asinof acquired
this tendency as a writer, one setting him so distinctly apart from most of his
contemporaries. The answer probably lies in the years of his early adulthood
during the 1930s and 1940s. At Swarthmore College in 1940, the year in which
he both graduated with honors and captained the collegiate baseball team,
Asinof had the extra good fortune to study under Clair Wilcox (1898-1970),
one of the most illustrious Keynesian economists of the New Deal era.® Rather
than get upon a soap box and pontificate on socioeconomic issues, Wilcox
invited his entire class, Asinof included, out on the town in Philadelphia to
screen the then newly released film adaptation of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes
of Wrath, directed by John Ford and starring Henry Fonda.” After the movie,
Wilcox brought the class back to his home for a late night discussion about
the movie while his wife served tea. Asinof later recalled, “I learned a lot
about what America was like that night ... I've never forgotten” According
to his memoir, another key phase in his education came a couple years later
during the war while stationed in the Aleutian Islands and working with
Dashiell Hammett in journalism. It was here that he first learned to both
think and write about social injustices (see Chapter 8).” Man on Spikes would
pour forth from his typewriter about a decade later.
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It should be stressed that Asinof was in many ways a man of his times,
and this had a great impact on his writing, all of which was done during the
postwar era. Between 1932, when the Asinof family moved from Manhattan
to Cedarhurst, Long Island, and 1946, when Asinof was discharged from the
service, he had passed from boyhood to young adulthood. In 1932, at age 12,
Asinof witnessed the election of FDR as president and the inauguration of
the New Deal in response to the Great Depression. Whatever generational
and philosophical differences existed within the Asinof family, there can be
little doubt that they were mostly united in support of Roosevelt, who hailed
from and was former governor of their home state, New York. By 1941, Asinof
was 22 years old, a college graduate, former minor league player and, like his
mentor Hank Greenberg, enlisted in the service well before the attack on
Pearl Harbor, probably in anticipation of America’s struggle against German
Fascism. By early 1946, he was age 26, and the war appears to have been his
real-life graduate school. It was during the war that he began to write as a
journalist, however tentatively, under the informal tutelage of Dashiell Ham-
mett. It is no wonder then that Asinof’s generation produced a bumper crop
of great American writers. Like him, many during their formative youth had
been imbued with a soaring idealism, a sense of limitless possibilities for the
world, and above all, selfless devotion to country. The “Greatest Generation”
(as it is sometimes referred to and to which Asinof belonged), earned that
moniker not because of its unique accomplishments (winning the war, over-
coming the Great Depression, etc.), but because of distinctive personality
traits which set many of its members apart. These same traits are on full
display in Man on Spikes, as well as all of Asinof’s subsequent writings.

Another major factor which shaped the young Eliot Asinof’s political
and economic views, as with most of us, was his family background. In a
recent interview, Asinof’s son, Martin, offered some valuable insights on the
home environment in which his own father came of age, and which later con-
tributed decisively to his choosing a career in writing. Although grandfather
Morris Asinof and his three sons (including Max, Eliot’s father) were able to
quickly establish a thriving men’s clothier operation soon after arriving in
New York City from Russia, grandson Eliot took at first little and then, finally,
no interest. “Eliot,” according to Martin, “did not give a hoot about men’s
suits or the family clothing business.” Although Eliot would be voted “Best
Dressed” in his 1936 graduating class at Lawrence High School in Cedarhurst,
this was apparently not due any love of sartorial appearance.® “That story
about him being voted ‘Best Dressed’ in high school resulted from Eliot plead-
ing with his classmates not to let him lose face in the eyes of his clothier
family. The family joke is that Eliot never saw his father without a tie and I
never saw Eliot with one.” Eliot’s rebellious attitude towards his own father
in matters of business may have been attributable to other factors such as
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Max’s total lack of interest in Eliot’s baseball career which, in the words of
Jeftrey Lott, “was how he [Asinof] defined himself as a youth.” This facet
of Asinof’s ambiguous relations with his entrepreneurial father will be further
explored in Part I1I of this study. Martin Asinof added, “As a family, the Asi-
nofs were a semi-dysfunctional in part because of their business. The business
was essentially a sweat shop, which was typical of that time and place, but
Eliot was a labor guy, and he held that sort of thing in disdain.”® Many years
later, it would be this “labor guy” aspect that would help to attract a young
aspiring film director by the name of John Sayles to writing a screenplay for
Asinof’s career-defining second book, Eight Men Out.™

The end result of this surrounding adolescent environment was a fairly
unambiguous (and uncompromising) world view as an adult for the author-
to-be. For Asinof, social injustices largely stemmed from egregious economic
practices, and (more often than not) flowed from poor labor-management
relations disproportionately skewed in favor of management. Unfettered cap-
italism in baseball or anything else — capitalism unregulated and uncontrolled
by strong central government — was viewed as a terrible monster that would
first victimize the workers it claimed to feed, before turning upon all com-
petitors, and finally, self-destructing through implosion. In this philosophy,
he was a true child of the New Deal, with the economic teachings of John
Maynard Keynes (via Clair Wilcox) on full display. The Mickey Rutner story,
stripped of all period trappings (including the reserve clause), was essentially
a morality tale of labor with no bargaining power being unfairly manipulated
and exploited by irresponsible capital. Asinof’s outlook, however, is far from
being Marxist. The fictional Kutner is obsessively driven by his own aspirations
for baseball fame and, to a lesser degree, a fair living wage, if not outright
affluence. He will make any compromise in pursuit of these goals; in this
sense, Kutner is like Rocky Perone. On the other side of the table, team own-
ership is all too keenly aware of this insatiable ambition, and uses it to take
full advantage. In Asinof’s world view, workers are seen as victims, but only
up to a certain point; their own weaknesses and shortcomings are what allow
them to be exploited in the first place.

From moral values so forcefully projected in Man on Spikes (and in sub-
sequent works) spring other characteristics making Asinof’s fiction and nonfic-
tion so compelling, especially compared to most sportswriters. Chief among
these is the prevalent phenomena of hero worship or, to be more precise in
the case of Asinof, lack thereof. Mike Kutner does not hero worship anyone,
and neither (we suspect), did Eliot Asinof. Kutner has well-meaning mentors
such as Durkin Fain and Herman Cruller. He has caring blood relatives and
a loving wife, all with whom he is often emotionally distant. He has com-
petitors, enemies, and teammates — but no heroes and few if any friends, for
that matter. Kutner is essentially on his own, and keenly aware of the fact.
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For that matter, he rarely offers anyone else a helping hand. The closest excep-
tions come in rare instances such as the one in which Kutner protects a black
teammate from wrath of fellow players by admitting fault after an outfield
collision between them.? In terms of having no role models, however, Kutner
is an enigma. Perhaps it would be better to say that Kutner himself is held
out by the author as a kind of role model, a man who overcomes all odds and
obstacles to achieve his goal (playing in the majors), yet knows when it is
finally time to let go and patch things up with his long-suffering wife. Taking
this a step further, one of Asinof’s main points seems to be that all heroes,
especially sports heroes, are an illusion. Love, friendship, and admiration may
or may not be achievable for individuals, but to idealize a fellow being or pro-
fessional colleague is, for this particular writer, only to invite disappointment
and disillusionment.

Asinof’s preference for antiheroes over heroes would continue to manifest
itself throughout his writing career. His books speak for themselves, but
another way to highlight this trait is examine Asinof’s attitudes towards the
great ballplayers of his own time. One may begin with Ty Cobb (1886-1961),
by general consensus and with good justification the greatest baseball player
who ever lived, a charter member of the Baseball Hall of Fame, and one who
died during the interim period between Asinof’s first two published baseball
books.”* Whatever Cobb’s many shortcomings as a human being may have
been, a lackadaisical approach to his profession was not one of them. Asinof,
being a legendary hard worker himself, surely related to this quality alone,
plus many others that Cobb possessed as well.” Not only was Cobb the original
Charlie Hustle, he brought to his game a keen intellect and sophisticated dis-
cipline that were impossible not to admire. Combined with his maniacal
desire to excel and a demonic public persona used both to shield himself from
critics and frighten his opponents, Cobb’s unique playing style on the field
seems to be one of those rare cases never forgotten by those who witnessed
and later spoke or wrote of it. It also fascinated Asinof, who admired the late
Al Stump’s awestruck but unflattering character study of Cobb, originally
published as an award-winning magazine article in 1961 (while Asinof was
writing Eight Men Out), then later extensively expanded for 1994 publication
as Cobb: A Biography, in conjunction with the feature film release of Cobb,
based on Stump’s eatlier work.'® Even before Stump’s original article on Cobb
had been published, however, there can be little argument that Mike Kutner
from Man on Spikes displays a similar physical grit, unbridled ferocity, and
aggressive, “scientific” playing style of Ty Cobb.”

Long before the movie Cobb (1994), during the winter of 1976-1977,
Asinof relates in his memoir, Bleeding Between the Lines, that he was given
opportunity to pitch a Hollywood screenplay based on Stump’s unvarnished
account of Cobb’s last days, but that the project never moved forward.*® The
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anecdote is fascinating. The movie later made by director Ron Shelton, star-
ring Tommy Lee Jones, Robert Wuhl, and Lolita Davidovich, is an excellent
and faithful production, though, like the movie version of Eight Men Out,
did not achieve blockbuster, popular success. Neither tells an uplifting story
in the conventional sense; however, both perfectly capture the hard realities
of the game and, more importantly, of the world and life in general. Ditto
Man on Spikes, which has yet to receive its deserved movie treatment. Ty Cobb
in his playing days may have been a hero and role model to millions, but after
the details of his personal life became public knowledge, those who previously
worshipped him faced a stark choice. One was to stop admiring him com-
pletely or even attempt to deny his greatness as a player, based on his failures
as a human being — a choice still made by some fans. Another was to continue
idealization of his baseball skills while acknowledging his personal foibles,
both inside and outside of the national pastime.? It is the latter approach in
which Asinof usefully instructs us as a writer. Lots of people do certain things
very well, a few do several things well, but even fewer (if any) do enough
things well to deserve uncritical hero worship. Role models for specific activ-
ities are acceptable, anything beyond that is not. For Asinof, an unthinking
type of superman idolization no doubt smacked of Fascism, the worldwide
rise of which his generation fought so tenaciously for or against during their
youthful, formative years of the late 1930s and early 1940s.

If the counterintuitive example of Ty Cobb underscores the near nonex-
istence of hero worship in Asinof’s writings, then the problem of Lou Gehrig
(1903-1941) raises even more disturbing questions. In contrast to Cobb, Gehrig
was an integral, essential component of Asinof’s favorite baseball team from
childhood onwards, the New York Yankees. Unlike Cobb, personal and public
scandals were not revealed during or after Gehrig’s all too short life. In sum,
Gehrig is and was, by the estimation of most baseball fans, a true hero among
heroes, sometimes even eclipsing Babe Ruth in this respect, whose human
weaknesses off the field sometimes made fans temporarily forget that he single-
handed revolutionized and possibility saved the game from the public scandals
0f1919. What does Asinof have to say about Lou Gehrig, idol and role model
to millions of Americans, in his published writings? In short, nothing. While
the legacies of Ruth, DiMaggio, Greenberg, and many others are consistently
given fond, respectful nods of appreciation, readers will search Asinof’s base-
ball musings in vain for any mention of the man whom many consider to
have been the greatest Yankee of them all. Was he just being forgetful or
merely pressed for space? Neither, it would appear in hindsight. Such an
omission deserves some brief exploration, as well as some hard analysis.

According to a personal reminiscence by Asinof made late in his life to
literary executor Jeff Kisseloff, Lou Gehrig, a German-American product of
the pre-Holocaust era, had a streak of anti—-Semitism in him. Asinof reported



46 Part I: Man on Spikes (1955)

that his mentor, the incomparable Hall of Famer “Hammerin’ Hank” Green-
berg (1911-1986) had shared with him his own unpleasant experiences with
Gehrig while the two played together in the majors.?> The story was concisely
repeated in Asinof’s 2008 obituary, as reported by Jeff Kisseloff in The Nation:
“With Eliot, there were no sacred cows. He relayed to me a story Hank Green-
berg had told him about Lou Gehrig’s anti-Semitism, and one more hero bit
the dust.”® To what exact extent this alleged attitude prevailed is uncertain
and will likely never be proved, but it is clear that the Jewish Asinof and his
Jewish baseball exemplar Hank Greenberg were both offended by it.2* Green-
berg may have in fact been the closest thing to a role model that Asinof ever
had, and the very thought that Greenberg may have taken some distasteful
verbal abuse from anyone, even the great Lou Gehrig, may have just been too
much for him to stomach. Consequently, rather than bad-mouth an American
cultural icon, Asinof chose to remain silent — completely silent. It seems as
though Asinof preferred and was far less troubled by men like Cobb, Ruth,
and DiMaggio, men who had many personal faults, as opposed to Gehrig,
who may have had a single, yet unforgivable shortcoming.

If true, this image of Gehrig of course flies in the face of his perceived
memory, today mainly kept alive by the classic inspirational movie, Pride of
the Yankees (1942), released one year after Gehrig’s premature death and star-
ring an all-star cast, including Gary Cooper, Teresa Wright, and Walter Bren-
nan, as well as cameos by Yankee veterans led by the venerable Babe Ruth.?
It is indeed a very fine film in the best tradition of American mythmaking,
especially during times of war.?® Given that in 1942 the Holocaust was reaching
its frenzied climax and that the movie itself was produced by a mostly Jewish-
controlled Hollywood machine, the ironies of converting the Lou Gehrig
story into an inspirational tale for a nation at war against Fascism are manifold.
Whether Asinof was aware of this at the time is unknown, although it was
Greenberg who decisively intervened in Asinof’s life that same year, getting
him admitted to Air Force officer’s training. Samuel Goldwyn obviously had
no inhibitions about taking Gehrig’s beloved memory to the bank, but Asinof
later did, despite his acknowledged status as a premier baseball writer. In fair-
ness to Gehrig, and assuming there was some truth to the allegation, his
extraordinary life made very good fodder for the Hollywood machine of that
era; as for his alleged personal faults, most can agree that these were few and
far between. Unfortunately, these seemed to have touched a sensitive nerve
in Asinof’s psyche, and not without reason given circumstances of those times.

It is a shame that Asinof never wrote about Gehrig. He would have surely
had many insightful things to say completely apart from Gehrig’s rumored
politically incorrect attitudes on race and religion. The closest thing to traces
of Gehrig’s legend to be found in his output are in the form of fictional or
semi-fictional character traits. In Man on Spikes, Mike Kutner certainly has
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the quiet intensity, consistency, and personal integrity of a Gehrig, without
the benefit of Gehrig’s imposing physique or ever-present long-ball threat.
Kutner, like Gehrig, has noticeable leadership qualities and leads by example
for those appreciate his skills. Kutner wears glasses, however, which cause
many to unfavorably judge him by appearance —in retrospect, a clear
metaphor for the rampant anti-Semitism faced by Mickey Rutner, Hank
Greenberg, and Asinof himself, as professional ballplayers. Early in the story,
perhaps unconsciously, Asinof (through the eyes of the scout Durkin Fain)
compares Kutner to “a racehorse” — calling to mind the “Iron Horse” Gehrig —
whose perceived iron-like indestructibility is immediately demonstrated as
he crashes into a brick wall while making a sensational catch.?” Kutner, on
the other hand, and like Gehrig, is not perfect. Among other things, he is
surly and standoffish towards his African American teammate, Ben Franks,
who threatens his own job by playing in the outfield. In spite of this conflict,
however, Kutner is also magnanimous in protecting Franks from angry team-
mates by admitting fault after an outfield collision between the two. It would
not surprise this writer if Gehrig had a similar noble but ambiguous manner
with respect to playing field diversity.

By now it should be readily apparent to readers that all of the central
issues touched upon by Asinof in Man on Spikes are directly and easily appli-
cable to the non-baseball, non-sports world: racial diversity and integration
in the workplace, labor-management relations, personal aspirations for wealth
and fame (and the prices paid for these), hero worship and role models in
society, and the never ending clash between professional goals and family life.
That such a tall order was achieved in a debut novel of 276 pages is quite
remarkable, to say the least. The novelist, of course, gives no clear-cut answers
or solutions to these universal problems, but instead presents readers with
snapshot-like realism and focused vision of the big picture. Oversimplification
is banished. Readers are then invited to make up their own minds. In this
way, Asinof’s work is similar to that of any other great novelist, poet, or play-
wright. By way of contrast, classic baseball novels that came before Man on
Spikes, such as Bernard Malamud’s The Natural (1952)— a book that Asinof
had read — may make poetic statements about human nature that are enter-
taining and insightful, but have little if anything to do with the realties of
baseball as a sport or the exploitations and crass commodity-like trading of
the marketplace.?®

Had Asinof not written another book after his first novel in 1955, he still
would have been remembered for this one fabulous and singular accomplish-
ment. As things turned out, and fortunately for the future reading public, he
had beyond this point in time over half a century of writing still ahead of
him. Most of these subsequent works, like his debut effort, would present
audiences with dazzling, multiple layers of meaning and real-world substance,
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while constantly challenging any misconceptions commonly harbored about
the mysteries and contradictions of human existence. More impressively, this
was often done within the context of baseball as overt subject matter. The
double entendre of title for Man on Spikes refers not only to the plight of the
professional baseball player, but also to the economic and personal struggles
that most of us all face during our routine daily lives. For his next serious
project, to be published eight years later in 1963, Asinof would stay with pro-
fessional baseball as a framework, but this time in a nonfiction mode, written
from the standpoint of a historical novelist. This nonfiction novel (if we may
use such a term) would zero in on the labor-management relations theme
tentatively explored in his first book, only this time to astonishingly hard-
hitting and unforgettable effect. Part II of this study will thus closely examine
the complex set of circumstances leading up to and following Asinof’s inspired
creation of Eight Men Out.



PART II: ErcHT MEN OUT (1963)

5

The Unwelcome Truth,
Everyman Style

Harry Reutlinger was moved. How much of Felschs story was honest and
accurate, he had no real idea. What evoked his admiration was the genuine
remorse and lack of self-pity. Felsch was guilty, yet he had pride in himself.
The entire confession was devoid of anger or bitterness. He had simply done
a bad thing and was ready to take the consequences. If he admired Cicotte
for his good sense in getting paid in advance, he did not really believe that
Cicotte was anything but an idiot like himself. Reutlinger had seen enough
of America to know that the written rules were rigid and righteous, while
the real rules were often open and dirty. Such he assumed, were the rules of
baseball itself. You played hard and got away with as much as you could,
legal or otherwise.

— Asinof, Eight Men Out!

In October 2005 the Chicago White Sox impressively won the World
Series in a four-game sweep over the Houston Astros. Among Sox fans, there
were those of us (myself included) who foolishly hoped such a victory would
finally help erase some of the shame from the 1919 Black Sox Scandal. It did
not. Nothing will ever erase the shame of the 1919 Series; it will forever stand
as a low point, not only for the sports world, but for all of American culture
as well. The scandal was a human tragedy on numerous levels: a tragedy for
the White Sox players who did not accept payoffs but were still denied a
championship they deserved; a tragedy for the Cincinnati Reds, a very good
team whose title that year will be forever tainted by their opponents having
accepted bribe money to lose; a tragedy for Charles Albert Comiskey, whose
long and otherwise brilliant career was horrendously marred by the under-
standable rebellion of his greatest team. It was also a tragedy for baseball fans,
a good number of whom lost money betting on a superior, but losing team,
while far worse, many were impressionable school children having their ide-
alism instantly shattered (“Say it ain’t so, Joe”).? And of course, it was a tragedy
for the eight players suspended for life, especially Buck Weaver, whose only
offense had been to not expose his friends, and for Shoeless Joe Jackson, whose
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immeasurable abilities have been raised, not unjustifiably, to greater mythic
proportions after he was officially banned from playing the game.

The overwhelming scale of the Black Sox tragedy is partly reflected by
the stark reality that it took over 40 years for a talented American writer to
give the subject matter extensive, detailed analysis.® In the immediate wake
of the event, its enormity was probably just too much to swallow. As Eliot
Asinof succinctly observed, revelation of the scandal “was a crushing blow at
American pride.”® Use of the term “tragedy” of course implies that the result
of the 1919 Series was not a foregone conclusion; it suggests that things could
have been different if other choices had been made by parties involved. In
recent years, a vocal minority of commentators have put forth an opinion

Asinof, age 20, circa 1940, senior class
photograph at Swarthmore College. The
yearbook makes reference to Asinof’s aca-
demic, athletic, and musical accomplish-
ments. While attending Swarthmore and
Williams colleges, Asinof was exposed to
the intellectual likes of economist Clair
Wilcox, historian Frederick Schumann,
and poet Robert Frost. About this time
he would also meet future major leaguer
Mickey Rutner, inspiration for his first
novel, Man on Spikes (courtesy Friends
Historical Library of Swarthmore Col-
lege).

that Cincinnati would have won the
Series in any event, with or without
the cooperation of their opponents.
The Black Sox, it is suggested by this
school of thought, accepted bribe
money for unnecessary illegal serv-
ices. This issue will be briefly
addressed in Chapter 6, dealing with
the aftermath and reception of Asi-
nof’s seminal work.

While Man on Spikes (1955)
had firmly established Asinof’s high
reputation among literary circles and
serious baseball fans, it was Eight
Men Out (1963) that finally put him
on the map with the general public
and cemented his permanent legacy.
Published when its author was 44
years of age, the book became an
instant classic and will remain such,
even as more extensive and scholarly
works on the same subject matter
continue to appear.’ One unfortunate
residual of the book’s tremendous
impact is that it has overshadowed
Asinof’s many other interesting (and
often superb) efforts written over the
45 years following its publication.
Eight Men Out is only one brilliant,
though perhaps the most dazzling,
facet of a very large gemstone repre-
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senting Asinof’s literary oeuvre. Another problem with great cutting edge
works of this type is that they tend to confront head-on great cutting edge
issues which large numbers of the general public may not yet be ready to face.
Their controversial nature achieves, by definition, both fame and notoriety.
Worse still (for the creator, at least), notoriety does not always automatically
translate into financial success — in fact, quite the opposite sometimes. Regard-
ing Asinof’s masterpiece, this was also unfortunately the case, as we shall see
in the next chapter. For the moment, however, the origins of this ground-
breaking and revolutionary piece of nonfiction deserve brief exploration.

At less than 300 pages, Eight Men Out is a brisk read — hardly tome-like
or professorial in any respect. The style is journalistic, worldly, similar to
Hemingway’s with its economical, urgent sentences and hard-hitting realism.°
Asinof displays a fondness for epigrams and knows how to place them effec-
tively, quoting near-contemporary Black Sox references by F. Scott Fitzgerald,
Nelson Algren, and Ring Lardner, as well as recorded quips by owners, jour-
nalists, lawyers, and gamblers. The synopsis is straightforward, divided into
six sections: “The Fix,” “The Series,” “The Exposure,” “The Impact,” “The
Trial,” and “The Aftermath.” Where there is no documentary evidence, he
forgivably imagines, conjectures, and reconstructs, all in very convincingly
manner. I have personally read and reread the book several times over the last
quarter century, and as in all fine literature, hidden treasures continue to reveal
themselves at each sitting. Nuance and depth increase in proportion to expo-
sure. Like many notable works, it does not appear to have been the result of
any master plan or lifelong ambition. Instead, a good career opportunity sim-
ply presented itself to a gifted writer who had the unique ability and where-
withal to take full advantage, not unlike the manner in which the fictional
Meyer Wolfsheim (based on the real-life Arnold Rothstein) was said to have
impulsively taken full advantage of the 1919 Series fix in The Great Gatsby.”
The book ends on a strangely upbeat note, hinting (quite accurately, in hind-
sight) that the posthumous reputation of Shoeless Joe Jackson, even in the
tragic waste of his career, would become more venerated as time passed.

For any single person to piece together the baffling complexities of the
Black Sox tragedy was a Herculean feat by itself. Asinof, though, went further.
He reported the unlikely story in all of its subtle, ironic detail for the benefit
of those able to appreciate such things. Despite some modern critical qualms
that Asinof’s account overly mythologized and dumbed down the circum-
stances of the event to the point where reality was somehow distorted, quite
the opposite is in fact true. Any casual reread of Eight Men Our will only
increase the number of unanswered questions surrounding the scandal. For
example, how could it be that the greatest sports fix of all time was ultimately
exposed, not by the players, owners, or media, but rather by disgruntled gam-
blers feeling they had been short-changed?® How could it be that the initial
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conspiracy was the brainchild not of gamblers, but of the players themselves?
How is it that a club like the 1919 White Sox could win any games, given the
bitter, cliquish dissension running through it? Charles A. Comiskey, though
rightfully portrayed as insufferably intransigent and stingy, could also (as Asi-
nof reminds readers) be admirable — a self-made man and former player him-
self, one who staunchly supported the first baseball attempt at unionization,
the doomed Players’ League of the 1890s. Was it his own deep-rooted inse-
curities over money that drove him to be parsimonious? Asinof portrays in
gaudy detail the 1920 meeting between attorneys representing both Comiskey
and gambler Arnold Rothstein, in which it was tacitly agreed to be in every-
one’s best interests if the entire affair was hushed up. Rothstein, before he
bankrolled the fix, was initially opposed to the scheme for sensible reasons:
it would be incredibly difficult to pull off, let alone get away with. In spite
of these misgivings, he was pushed relentlessly by unsavory advisors such as
Abe Attell, arguing forcibly that there was no limit to sports fan gullibility.
Nor did the 1919 Series represent isolated behavior by the Black Sox, or other
professional players, for that matter. The Sox were also involved in throwing
games during the 1917 and 1920 seasons, even as cries of foul play continued
to mount. Over and over again, Asinof reminds us that the picture is not as
simple or one-dimensional as some would have us believe.

Major league baseball was going through a transitional phase in the pop-
ular imagination about the same time Asinof began working on his landmark
contribution to the history of sports writing. One example was that, by the
late 1950s, relocated National League franchises were beginning to win the
World Series for the first time. In 1957, Wisconsin’s very own Milwaukee
Braves, moving from Boston only four years previous, electrified the sports
world by defeating the New York Yankees in a closely contested seven game
series. Two years later in 1959, the Los Angeles Dodgers, forsaking a heart-
broken Brooklyn only two years previous, beat the Chicago White Sox in six
games, even though the Sox had compiled the best regular season record in
baseball and were favored by many to win.” Unlike the rigged Series of 1919,
the 1959 championship was, from all accounts, played on the level; outside
of Southern California, however, the result left a bad feeling among many
baseball fans.” For one, the Dodgers organization was seemingly rewarded
for its perfidy to Brooklyn. Second, it appeared the White Sox were still cursed
because of 1919. After impressively winning their first pennant in 40 years,
the Sox dramatically fell apart in the face of Dodger unsung heroes such as
Series MVP Larry Sherry, a California native who never played in Brooklyn."
It was during this same period (1959) that Asinof made his way back to New
York from Hollywood, where he had been a screenwriter before incurring the
wrath of powerful figures such as Harry Cohn and Jack Warner."”” Additional
impetus for this move came when Asinof received word there was East Coast
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interest in having the Black Sox story produced for television. In short, this
was an era in which many old loyalties and sacred cows of 1950s American
baseball (and America itself) were beginning to be questioned.

On a much broader level, American society by 1960 was starting to
become publicly uncomfortable with itself. As the Eisenhower era gave way
to the Kennedy administration, there seemed to be a growing consciousness
of the wide disparity between the bright media image of Camelot and its
unpleasant realties, culminating with President Kennedy’s horrifying assassi-
nation in November 1963, only three months after Eight Men Out was first
published. While Asinof was putting the finishing touches on his best known
work, the United States was beginning to feel unrest on a host of domestic
and foreign policy issues, including civil rights, organized crime, Cuban-
Soviet relations, and escalating U.S. involvement in southeast Asia. The dark
side of American society was becoming more readily apparent to anyone who
could watch television, let alone read a newspaper. Asinof’s theme seemed to
directly tie into this new cultural trend. For anyone then inclined to doubt
America’s exclusively good intentions or good judgment, the faith-shaking
(though distant) events of 1919 — until then labeled as inconvenient history
and swept under the rug of public awareness — were a powerful reinforcement
of that doubt. Asinof brilliantly dragged everything back into the light of day,
making the Black Sox Scandal an allegory for his own times, as well as a riv-
eting lesson in American history.

Asinof’s personal background was near perfect for the task. Crucially,
he had been a professional ballplayer in his younger days and was all too
familiar with the plight of the Black Sox from a player’s point of view."” As a
backup minor league player, he knew what it was like to be underpaid and
undervalued, recalling that his first bonus had been “a glass of beer and a
cheap cigar.”™ As a Jew, especially during the pre-World War II era, he also
knew, because of rampant anti-Semitism, what it was like to be treated with
lack of respect or outright hostility. In addition, he seems to have experienced
a personal clash with a team owner. While playing in Wausau, Wisconsin,
Asinof claimed to have been ostracized by management for being Jewish and
romantically involved with the team owner’s daughter,” From his stats and
other available information, it appears that he was a fine athlete of good phys-
ical ability and obvious intelligence. These qualities alone, however, were not
enough for him to be treated well or paid adequately. Like several of the Black
Sox after their lifetime suspensions, Asinof once played under a professional
alias in order to preserve his eligibility as a collegiate athlete.”® Like the Black
Sox, he knew what it was like to play for a regular season championship team,
the 1941 Wausau Lumberjacks, that nevertheless went on in post-season play
to lose (presumably not on purpose) to a less favored opponent.” Wausau as
a town would have known the 1919 Chicago White Sox club, not only from
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its geographic proximity (in Wisconsin), but also from having former Sox
pitcher Dickie Kerr —who had not taken bribes during the Series — as its
minor league team manager in 1937."

Empathy of the author for the disgraced 1919 Chicago team would not
have been limited to generalities, but extended to specifics as well. As a player,
Asinof shared personal characteristics with each of the eight suspended Black
Sox, as well as traits with other Sox players who were not. Like Chick Gandil,
he occasionally played first base and was known to have a short temper when
properly provoked; like Happy Felsch, he was a former centerfielder; like Fred
McMullin, by his own admission, a good baseball talent but not a great one.
Like Eddie Cicotte, he was a smart competitor who seems to have favored the
“inside” game — strategy, stealth, and surprise — as opposed to the power hit-
ting, long-ball approach later popularized by Babe Ruth and others.” Like
Cicotte, he painfully appreciated how one injury could end any career regard-
less of talent, as could one off season or single, mediocre performance.?® Like
Buck Weaver and Swede Risberg, he was known to be fiercely loyal to his
friends, especially during adversity.” Like Shoeless Joe Jackson and Lefty
Williams, Asinof was a left-hander and understood the important intricacies
of the game from a left-handed perspective. Also like Jackson and Williams,
Asinof knew the isolation of the American South, having played the 1940 sea-
son with the Moultrie (Georgia) Packers.*?

Asinof played ball in the North as well, and was an athlete who well
appreciated the profound divide between Northern and Southern societies, based
on first hand experience. Moreover, he had played professionally in Wisconsin,
which no doubt later helped provide him entrée to Black Sox Happy Felsch, a
Milwaukee native who near the end of his life shared his personal recollections
with the author.”® The 1919 Chicago team was itself somewhat split along
regional lines, with the Southerners — openly looked down upon by many
Northern players — taking part in the conspiracy. To complete his regional
education, Asinof played in both the East and Midwest, as well as the South,
then later was a screenwriter in California (from where Gandil and Risberg
hailed). Like the 1919 Black Sox, who represented all parts of the country,
Asinof had personally seen these different regions and fully appreciated the
potential conflicts. Not surprisingly, the two Black Sox that Asinof had least
in common with — Gandil and Risberg — receive least sympathetic treatment
in his book.?* Like the redoubtably honest and future Hall of Famer Eddie
Collins, Asniof was a “college boy” and hence much better educated than the
vast majority of his teammates.” As a former co-owner of the semiprofessional
Yonkers Indians, he would have even empathized with Comiskey to some
extent.

As a professional athlete, no matter how incorruptible, Asinof would
have been highly cognizant of the gigantic sports gambling industry, including
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its ferocious, inescapable impact on baseball. Given that he hailed from the
East — New York City, to be exact — he perfectly understood how “big” money
in sports betting often originated from geographic centers of finance and cor-
ruption. As a professional athlete who competed in remote places like Wausau
and Moultrie, he was likely familiar with the close regional connections
between gamblers nationwide. Whatever happened in one part of the country
often had a significant, immediate impact on events taking place thousands
of miles away. Even in today’s endlessly interconnected world, there are many,
especially among sports fans, lacking appreciation for the economic and soci-
ological aspects of sporting events, as well as the rapidity in which cause and
effect can cross state or international lines. Hypothetically (and realistically),
a sports injury sustained in Chicago might immediately cause a shift in wager-
ing odds made in New York, overnight transforming favorites into underdogs,
then possibly causing one side or another to be more motivated (and dangerous
to their opponents) than before, and so on indefinitely. Illegality does not
necessarily have to enter the picture, but of course still can, further compli-
cating the scenario.

Asinof’s professional life as a writer came into play as well, making him
the ideal candidate to write about taboo subject matter which no one had
previously dared explore. As he would have candidly admitted, his birth date
of July 13, 1919, made the events of that same year especially fascinating to
him as a writer. On top of this, Asinof was always attracted to themes of
injustice and hypocrisy in American society. One might argue that, as an
author, he peaked and reached the “top of his game” during the early 1960s —
a time in which these particular themes began coming to the fore of public
awareness. Just as Asinof had once used an alias as a ballplayer, he fronted for
blacklisted Hollywood writers before being himself banned; therefore, like
the Black Sox, he knew what it was like to be denied a living for dubious rea-
sons. Amazingly, as a youth, his Jewish family lived in the same New York
City tenement as Abe “the Just” Rothstein, father of Arnold Rothstein. Based
on this proximity, it is tempting to think that the young writer-to-be heard
a tale or two from some fairly knowledgeable sources in his own neighborhood
about the 1919 Series.

Later in life (and fatefully), Asinof came to know another Jewish Abe —
Abe Attell, former featherweight boxing champion of the world and one of
the main movers and shakers behind the scenes under Rothstein. Immediately
after the release of Eight Men Out in 1963, Asinof was able to use material
from his extensive contact with Attell to produce a short story for the Sazurday
Evening Post, titled “A Gambler’s World Series.”? In this vignette, as is often
the case with historical fiction, fact and fiction merge to become indistin-
guishable, a most fitting result of collaboration between the novelist-at-heart
Asinof and a compulsive hustler on-the-make like Attell. Like Happy Felsch,
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Actell was an insider. Unlike Felsch, he was more sophisticated, disingenuous
and slippery. Nevertheless, both Attell and Felsch, despite their differences,
felt comfortable opening up in personal interviews to a writer each felt they
could each relate to on certain levels. Asinof not only got these individuals
to talk, but had the writing and reporting skills for effectively relaying the
story to a wide readership. Asinof’s very persistence and ability to obtain
interviews like these set him apart from most other writers who attempt
(unsuccessfully, more often than not) to tell the “true story” behind contro-
versial and complex historical events. Additionally not to be overlooked, rather
to be in fact emphasized, was Asinof’s superb university education at Swarth-
more College, where he graduated with honors in history and studied under
its famed economics professor, Clair Wilcox.”” Very few authors could bring
to the table such a diverse arsenal of qualities: playing experience plus the
ability to thoroughly understand the business of professional sports, as well as
the broader historical context within which this peculiar and unique business
falls.”®

If all of these qualifications were not enough, fate provided yet another
major, motivation boost to the author for his ambitious project. New York
celebrity producer David Susskind had originally hired Asinof for a pittance
($1,000) to do research and write a television screenplay about the Black Sox
Scandal in 1960 for DuPont Circle Theater.” Original drafts of Asinof’s evolv-
ing teleplay were given various working titles such as The Witness: Shoeless Joe
Jackson and Say It Aint So, Joe’® Then, the entire production was nixed with-
out warning.’" Major league baseball Commissioner Ford C. Frick, gaining
wind of the project’s sensitive and potentially explosive material, intervened
to block it. Frick persuaded the network sponsor that reviving this incident
in the public memory would be “bad for baseball” at a time (the early 1960s)
during which the national pastime was beginning to suffer an image problem.
Accordingly, plans for the screenplay came to a sudden and seemingly per-
manent halt. The entire episode appeared to be a frustrating affirmation of
all the abuses and distortions that Asinof wished to expose. Fortunately, how-
ever, the unsavory affair was reported in The New York Times and noticed by
Howard Cady, editor-in-chief at Putnam’s, who then immediately offered
Asinof a $2,500 book contract ($1,250 in advance) for a full-length, in-depth
treatment of the same topic (working title: The Black Sox Scandal).?* This,
almost needless to say, was a much better opportunity than writing a television
screenplay in terms of telling the entire, unvarnished story in all of its amazing
detail.

After Asinof agreed to this proposal, he learned to his alarm and dismay
that renowned American author James T. Farrell (Studs Lonigan) was working
on a similar book. In yet another astounding, fortuitous twist of fate, the
over-extended Farrell voluntarily ceded the project to Asinof, then went fur-
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ther and generously offered a seven-page list of contacts to his younger col-
league.®® Asinof spent the next two years producing his baseball masterpiece,
one which, for better or worse, would define his career during his own lifetime.
The project several times almost came to a grinding halt, not in the least
because most surviving eyewitnesses refused to talk. At one point, Asinof also
proposed a novel on the same subject (working title: One Man Down) to pub-
lisher Simon and Schuster, either because he despaired of ever uncovering a
reliable account of events, or presumably because he wanted to further capi-
talize on his upcoming nonfiction release, however fragmentary it may have
been.** Then he hit the jackpot with Happy Felsch in failing health and feeling
a need to unburden his incredible story. Abe Attell proved in the end to be
an enthusiastic contributor as well, although by his very nature (as the main
broker behind the 1919 fix) often did not seem to have a truthful bone in his
body, which made him both invaluable and unreliable as a source.

The final heart-stopping phase in the book’s tortured publication history
came when the finished manuscript was several times rejected. First, a sur-
prised Asinof learned that Howard Cady had left Putnam to join Holt, Rine-
hart, and Winston. Then Putnam rejected his manuscript outright without
comment and did not invite a rewrite. Asinof tracked down Cady at Holt,
who accepted the manuscript, only then to have it nixed by Holt’s legal depart-
ment as being too potentially litigious. Finally, in a climatic meeting with
Cady’s boss Allen Edwards, not at corporate offices but rather at the Hotel
Roosevelt bar over Bloody Marys, Asinof persuaded Edwards to publish the
book by regaling him with a story about his embarrassing encounter with
Robert Frost as a student at Williams College (see Chapter 1).%° Eight Men
Out went to press and would prove to be a triumph by most literary standards.
It would also in time lead to expensive and time-consuming legal battles with
(among others) the formidable Susskind, who tried to claim the intellectual
property as his own when television and Hollywood later showed interest.
Asinof’s account of the book’s genesis and the aftermath of its publication
are found in his cautionary 1979 memoir, Bleeding Between the Lines (see
Chapter 6).

Before proceeding to the critical and public reception of Eight Men Out
following its release, as well as the stupefying bad luck that seemed to follow
the book wherever it later traveled, it may be useful to recall an anecdote
about the stormy individual who created it. During World War II, Asinof
had been stationed in the bleak and desolate Adak Island in the Aleutian chain
(before Alaska became a state), where he witnessed callous acts of injustice
and unfairness never forgotten.’® One of these incidents involved two fellow
soldiers accidentally killed in camp by an obsolete, exploding boiler. The
mishap was preventable, according to Asinof, because a new boiler intended
to replace the old one had been commandeered for personal use by the com-
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manding officer of their post. The dead soldiers’ parents and families were
officially told their son died a hero. Later, when an indignant Asinof sought
out one of the families to share with them his truthful, eyewitness account,
they reacted with disbelief, wanting to hear no more.?” The story is indicative
of Asinof’s entire writing career, and provides a useful parallel to the multiple
problems posed by his wonderfully nuanced, though often unpleasant and
discomforting interpretation of the Black Sox Scandal.

In sum, Eight Men Our had neither an easy birth nor a smooth ride in
the public domain. The first controversial decision made by Asinof was to
choose historical subject matter that many Americans, especially within the
baseball world, would much rather have forgotten. Obviously, he believed
that history forgotten might be repeated. Then he took that same divisive,
historical subject matter and stoutly refused to water it down or make it more
palatable. For this particular writer, oversimplified, one-dimensional, black
and white interpretations would not be a faithful retelling of events. He had
too much training in economics and history, too much experience in baseball
and in life, to see it any other way. What readers are left with is a kind of
unwelcome truth, everyman style. This was a difficult story, one not coming
from an ivory tower, pulpit, or soap box; it was coming from street level, or
diamond level, if you will, giving new meaning to the phrase, “cutting edge.”
No one but Asinof could have done it, it would seem, let alone done it as
well. That he accomplished this difficult task has become a perpetual benefit
for the reading public, proving that painful struggles (literary or otherwise)
can sometimes be a good thing in the long term. Eight Men Out carries a
sobering message about American society that might go against our precon-
ceived notions, but one that should never be forgotten.



6
Not Unlike the Black Sox

Themselves

It seems to me, El, you may be letting yourself get sucked in. You always need
a cause. That’s you. It’s like your books, almost all of them; theyre about
some poor schnook who battles impossible forces and ends up getting the shit
kicked out of him. Theyre marvelous, but what chance does he have?

— Walter Bernstein to Eliot Asinof’

Eight Men Out represents Asinof’s lone foray into the realm of “popular”
literature in the sense that it was his only book to achieve anything resembling
widespread acclaim or recognition during his own lifetime. This was in spite
of the fact that his previous work, the novel Man on Spikes, was considered
by critics and discerning readers as one of the best examples of baseball nonfic-
tion ever produced. Moreover, after the publication of Eight Men Out, Asinof
proceeded over the next 45 years to write or collaborate on 13 more books —
several having little or nothing to do with baseball or the sports world. All of
these efforts are very high quality with subject matter seemingly more and
more relevant to our society with the passage of time. Particularly telling is
that far more of the general public know of the Black Sox Scandal through
the film adaptation of Asinof’s book, rather than through the book itself.
Without the movie, it would seem, the scandal and Asinof’s work would be
largely forgotten, if for no other reason than thoughtful, probing journalistic
studies of complex, disturbing historical events struggle to find an ever-
shrinking commercial audience. Nevertheless, although Eight Men Out suc-
ceeded in putting Asinof’s name on our cultural map, it is instructive to learn
that the author profited relatively little in the financial sense from his most
popular creation (at least during the first 25 years of its existence), and that the
movie based on the book suffered a very long, painful gestation. In retrospect,
it is surprising the film was ever produced, given the bitter controversy and
bad luck that seemed to follow this intellectual property wherever it traveled.

In his great 1979 memoir, Bleeding Between the Lines, Asinof accurately
noted the near-universal (and highly unusual), coast-to-coast critical praise
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for Eight Men Out upon its first release in August 1963.% Perhaps the biggest
endorsement came from former Black Sox Eddie Cicotte, who on his deathbed
relayed a message through his wife that Asinof had written “a very fine book.”
Asinof then ruefully recalled how the “torrent of accolades” built up false
hopes that were almost immediately dashed. Following a lauded appearance
on NBC’s Today Show, there was a quick succession of fawning interviews in
Chicago by the likes of Studs Terkel, Robert Cromie, and Irv Kupcinet.* Then
the aspiring best-selling author began to notice little things going wrong.
There were inexplicable distribution problems with publisher Holt, particu-
larly in California. After realizing that Eight Men Out would not be prioritized
by Holt with preordained mass marketing or printings, Asinof dryly noted
that he was “unwillingly to spend time selling a book that could not be
bought.” Then interviewers less skillful than a Terkel or a Cromie learned
the hard way they were hosting a guest who did not suffer fools gladly.® In
one notorious Chicago radio appearance, Asinof’s response to an interviewer
who forgot his name was to make up a number of assumed identities, then
mischievously improvised a book synopsis that never existed.’

Critical praise for Eight Men Out has been steady and constant through
the years.® Although the book has more or less remained in pring, it has never
achieved blockbuster status by industry standards. It mainly appeals to a select
and knowledgeable audience, despite its fame and influence, not unlike the
Black Sox Scandal itself. It has also inspired numerous other books, which
generally fall into three broad category types. The first category consists of
disciplined scholarly research tapping into newly available source materials to
which Asinof did not have access in the early 1960s. The latest of these aca-
demic studies is well represented by the late Gene Carney’s excellent Burying
the Black Sox: How Baseball’s Cover-Up of the 1919 World Series Fix Almost Suc-
ceeded (2006).° Carney, while adding a wealth of new knowledge and insights
into our understanding of the scandal, also validated most of Asinof’s original
analyses of the same events, though some of these had been made through
necessity in the speculative manner of a conscientious historical novelist. For
example, Asinof controversially asserted that team owners reacted to exposure
of the fix by aggressively trying to hide it from the public eye, hoping the
storm would pass, rather than exposing misdeeds and punishing perpetrators.
Carney has conclusively demonstrated this was indeed the case. As for isolated
factual errors that Asinof did happen to make, subsequent investigation has
tended to underscore the relative insignificance of these items, as opposed to
magnifying their importance.”

A second, more troubling academic response to Asinof’s masterpiece has
appeared over the last decade, one far less flattering to his accomplishment.
In short, this vocal group consists of critics who argue that Eight Men Out is
rife with factual errors and distortions. Because this second category of writings
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specifically seeks to attack the book for which Asinof is currently best remem-
bered, it deserves extended commentary within these pages. Time will tell if
these are just a passing phase or inaugurate a long-term trend. Perhaps the
best example is Cincinnati-native William A. Cook’s The 1919 World Series:
What Really Happened (2001). CookK’s thesis is straightforward: the Reds would
have beaten the Sox in 1919 with or without the fix. His argument rightfully
points out that the 1919 Cincinnati Reds were an outstanding team, especially
in the pitching department. The Sox offense was effectively stymied by this
pitching, the honest batters perhaps more so than the ones on the take, several
of whom enjoyed notable statistical performances, especially Shoeless Joe
Jackson, leading all Series batters with a .375 average. In an eight-game play-
off, the Reds outscored the Sox a total of 35-20, a lopsided margin calling
into question whether the Sox could have won even had their own pitchers
performed better. Although on the eve on game eight, it appeared the Sox
were making a comeback of sorts, they had still been held to only six runs
during the first five games, and shut out twice. Their paltry, cumulative average
scoring of 2.50 runs per game was itself indicative that something may have
been more at work than merely half of their batting lineup not trying hard
enough.

Though enticing at first glance, this theory is less impressive under
scrutiny. To begin with, all statistics aside, the hard fact remains that Chicago’s
two best pitchers accepted large amounts of bribe money to lose on purpose,
then proceeded to dump five of six games they pitched, including all the ones
their team lost. Lefty Williams losing three games in a single Series was only
less unusual an occurrence than Eddie Cicotte’s masterful, dominant per-
formance in a third Series outing after being lit up in his first two lackluster
appearances. During the five Series games lost by these two pitchers, 30 of
35 total runs scored by the Reds were conceded by the Sox defense. Even
Little Leaguers understand how such barrages can affect the respective morale
of opposing teams, no matter how hard a ballplayer is trying. As for the ongo-
ing dispute over Shoeless Joe Jackson’s role in his team’s defeat, anyone who
has ever played with or against a great player such as Jackson knows that a
great player “short-legging it” still performs considerably better than a less-
than-great player. The same idea applies by extension to other Chicago starters
who would not have otherwise made it to the Hall of Fame like Jackson, but
were still key components of the Sox lineup, including Gandil, Risberg, and
Felsch. All accepted bribe money and played less than up to expectations. In
sum, it would probably take an experienced ballplayer to fully appreciate how
devastating it would be to a team if its 1-2 starting pitchers suddenly threw
in the towel." It would also probably take a ballplayer to fully understand
how a game of fractional inches and split seconds could be easily thrown
without everyone noticing. As for the Reds themselves not noticing (which
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appears to have been mostly the case), all athletes at high competitive levels
know quite well that one does not tend to focus on exactly how hard an oppo-
nent is trying when in the process of defeating him. More importantly, after
beating one’s opponent, the news that team was not trying its hardest is never
well received because the victory is obviously diminished as a result. One
thing is for sure, however: Eliot Asinof, the former minor league baseball
player, noticed these things as he was researching and writing Eight Men Out.

What is the explanation for contrarian theories such as these? Cincinnati
sour grapes? Envy for Asinof’s literary achievement? More likely, works of
this kind simply represent writers attempting to write insightfully about topics
(professional baseball and big business) with which they, unlike Asinof, had
limited personal experience. It occasionally happens to the best of us. As for
the audience this sort of thing may find, part of it may have to do with some
folks still having trouble accepting the hard, unwelcome truths that Asinof
wrote about in Eight Men Out. The Black Sox lost because of willful bribery?
Some fans still try to deny it. Yes, Cincinnati was a fine team capable of
beating anyone on any given day; yes, they had excellent pitching that probably
would have held the Sox to fewer runs than they were normally used to
scoring.”? Nevertheless, common baseball sense dictates that the Series outcome
would have been likely much, much different had five or six key Chicago
starters not accepted money to lose. In the final analysis, the school of thought
asserting the Reds would have won in any event mistakes increased factual
nuance for comprehensive revisionist history.”

A third category of books coming in the influential wake of Eight Men
Out are best classified as pure fiction. With a few possible exceptions, these
whimsical detours tend to work very hard at softening the stark realism so
brutally presented by Asinof’s journalist style. The best (or some would say,
worst) representative of this breed is the best-seller Shoeless Joe (1982) by W.
P. Kinsella, adapted a few years later into a painfully sappy but hugely
profitable (and Oscar-nominated) film version, Field of Dreams (1989). In
addition to being a major star vehicle for the likes of Kevin Costner, Amy
Madigan, James Earl Jones, Burt Lancaster, and Ray Liotta (the latter as Shoe-
less Joe Jackson), this film featured a sentimental, dreamy musical soundtrack
by future Titanic-theme composer James Horner."* While later reporting gross
proceeds over $84 million, the makers of this film reused the same reproduced
White Sox uniforms from the 1988 set of Eight Men Out. With uniforms,
however, meaningful comparisons between the two movies end. Neither film
nor source novel has much to do with the real-life lessons of the scandal so
graphically laid out in Asinof’s (much) earlier book and subsequent movie
version from the previous year.® Field of Dreams took Eight Men Out to the
bank, one could say, by watering it down for mass consumption. Like the
previously highlighted, second category of writings attempting to revise history
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with new facts and new numbers, this third category attempts to revise history
with pure human imagination, which somehow seems less egregious.”® Given
this determined refusal to accept Asinof’s original work on its own terms, it
would appear that many of us are still trying to come fully to grips with the
Black Sox Scandal as Asinof first investigated and broke the story to the general
public back in 1963.

Another undisputable fact is that the process of Asinof writing Eight
Men Our and living to see it later become a feature film was lengthy, tortuous,
and nearly futile. The story of the book’s painful genesis and frustrating first
15 years of existence, along with valuable and poignant snippets of autobiog-
raphy, are shared by the author in Bleeding Between the Lines.” Any aspiring
author or filmmaker who reads this harrowing account is likely to thing twice
before attempting any such creation out of pure professional principle. The
book speaks for itself, but is worthwhile, among other reasons, for recounting
Asinof’s long and stormy business relationship with celebrity producer David
Susskind (1920-1987)." It was Susskind who originally presented the idea of
the Black Sox Scandal to Asinof around 1960, envisioning a television play,
and also Susskind who in 1976 unsuccessfully sued Asinof to the tune of
$1,750,000 over production rights for Eight Men Out. Not only were there
issues as to who exactly owned the rights (Susskind, Asinof, or third party
options), Asinof felt morally and professionally obligated to protect the artistic
integrity of the project, which he felt was being compromised by very poor
script writing containing gross historical distortions.” It was probably due
mainly to this last item — artistic differences between author and producer —
that the suit was initiated. Although eventually dropped by Susskind in 1977,
the action all but wiped out meager book profits enjoyed by Asinof until that
point and distracted him from creative activity for several years. The lawsuit
also probably did more than anything to earn the project (and Asinof) a tar-
nished reputation within the film industry, not unlike the Black Sox them-
selves.?” Fittingly (and perfectly in character for its feisty author), the memoir
ends with Asinof receiving a threat from Susskind’s attorney not to publish
the memoir.”!

That was in 1979. Some critics are still taking shots at Asinof. Appearing
in print conveniently one year after Asinof’s death when he was no longer
able to respond, Chicago Lawyer magazine published a rather silly article on
the Black Sox Scandal by attorneys Daniel Voelker and Paul Dufty.”* Focusing
on Asinof’s inescapable legacy on the topic, the piece not only takes to task
Asinof’s interpretation of events, but questions his very competence to have
written Eight Men Out in the first place, given that many legal transcripts and
other primary sources were not used or not made available to him at the time.
This is like saying Copernicus was not qualified to write about heliocentric
theory because he lacked direct access to more modern scientific research and
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data. The alleged impetus for this latest attack came when a portion of Asinof’s
notes and papers became available after his death. These apparently shocked
some quarters with the revelation that he had not used the strictest or most
conventional regimen when compiling his source material. Asinof often
approached his topics as a historical or journalistic novelist, sometimes relying
on anonymous or confidential accounts of events and, if necessary (by his own
admission), using his imagination to fill in the blanks.”> One might as well
criticize the late Civil War historian and novelist Shelby Foote for not using
footnotes. Recent criticism thus seems to reveal not so much about Asinof’s
occasionally haphazard research methods as about the apparent narrow range
of reading experience by some of his critics. Many, we strongly suspect, have
spent far more time waxing sentimental over Field of Dreams than actually
playing baseball at any sort of advanced competitive level.*

Particularly troubling is the article’s attempted whitewash of Shoeless
Joe Jackson. Rather than present the immortal slugger as a good man but fal-
lible, less-than-perfect human being (i.e., the Asinof approach), the article
seeks in lawyer-like black and white fashion to exonerate Jackson of any
wrongdoing whatsoever.”> Never mind that Jackson accepted money, made a
confession to the grand jury, was named by other conspirators, (possibly)
asked to be benched before the Series, expressed fear of retaliation from Swede
Risberg, and like Buck Weaver, knew of the plot but said nothing.?® It should
be emphasized here that none of this in any way makes Jackson unworthy to
be in the Baseball Hall of Fame, but to argue or suggest the whole thing was
a frame-up imagined by Asinof to further his writing career is much too
extreme, if not repulsive. Since 1919, no single individual has done more than
Eliot Asinof to keep alive fan hopes that Jackson, Weaver, and Cicotte may
one day assume their rightful places in Cooperstown.?’

Mostly ignored by both critics and fans of Eight Men Out is the startling
truth that it took a quarter of century to make a film version of the book after
it had been written, despite its popularity and notoriety. Strong Hollywood
interest had been present from the moment the work was first published, when
Asinof met with executives from Twentieth Century—Fox shortly after his first
book tour.” Things seemed to be proceeding apace, despite growing and
justified concerns by the author that movie would not be faithful to the book,
when fate or inevitable backlash intervened to halt the project.? Specifically,
Asinof and his publisher Holt were sued in short order by both Chick Gandil
and Dutch Ruether for character defamation. Gandil was upset about his
unflattering and unsympathetic (though truthful) portrayal as ringleader and
instigator of the fix among the players. Ruether was miffed ostensibly because
of a careless allusion to his legendary drinking prowess. More probably, like
all members of the 1919 Cincinnati team, he was unhappy that the Reds’
tainted championship had been exposed by Asinof for all the world to see.
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According to Asinof, he asked mutual friend Bill Veeck to intervene with
Ruether, but a bemused Veeck could only report back that Ruether (by then
about age 73) was drinking harder than ever in public while the suit was still
pending.’® Although charges were eventually dropped by both Ruether and
Gandil, initial interest in filming the book was effectively snuffed out by this
flurry of lawsuits, as was enthusiasm by publisher Holt to further market the
book.?!

Despite these disappointments, by the mid-1960s Asinof had indis-
putably established a notable career as writer. Had he lain down his pen
forever at that point, he would still be remembered as the creator of a classic
American novel on baseball (Man on Spikes), as well as the first and definitive
nonfiction work on the Black Sox Scandal. In addition, he had by then accu-
mulated excellent credentials as a screenwriter both for television and Holly-
wood, as well as a reputation for being an articulate, lively interviewee. Over
the next five decades he would return again and again to the themes of baseball
and professional sports in his books, plus a wide variety of controversial social
topics that few (if any) other writers were willing to tackle. His new publisher,
the prestigious Simon & Schuster, would release his next three books over
the next three years. These included the 1967 experimental novel, The Bed-
fellow (see Part III of this study), followed in quick order the 1968 insider
documentary, Seven Days to Sunday: Crisis Week with the New York Giants (see
Chapter 13), and its companion piece, the 1969 football-themed, farcical mys-
tery, The Name of the Game Is Murder (see Chapter 17). None of these enjoyed
a fraction of the critical or commercial success of Eight Men Out, with the
possible exception of Severn Days, recognized by a few perceptive observers as
a stellar exponent of its genre. All of Asinof’s books, from this point forward,
would reflect varying degrees of fascination with the complexities and con-
tradictions of the criminal mind, or to what extent those committing criminal
acts should be considered “guilty” by society, as opposed to being inevitably
driven to commit those acts. This sophisticated approach had been on con-
spicuous display in Eight Men Out, including its gripping trial scenes. Lengthy,
provocative courtroom scenes would also be featured in Asinof’s later works,
such as People vs. Blutcher (1970), and The Fox Is Crazy Too (1976), both dis-
cussed in Chapter 10. Asinof’s most outlandish return to the sports gambling
theme occurred in 1977 (as the Susskind litigation wound down) with pub-
lication of Say It Aint So, Gordon Littlefield, a comical, self-lacerating parody
of himself as a fictional popular author who attempts to fix the Super Bowl,
an act of revenge against one of the competing teams’ owners. This compelling,
little-known novelette will be examined at length in the next chapter.*

Interest in making a movie adaptation of Eight Men Our continued on
and off over the next two decades as Asinof’’s writing career steadily progressed,
especially during the post—Watergate era. The low point of frustration and



66 Part II: Eight Men Out (1963)

futility came with the Susskind lawsuit of the late 1970s, when it truly seemed
as if a feature film on this subject would never be made. Options were repeat-
edly bought, sold and shelved. Prospective companies and producers, espe-
cially prudent ones, were immediately scared off by risks of litigation and
larger-than-life personalities involved in ongoing struggles. Sometimes it
appeared just as well that a movie had not been made. In 1975, Breakout, a
loose action film adaptation of Asinof’s 1973 collaborative reporting venture,
The 10-Second Jailbreak (see Chapter 17) was theatrically released. Despite
daunting star power (Charles Bronson, Robert Duvall, Jill Ireland, John Hus-
ton) and a musical soundtrack by the redoubtable Jerry Goldsmith, the
finished product was a money-losing embarrassment, though now something
of a cult classic “tanker.” Its critical and financial failure probably helped to
strengthen Asinof’s resolve for artistic integrity during his dispute with
Susskind, which came immediately afterwards. Better not to make a movie
adaptation at all than to make a bad one, he reasoned.**

At the very same moment in time (1977) in which a quality film project
on Eight Men Our looked deader than a proverbial doornail, a strange
confluence of events was beginning to take shape, leading to that dream
becoming a splendid reality during the next decade. In 1977, John Sayles,
then a little-known novelist who had yet to make his first feature film as a
director, decided on his own initiative to write an original screenplay adap-
tation of Eight Men Out.’® It appears to have been done on a lark, strictly as
a labor of love, combined with Sayles’ desire to segue his career from novel
writing into filmmaking, while simultaneously filling a practical need to have
a sample screenplay.®® Sayles did not own the rights to the book; in fact, this
was during the height of Susskind’s legal dispute with Asinof. Shortly there-
after, Sayles made his first feature, the successful and critically acclaimed art
house movie, The Return of the Secaucus Seven (1979). Thus, a very long and
distinguished American independent filmmaking career began. By the time
Sayles first film was released, litigation over Asinof’s book had subsided. Also
about this same time, Sayles learned that a partial option had been acquired
on the rights to Eight Men Out by fledgling movie producers Midge Sanford
and Sarah Pillsbury. Soon, the three became partners in the venture, acquiring
an option in perpetuity.”’ Jettisoning the latest poor script attached to the
option, one in a long line that had plagued the project from the very begin-
ning, Sayles” original prototype script was immediately adopted instead. By
the early 1980s, a time in which Asinof’s writing career was on temporary
hiatus due to exhaustion and exasperation, Eight Men Out suddenly had a
good director, good script, and settled ownership status. Financial backing
was still needed, but talent and enthusiasm were now firmly in place.

Concurrent with these events, the never-too-financially stable Orion Pic-
tures was going through its most profitable (and independent phase) during
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the 1980s. Within the space of three years, it managed to release a succession
of award-winning, high-quality theatrical releases. Some of the more out-
standing ones included a movie adaptation of the Peter Shaffer stage drama,
Amadeus (1984), Woody Allen’s Hannah and Her Sisters (1986), and Oliver
Stone’s first feature film, Platoon (1987). In this midst of these Orion successes
came the company’s profitable production of Hoosiers (1986), a basketball epic
likely encouraging their management to equate sports movies with dollars.
After several initial rejections of Eight Men Out, Orion executives changed
their mind when, first, Sanford and Pillsbury produced the hit movie Des-
perately Seeking Susan (1985), and second, a galaxy of matinee idols signed on
at union scale wages for a chance to portray the Black Sox, including Charlie
Sheen, John Cusack, and D. B. Sweeney.*® Orion purchased the rights for
$125,000, rights Asinof had eatlier optioned for $30,000.%

Production began in late 1987 at Bush Stadium (for baseball scenes) in
Indianapolis, Indiana, with Sayles bringing in the eminent cinematographer
Robert Richardson. The lightning eight-week shoot reportedly cost about
$6,000,000— an extremely modest figure for a major film project.*> Asinof
was, however, invited onto the set as consultant and acted a bit part as National
League President John Heydler.” A distinctive jazz age soundtrack was con-
tributed by Mason Daring. The result, released in 1988, was superlative and
today is considered by many to be the best baseball movie ever made. It was
also one of the last films produced by Orion before the company was forced
to go through yet another financial reorganization. In anticipation of the
movie’s release, Holt published a tasteful new edition of Eight Men Out, which
Asinof dedicated to Sayles and his creative partner Maggie Renzi.? Asinof
had nothing but praise for the project in his unpublished writings, pleased
that “the first serious unsentimental movie about baseball was honestly
made — meticulously, in fact.” Noting that “Sayles stayed with the tough com-
plex intensity of my book,” Asinof added, “Where most movie adaptations
are corny, sometimes insulting versions of a book, this movie gave Eight Men
Out a special dignity.”* In retrospect, the film’s compelling realism is partially
attributable to most of the hired actors themselves having been former
ballplayers and athletes, just as the original book’s realism partially stemmed
from Asinof’s own minor league playing experience before he became a
writer. %

Thanks to the enduring popularity of Eight Men Oufs unlikely film
adaptation, Asinof was able to resume his career as a writer, producing a spate
of notable works during the last two decades of his life, plus making periodic
guest appearances on television specials covering the Black Sox Scandal. He
would also act a small but poignant part as “Silent Sam” in Sayles’ 2002 feature
release, Sunshine State.> Another positive residual of this success was that Asi-
nof’s literary work now received a degree of recognition that had been pre-
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viously and sadly lacking. With this recognition came the grudging realization
by many that Asinof was far more than a mere sportswriter —he also had
important things to say on wide spectrum of social and political issues. The
next two chapters will delve into how Eight Men Out became its author’s
springboard for writing thoughtfully about more sweeping, universal subject
matter, both within and without the context of American professional sports.
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Nothing Left to Prove

in Terms of Winning

[Ayers] “Man, you got no idea the things that can happen out there!”
[Littlefield] “Agreed. But the man with the money is taking the risks.”
[Ayers] “Sure. Sure. But he'll end up with the money no matter whas. The
Jock, he end up shoveling shit!”
[Littlefield] I had to admit the truth of it. In fact, he had summed up the
entire 1919 Black Sox Scandal in a dozen words.

— Asinof, Say It Aint So, Gordon Littlefield

Major league baseball has changed in countless ways since Eight Men
Out was first published in 1963, let alone since the Black Sox Scandal of 1919.
Rules, equipment, players, fans, stadiums, media coverage — all are now quite
different; nevertheless, baseball, both in amateur and professional incarnations,
is essentially the same game played a century ago. More remarkably, the same
issues and controversies connected with the national pastime seem to reappear
at regular intervals: gambling, substance abuse, labor-management relations,
influence of money, bending and breaking rules of the game, the very moral
character of its heroes and participants, etc. The Black Sox Scandal and Eliot
Asinof’s interpretation of the event seem more relevant than ever to baseball,
as well as to all amateur and professional sports in general. The baseball con-
nection is especially provocative, given this sport’s older, revered tradition in
American history. In many respects, baseball has been long eclipsed in pop-
ularity by football, basketball, and other distinctively American pastimes.” In
spite of this, however, baseball remains hugely popular both in America and
other places abroad. It still cuts deep into the collective national consciousness
and psyche. Baseball as a pastime was struggling with ongoing societal ques-
tions long before other major American sports. As aficionados are well aware,
baseball gambling scandals reached back deep into the 19th century, some
long before any of the Black Sox were born, and continue tragically into the
present day.’ This was the great American theme that Asinof saw fit to immor-
talize for the benefit of future reading generations.

69



70 Part II: Eight Men Out (1963)

The best place to begin a close analysis of Asinof’s moral universe within
the context of sporting events is with the Black Sox themselves. Often over-
looked is the fact that the 1919 Chicago White Sox had nothing left to prove
in terms of winning baseball games. The very same eight Sox players later
banned for life had already by 1917 been members of a World Series champi-
onship team.* By 1919, in contemporary jargon, they already had their rings.
After an off year in 1918 due to injuries and the wartime draft, the Sox came
roaring back in 1919 to win the pennant and seemed better than ever to knowl-
edgeable observers.” What mattered now to some players more than winning,
however, was financial security, especially to aging stars such as Eddie Cicotte
and Chick Gandil. Even to those few who believe the 1919 Cincinnati Reds
were the better team, there can be no denying that the Sox were obscenely
underpaid, especially in comparison to the Reds, and hence far less motivated
to win, at least in terms of salary (even after Series bonuses). Other unlucky
developments in 1919 made for ominous timing of circumstances to encourage
the fix, such as injury to incorruptible Sox star pitcher Urban “Red” Faber,
who was subsequently forced to sit out the Series.® In many ways, the 1919
Chicago White Sox were perfect targets for gamblers —an ideal combination
of underpaid and under-motivated champion athletes. These, combined with
all other factors identified by Asinof in his book, set the stage in 1919 for a
perfect storm of team corruption, betrayals, and sell-outs.

For this reader, the most outstanding aspect of Eight Men Out has always
been its complicated and widely varied portrayal of criminal guilt. The eight
players banned for their roles in the scandal cannot be lumped together in
any respect after two seconds of thoughtful review. All readers of this work
automatically become jurors, one could say. Although the players may not
receive acquittal as they did from a real Chicago jury in 1921, they are never
going to be found more guilty than the hypocritical system of which they
were an integral part. Asinof the writer has magnificently seen to this. Team
owners, fans, gamblers, reporters, and even players who were not banned, all
are as likely to receive our censor as the eight men eventually singled out for
punishment. The book presents a vivid spectrum of human behavior, with
eight different shades of guilt for the individual Black Sox themselves, ranging
from the blackest black of unrepentant guilt to the whitest white of unjustly
condemned virtue. Thus the very colors of the 1919 Chicago team — White
Sox and Black Sox — assume mythic, symbolic proportions which Asinof the
writer-journalist-novelist was able to skillfully exploit to the fullest.

Another terrific quality of Asinof’s presentation is that no human being
is viewed as being all bad or all good; instead, everyone, to varying degrees,
is situated somewhere in-between. Even the arch-player-villain of the story,
Chick Gandil, is a man whose boundless anger and resentment we are allowed
to share. He may have done bad things, but not without provocation; more-
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over, there can be no denying that Gandil came out ahead in the end, albeit
at the expense of others. Ditto Gandil’s teammate and co-conspirator, Swede
Risberg, who whatever unsympathetic qualities he may have possessed (“Swede
is a hard guy”), still can be rightfully admired for the relentless solidarity he
displayed with other Black Sox both during and after the scandal.” Utility
infield Fred McMullin may have been little more than an all-too-willing
errand boy, yet there are few who cannot relate somewhat to a marginal out-
sider’s anxiety at being left out of big plans made by admired insider buddies.
Lefty Williams may have intentionally blown three games (including the Series
finale) for pay, but instead of getting the balance due of money owed, received
a brutal threat from gangsters against the life of his cherished wife if he dared
to do otherwise.

The other four Black Sox come across as outright sympathetic, if not
innocent of serious wrongdoing. All later show remorse at what they did or
did not do, with the exception of Buck Weaver, who arguably had nothing
to be remorseful about. Happy Felsch falls from grace only because of his
good-natured gullibility and lack of business acumen. There is nothing spiteful
or evil about Felsch, as Asinof saw and heard for himself while interviewing
a most willing and cooperative subject late in Felsch’s life. Felsch is a likeable
person in spite of throwing ballgames to make what he thinks will be an easy
extra buck.® Eddie Cicotte, Shoeless Joe Jackson, and Buck Weaver assume
proportions of tragic heroes. Cicotte is a good man whose temporary corrup-
tion brings others into the fix and, in the end, causes everything to go down.
He becomes a personification of that era’s unfairly treated ballplayer —a
responsible family man; a talented, proven, and dedicated professional athlete
who is nonetheless ridiculously under-compensated by Comiskey and treated
like an aging piece of meat despite his great intelligence, savvy and worth.’
Yes, he sells out friends and teammates, but for the sake of his family, and
only after he has been pushed into a corner. In Shoeless Joe Jackson, readers
meet one of the greatest players of all time, as well as one of the most guileless
and put upon, and certainly the one Black Sox who has most captured the
popular imagination since. The illiterate Jackson accepts payoff money but
does not know exactly what to do with it, then proceeds to hit .375 in the
Series. Sports fans will forever debate to what extent, if any, he did not give
a one hundred percent effort. This writer’s own experience in the game has
been that racking up numbers is only one small part of winning a champi-
onship playoff. More often than not, intangibles decide such contests; a Jack-
son hitting a hundred points less but nevertheless determined to win may
have been twice as dangerous in the clutch as the confused and demoralized
Jackson who showed up to play in the 1919 World Series.”” We will never
know for sure.

And then there is Buck Weaver, whom Asinof labeled as “the ultimate
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victim” of the scandal." Weaver stands totally apart from the other seven Black
Sox because no one has ever doubted or questioned that he played his heart
out, never took a dime, and was opposed to the entire scheme of fixing the
Series. His only crime, as Commissioner Landis and a few other higher ups
saw it, was that he knew exactly what was going on, but remained silent.
Other participants not on the take also knew, including Charles Comiskey
himself early on in the Series — this is a documented fact —and yet it was
Weaver who was labeled an outlaw and banned for life. One could argue that
Weaver’s inside knowledge was special in that it was acquired during pre—
Series meetings with the other participants; therefore, it was in his power to
expose the fraud before it began. For Weaver, however, loyalty to friends was
a high priority, and he understandably blanched at helping men like Comiskey
at the expense of his friends. He surely believed that through his own example
results on the playing field may have been different, both by performing well
(which he did) and perhaps by changing the hearts of his corrupt teammates
(which he did not). The moral dilemma of Buck Weaver and the bitter injus-
tice suffered for the rest of his life goes to the very ethical core of professional
sports and well beyond, as we shall see in Chapter 8. Almost every professional
trade in our society has a code of ethics which encourages, or even demands
“whistle-blowing” in some situations — surely one of the most complex and
difficult decisions ever made by parties confronted with such choices, as well
as by the disciplinary panels that review these decisions. Part of the greatness
of Eight Men Out is that readers are allowed to fully appreciate these questions.
While Asinof clearly sympathizes with Weaver and believes in the final analysis
that he received a grossly unfair sentence of punishment in relation to the
extent of his transgression, the ethical conundrum that ensnared the likeable
and admirable Chicago third baseman is still graphically laid out in all of its
daunting, maze-like difficulty.

Asinof’s long-term view of the scandal was neither static nor rigid. It
gained depth and sophistication as time passed. From 1963 (when Eight Men
Out first appeared), fast forward to 1977, a time in which Asinof was defen-
sively embroiled in his emotional dispute with the powerful David Susskind
over television rights to the story. In the midst or immediate aftermath of this
controversy appeared Asinof’s unsettling, comedic novelette, Say It Aint So,
Gordon Littlefield, published by E. P. Dutton, a minor masterpiece of self-
parody and sports satire, though remaining relatively obscure since its release.
The novelette tells the succinct, fictional story of Gordon Littlefield, a cele-
brated New York writer who decides to try and fix the Super Bowl by paying
off star players of the heavily favored team.”? He is motivated by a justified
hatred for the team’s owner, Lester Stillson, as well as the writer’s own unmit-
igated ego. Littlefield is a thinly disguised representation of Asinof himself,
and the fictional New York Bulls football team is a thinly disguised substitute
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for Asinof’s beloved New York Giants, with whom he spent the 1967 season
while producing his highly regarded narrative, Seven Days to Sunday (1968).
Asinof had also used the fictional New York Bulls in a companion book to
Seven Days, the absurdist and cleverly-titled crime mystery, The Name of the
Game is Murder (1969). In addition to revisiting the football and sports
gambling-corruption themes that Asinof had memorably addressed in the
1960s, Gordon Littlefield represents a searing self-indictment of both the author
and his critics. In wake of his failure to earn a living, much less accumulate
wealth, from his most famous work, Asinof focuses his formidable journalistic
lens back upon himself to wrenching, disconcerting effect. Along the way he
also manages to lampoon legions of sports fans and sportswriters failing to
fully comprehend or appreciate the important issues so painstakingly identified
by Asinof 14 years eatlier in Eight Men Out.

The character of Gordon Littlefield is vividly drawn, but with nothing
resembling affection. Asinof pretty much distills all of his personal vanity and
perceived negative qualities into a nasty caricature, possibly representing every-
thing unworthy that he ever wanted to be both as a writer and as a person.
Writing in the first-person narrative, Asinof presents Littlefield as the toast
of his elitist Upper East Side literary circle, self-described as “not one who
generally suffers fits of nervousness. A placid man, educated in the finest tra-
ditions of dispassion and poise. Furthermore, a man with experience of an
exceptionally varied nature, frequently not without a flare for high drama.””
Asinof was known for his volatile temperament, but also less well-known for
his surprising ability remain calm in the middle of a firestorm, a quality for
which former professional athletes such as himself are in fact quite often
noted.” Littlefield describes himself as aged 40, the age of Asinof in 1960
when he embarked on writing Eight Men Out.® Littlefield also claims
Mayflower descent, an overblown distinction certainly not possessed by the
second-generation American Asinof, but one which he may have been sick of
hearing from less talented countrymen, and one which he may have even
secretly fantasized.”® Apart from these inherited qualities, Littlefield is por-
trayed as an amoral, adulterous, and vindictive schemer with huge regard for
his own reputation and tiny regard for the feelings of others. Not surprisingly,
the reader feels little or no sympathy for Asinof’s detailed portrait of this
character, in spite knowing all too well whom the character is supposed to
represent.

Few other characters portrayed in the book are impressed with Littlefield
either. His nemesis, the bombastic and ruthless Bulls team owner, Lester Still-
son, after beating Littlefield at squash and winning a huge bet in the process,
is far from being a gracious winner. On the contrary, he rubs Littlefield’s nose
in the defeat and uncorks perhaps one too many hard truths about the
celebrity-writer in the process:
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You know something Littlefield? You're a cream puff. Guys like you, you don’t
know how to win. You've had life so easy, you think the world will roll over every
time you show your pretty face.... Shit, you can’t even look a man in the eye, Lit-
tlefield. I bet you never had to fight for anything in your life. It’s all there in your
goddamn books. Huh, those books! I don't believe a word of them. They’re all
fake, just like youre a fake. There ain’t a real thing in them, all that bullshit about
how you “tested your mettle.” What fucking drive!!”

As club bystanders howl with laughter, the humiliated celebrity-writer plots
revenge. He sees an opportunity with Stillson’s talented but long-abused Super
Bowl contending team, as well as with Stillson’s disaffected and long-suffering
wife. Asinof’s over-the-top introduction of the Bulls reads like an exaggerated
and cartoonish version of the Black Sox —in short, everything that Asinof
tried to avoid doing in Eight Men Out, yet was still perceived that way by
thousands who never bothered to read the book or were not capable of fath-
oming the truth even after they read it:

For the most part, the Bulls were a motley collection of social misfits, a complete
violation of the straight-square-respectable image that the official world of pro-
fessional football wished of its players, principally out of deference to TV sponsors
intent on selling products. The Bulls were more like jackals, a bunch of undisci-
plined, contumacious rowdies who seemed to delight in breaking rules both on
and off the field. Much to Commissioner Pete Rozelle’s horror, it was revealed that
there were four ex-cons on the squad, one of whom had actually robbed a bank.
Another was a rapist. The quarterback was once an active member of the Ku Klux
Klan. Still another was prominently known to have been a sexual aberrant. Two
others were waived from other clubs because of alleged homosexuality.’

Throughout the story, overt references are made to the Black Sox Scandal,
the 1919 World Series, and to Shoeless Joe Jackson."” The connections are
nearly impossible for sports fans to miss; nevertheless, Gordon Littlefield failed
to find an audience, possibly because of the author’s black humor style, and
possibly in part because no one likes to see their misconceptions being made
fun of. Nevertheless, Asinof does not spare himself either, and the work is
particularly interesting in this regard.

Arguably Asinof’s most fascinating creation in this outlandish cast of
characters (besides Littlefield himself) is Jake Kolacka, the convicted bank
robber referred to in the team roster. Obviously based in part on the real-life
Garrett Brock Trapnell, earlier portrayed in unforgettable fashion by Asinof
in The Fox Is Crazy Too (1976), Kolacka (in the story) was found not guilty
of criminal conduct by reason of insanity, although it is somewhat unclear to
what extent this insanity is feigned.?® Like Trapnell, Kolacka has a very high
IQ and is 2 “man of action,” but (in the eyes of a corrupt Littlefield) “without
a proper hunger for money.” Kolacka does a have a high opinion of himself,
though, and before Littlefield decides to aim his crooked pitch at others, has
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Kolacka convinced that he wants to write a book about his colorful, wayward
personality.®” Finally, “Kolacka” is a name prominently resurfacing years later
for Asinof in his collaborative baseball novel Strike Zone (1994), as discussed
in Part IV of this study. In Strike Zone, “Ernie” Kolacka is an aging major
league umpire faced with the moral dilemma (not unlike the Black Sox) of
whether to throw a crucial game in favor of one team, both for the sake of
money and friendship. This latter-day Kolacka clearly represents the voice of
the author, and shows a straight trajectory from Asinof’s original character
study of the volatile skyjacker and social misfit Trapnell, to the raucous parody
and comic overkill of football star Jake Kolacka, then lastly, to the serious,
melancholy introspection of veteran baseball umpire Ernie Kolacka.” But
more of this later.

In the end, the wild and untamed New York Bulls prove too much for
even the clever, devious Gordon Littlefield to handle. Not only do bribed
players decide (during halftime) not to throw the Super Bowl, crooked and
straight alike later make an unpleasant house call on Littlefield after the game.
In the end, Littlefield gets mob vigilante justice, rather than legal justice. As
for the players, they learn, if they learn anything, that their burning compet-
itive desire to win trumps all, including an unquenchable hatred for their
owner-employer — and this emotion, too, is at one point physically indulged
during the course of Asinof’s comedic tale. Unlike the tragic Black Sox, the
Bulls, who have little else morally redeeming about them, do the right thing
at the end of the day: they play to win regardless of money. The paradox, of
course, is that the despicable Lester Stillson and other magnates like him are
able to capitalize on this desire to their great financial gain at the expense of
their employees. As for the puffed-up pride of the narrator, not much of this
is left by the end. Gordon Littlefield often reads as if its author were exorcising
personal demons built up with years of frustration over Eight Men Out’s lim-
ited commercial success and widespread misinterpretation.

It is interesting to contemplate that Asinof’s long and productive literary
journey with sports-gambling subject matter may or may not have begun
with Eight Men Out. On September 28,1959, CBS televised a 90-minute live
broadcast for the David Susskind-produced “DuPont Show of the Month” in
which Asinof is officially credited as screenwriter.?* The episode was titled
“Body and Soul,” a television remake of the classic 1947 film starring John
Garfield, and dealing with the all-pervasive and inescapable influence of gam-
bling money on professional boxing.”” Later well-known actors Ben Gazzara
and Martin Balsam both performed in the piece, although the video for this
telecast is not known to have survived. It has also been questioned whether
the screenwriter for this piece was in fact Asinof or Walter Bernstein, for
whom Asinof had sometimes fronted after Bernstein was blacklisted.?® If Asi-
nof did indeed write it, then “Body and Soul” marked his first tentative step
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in that direction as a professional writer. It may have additionally set the stage
for his disturbing but highly productive association with Abe Attell, in his
day the undisputed featherweight boxing champion of the world, major
protagonist-dealmaker in the Black Sox Scandal, and professional fighter him-
self rumored to have occasionally thrown bouts intentionally.?” Asinof attri-
bution to “Body and Soul” would also mean that he wrote about gambling
corruption within the context of three different professional sports — baseball,
football, and boxing, further highlighting its unending fascination to him.

Perhaps the biggest issue raised in Eight Men Out, at least with respect
to professional sports, is whether any of the condemned Black Sox belong in
the Baseball Hall of Fame, or more specifically, to what degree should Hall
of Fame stature be dependent on perceived moral uprightness? To sever this
connection completely of course risks merging Halls of Fame with proverbial
“Halls of Shame” as these apply to most anything, sports-related and other-
wise. With respect to the Black Sox, there can be no doubt that Shoeless Joe
Jackson, Buck Weaver, and probably Eddie Cicotte as well, would have all
been elected members long ago had it not been for their involvement in the
scandal. Asinof himself would have supported their membership regardless,
as would this commentator. There are also many observers, including this
one, who believe that Buck Weaver’s punishment in particular was tremen-
dously out of proportion to the miniscule infraction he committed. Many
would say Weaver committed no infraction at all. Assuming that he did —
namely, he was somewhat tardy in reporting what he knew — Weaver, along
with Jackson and Cicotte, all become the greatest representatives in baseball
(and perhaps all sports) of athletes unjustly denied honors deserved. The
injustice stems not from their pure innocence, but rather from the grotesque
disproportion of their penalty in relation to whatever personal foibles and
shortcomings were exposed to the public of their time. Their continuing
exclusion from the Hall of Fame seems to blare out that Cooperstown justice
can only be administered with a bludgeon, unable to make any distinctions
between the very guilty and the marginally guilty.

The ongoing banishment of the “less guilty” or “slightly guilty” Black
Sox from Cooperstown is doubly galling when the unapologetic admission of
their more dubious contemporaries is considered. Charter Hall of Fame mem-
ber Ty Cobb was unquestionably the greatest baseball player who ever lived
in terms of numbers, and yet the less said about his personal life the better.
In terms of moral character, Cobb certainly compares unfavorably with most
of the Black Sox. Worse, it is well known that Cobb was probably involved
in sordid gambling activities (as well as throwing ballgames) years after the
Black Sox Scandal had been exposed; yet, he was (and would still be) admitted
to Hall, presumably because he had been conveniently acquitted of all charges,
not unlike the Black Sox being found “innocent” by a home town Chicago
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jury.?® If Cobb is too extreme of an example, one may look no further than
the immortal Babe Ruth, surely the most popular and influential baseball
player of all time, but also a man who (at best) could be described as a good
role model off the playing field only part of the time.? The opposite extreme
(and a very contemporary one) is the demoralizing case of Pete Rose, one of
the greatest modern athletes in terms of competitive accomplishments, but
one very hard to admire beyond these narrow achievements.*° If a brutal anti-
role model like Ty Cobb can be in the Hall of Fame, then why not Pete Rose
as well? Thanks in large part to Eliot Asinof and Eight Men Out, difficult
questions such as these are now posed with far more frequency than only half
a century ago — surely a healthier state of affairs for all sports fans.

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, sports betting, along with its
corrosive effects on society, go back a long ways, in fact, to the very beginnings
of civilization. Eight Men Out is arguably the finest literary work to ever
address this timeless, borderless theme. The narrative’s unsettling effectiveness
at highlighting the many thorny problems surrounding, not only the Black
Sox Scandal, but the entire universe of gambling in relation to sports, is due
to the same unique qualities that give Asinof’s work pointed relevance even
if one is not a baseball fan. For example, was Charles A. Comiskey any better
than the “corrupt” players he consistently mistreated and exploited? Was Kene-
saw Landis an even-handed judge of these fallen athletes, or merely a
politically-correct showboat? To what extent was the enigmatic Eddie Cicotte
a “criminal,” and was his ultimate punishment too severe?”! One could mean-
ingfully debate all of these questions (and many, many more), plus do it
indefinitely without knowing a much about baseball. These abundant non-
athletic points of interest in Eight Men Out shall be explored in the final chap-
ter of this section.



8
“More Than a Game”

Well, well, who got screwed today?
— Dashiell Hammett to Eliot Asinof’

Ever since childhood, I have been fascinated by the Black Sox. To lose
on purpose for money — this may have been my very first introduction to the
shameless, bare knuckled world of American commerce, via what I loved most
as a boy, baseball. I knew before and quite early on that major leaguers were
paid for their services, but to compromise the integrity of the game for extra
compensation — that was an entirely new concept. I believe that I was around
11 years old at the time. While my reaction was not “Say it ain’t so”—1I had
been quite aware that such things existed (outside of baseball, at least) — this
was possibly my first moment of true disillusionment with sports hero worship,
just as portrayed for the (possibly mythic) young boy who confronted Shoeless
Joe Jackson on that dreary Chicago day back in 1921. The hard truth had
been broken to me by my older brother, who was trying to fully disclose the
dire consequences of being a Chicago White Sox fan (which both of us were).
As we cheered on the likes of Sox Golden Glove star Ken Berry (who years
later became a consultant and actor on the movie set of Eight Men Ouz), it
occurred to my young mind that baseball was far more than a game, not only
for those who played it, but to anyone caring for their country.” Heady stuff
for an 1l-year-old, to be sure.

Eliot Asinof was never a White Sox fan, nor was he from a small Mid-
western town like myself; he was a Yankee fan to the core, born and reared
in Manhattan. Although the money movers and shakers behind the fix came
from Asinof’s mega-metropolis world of New York City, it would eventually
be played out and decided in the Middle America urban centers of Chicago
and Cincinnati, not all that far from where he had once played minor league
baseball in Wausau, Wisconsin. Moreover, the idea itself would be initiated
by a group of disgruntled athletes whose geographical roots were as diverse
as the country itself: Wisconsin, California, South Carolina, Missouri, Michi-
gan, Kansas, and Pennsylvania.’ In spite of Asinof’s uniquely broad personal

78
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background in athletics, education, commerce, and culture, one is tempted,
at the risk of oversimplification, to try and pinpoint one single factor that led
him to devote his unique talents to this particular subject matter. Some have
suggested that he was drawn to outlaws, being somewhat an outsider himself,
while others say that exposure of injustice was a unifying theme in all of his
writings. These were of course important factors. Specifically regarding Eight
Men Out, however, this observer would postulate that Asinof was likely drawn,
above all, to the universality of the Black Sox story. You do not have to be a
baseball fan to appreciate it; in fact, one could make a good case that the
book is about far more than baseball or sports in general. Viewed in retro-
spective, Asinof seems to be writing about contradictions in everyday things
that Americans take for granted, and the ethical conflicts flowing from these
competing, conflicting values as a result.

In his Preface to Eight Men Out, Asinof states a straightforward journal-
istic purpose, asking: “Why did they do it? What were the pressures of the
baseball world, of America in 1919
itself, that would turn decent, nor-
mal, talented men to engage in
such a betrayal?”® The question
“why?” has a very familiar ring to
it within the trajectory of Asinof’s
career. Some 20 years before the
book’s publication, during the
midst of World War II, a young
Army Air Corps Second Lieutenant
Eliot Asinof found himself sta-
tioned on Adak Island in the
Aleutian chain, working shoulder-
to-shoulder with 55-year-old Cor-
poral (and popular crime novelist)
Dashiell Hammett (1894-1961),
then editor of the base newspaper,
congenially titled The Adakian.
Asinof later reminisced: “I was

twenty-four years old, and I sat at . )

. > U.S. Army Air Corps Second Lieutenant
his [Hammett’s] feet. In t}.le Process  glior Asinof, circa 1943. During the last two
I was thrown together with others years of World War II, Asinof was stationed
who were inﬁnitely better informed at Adak Island in the Alaskan Aleutian
than I. For the first time in my life chain, where he worked with Dashiell Ham-

mett as a journalist. It was here, according

I began' to think SenouSIY abot:; to Asinof, that he first entertained the idea
something other than myself. of writing professionally and first learned as
This moment, according to the a writer to ask the question, “Why?”
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author, represented his genesis as a writer, although at the time (he added),
“Baseball seemed too distant to contemplate.”® Hammett’s writing advice to
Asinof?—“Everybody knows what,” he said. “The real question is why?”’ In
typical, hardboiled Hammett fashion, he would ridicule Asinof’s indignation
at news of latest moral outrages committed on base, while simultaneously
offering him sound guidance that years later would bear spectacular fruit with
Eight Men Out and a host of other bracing literary works.

Asinof’s transcendence of the game itself in his baseball books follows
a familiar pattern for anyone who has ever experienced excelling at a sport
while young, but then later embracing non-sporting activities as an older
adult. First (usually beginning in childhood), a young athlete discovers enjoy-
ment of a sport through excellence or achievement, then becomes a fan of
older athletes who are admired and emulated for their own exceptional abil-
ities. The next stage comes when the athlete or fan becomes immersed in a
favorite sport to the exclusion of other things, often leading to criticism of
that person’s preoccupation at the expense of other more important matters,
such as politics, religion, family life, etc. Then comes the alternative view or
realization, that such preoccupation, for many fans, athletes, or former ath-
letes, might be the best thing for their own personal well-being, both mentally
and physically, especially if they are not considered capable or able enough
to cope with other more “important” matters. Lastly comes the epiphany,
reached by only a few (and typically by former athletes), that spectator sports
are themselves symbolic of the societies which patronize them, and are a pow-
erful, potential unifying force for members of that society who would other-
wise have absolutely nothing in common with each other. This idea is an
ancient one, running through the Renaissance to the present day, with the
Greek philosopher Plato advising old men, for their own psychological good
and that of the body politic, to watch young men competing in the games.®
There can be little doubt that Asinof saw baseball in similar terms, both as a
mirror of American society and as potential benefit (or detriment) to all mem-
bers of that society — that is, for better or worse —and therefore worth our
serious contemplation beyond mere statistical box scores.

A good recent cinematic example of this same evolutionary process can
be found in the award-nominated 2009 film /nvictus, directed by Clint East-
wood and starring Morgan Freeman and Matt Damon.” On its surface, the
movie is about World Cup Rugby in South Africa during the Nelson Mandela
era. Its overarching theme, however, concerns the manner in which a country’s
professional sports tradition can progress (in a rather short time frame) from
a highly divisive topic to one commonly celebrated by diverse elements of
society, given proper nurturing and guidance by political leaders in partnership
with the athletes. Thus, in a very real sense, Invictus is the historical opposite
of Eight Men Out in terms of professional sports; whereas the Black Sox took
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a too lofty, falsely idealized image and brought it crashing down to bitter,
unwelcome reality, the South African Springboks transformed an unnecessary
scandal into something that almost everyone could be proud of. John Carlin
(author of the book inspiring /nvictus the movie) shared Asinof’s intensely
appreciative view of popular sport’s potential importance in relation to
national politics."

This brings us back to the 1919 Chicago White Sox, and Asinof’s sophis-
ticated take on why things went sour. As noted in the previous chapter, this
was a team that had already won the World Series two years earlier in 1917.
Asinof accepts as a basic law of commerce that those who achieve the top of
their profession, baseball or otherwise, as did the eight Black Sox who had
been members of the 1917 club, and are not properly compensated for their
achievements, will then focus on becoming properly compensated, either by
honest or dishonest means. Otherwise, the allure of being a professional cham-
pion is considerably diminished (if not stigmatized) as a result. Anyone who
has ever been an underappreciated or under-compensated champion at any-
thing knows the feeling. Asinof could surely relate as a writer, having never
during his lifetime received proper due for his literary output. That he pro-
duced an outstanding American novel, Man on Spikes (see Part I of this study)
only a few years before embarking on the Black Sox Scandal, yet received
little more than a pat on the back for it, would suggest that he could empathize
with his controversial subject matter on a very basic compensatory level. He
clearly understood their underlying motivation, which is worth remembering
since, to this day, there appear many unable to fathom it. The unhappy result
of this dynamic, as acerbically put by Asinof’s unsavory but indispensable
source, Abe Attell, is “cheaters cheating cheaters”—in effect, the law of the
jungle reigning supreme —with the strong continually exploiting and pre-
vailing over the weak." The bigger tragedies were its implications for society
at large: hard work, talent, and achievement are not enough to ensure fair
reward. Men like Eddie Cicotte were living proof of that.

Economic issues aside, Asinof makes reference to another major factor
that not only spawned and sustained the fix, but prevented participants from
talking about it in depth for so long, even after public exposure. This was
plain, simple fear. The players were lowest on the food chain in relation to
owners, lawyers, politicians, gamblers, and gangsters, and all parties were
keenly aware of this pecking order. This is why the Black Sox, with the bare
exception of Happy Felsch, remained more or less silent to the grave; or, when
they chose to speak, said nothing revealing or significant. Asinof related
his telling conversation with straight-laced White Sox pitcher Red Faber,
who was in a good position to know these things. “Faber believed that
some of the ball players were simply too frightened not to comply. And
nothing was ever said. It was a lot easier to accept dirty money in silence
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if you were apt to get butchered for turning it down.”? Felsch, who spoke
candidly near the end of his life, made it clear what he learned early on, that
it was much healthier to comply with the demands of violent men than do
otherwise.” By extension, one could argue that all people, not just corrupt
baseball players, often do bad things because they are afraid of the conse-
quences for noncompliance.

Three years after release of the film Eight Men Out, Asinof tried his hand
at writing unvarnished, big-picture American history, producing an unsettling
snapshot of the irresistible political forces surrounding the Black Sox Scandal
and its aftermath. The book 1919: America’s Loss of Innocence was published
by Donald I. Fine in 1991 and dedicated by the author to the memory of fire-
brand American journalist, I. F. Stone (1907-1989), with whom a dispirited,
22-year-old Asinof had an impressionable encounter in 1941 before joining
the service, but before the attack on Pearl Harbor." The book opens with a
quote from distinguished historian Frederick L. Schuman, who taught at
Williams College when Asinof was a freshman student there in 1936-1937.5
America’s Loss is divided into four separate, gripping sections: (1) the League
of Nations being rejected by the United States, (2) the inauguration of the
Red Scare, (3) prohibition, and (4) the Black Sox Scandal. To Asinof, the
horrors experienced by Europe during the Great War paled in comparison to
what happened to America in the immediate aftermath of that conflict. Fur-
thermore, and to him at least, each of these distinctly American fiascos in the
long run likely had more devastating worldwide effects, repercussions of which
are still being felt today. The Black Sox Scandal was the greatest symbolic
exponent of events which all occurred in the epochal year of Asinof’s birth."
He aptly concludes: “There is no more telling incident in America’s loss of
innocence than the fixing of the 1919 World Series.””

Asinof clearly lays out his moral objective in the Foreword to America’s
Loss, “It is the premise of this book that the vitality of our history lies in
confronting the essence of what we are as a people, otherwise we cannot
deal with what we ought to be.” In summation, the Black Sox are presented
as being the inevitable result of rampant national xenophobia, greed, fear
and hypocrisy, or, as he distilled it, “false values and impossible hopes.””
Stemming from a collective lack of self-knowledge and artificially inflated
sense of superiority, America’s inability to cope with, let alone manage, its
place in the modern world of the 20th century quickly manifested itself in
1919 with a proliferation of moral outrages. Asinof’s evaluation of the United
States in the immediate wake of World War I is indeed a harsh indictment,
but one that he strongly felt was still relevant, a tough but truthful assessment
that all Americans could benefit from. There is nothing self-congratulatory
about it. On the contrary, Asinof’s scathing judgment of the society into
which he was born seems to suggest that he viewed his own turbulent life as
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having little value beyond a designated role to call public attention to these
ongoing problems.

As presented in America’s Loss, the overriding cause, or at least triggering
event, for the Black Sox Scandal (plus all of the bad things that happened in
America for the rest of the century) was the Great War of 1914-1918. This is
not a controversial proposition. Any of the fortunate few who receive a human-
ist education in their youth are taught pretty much the same thing. Whether
Asinof was first instilled with the idea by Frederick Schuman, Clair Wilcox,
or any of the other outstanding teachers he may have had while attending
university, is impossible to say. For certain is that by age 70, he was writing
non-pandering, ringing sentences such as these:

If Europe was suffering as it crawled out from under the war, it might be said that
America was dancing its way out from over. For us, the war had been much less
than horrific. No nation in history ever walked away from so much devastation
so enriched, so unscathed, so empowered. And no nation ever felt so worthy or
believed more in its God-blessed righteousness. Did we not have all these blessings
because we deserved them? Was this not spoken from the pulpits, the halls of gov-
ernment, the great journals of opinion? Did we not deserve our prosperity for our
sacrifices??

With the Armistice 0of 1918 and subsequent Paris Peace Treaty, maintained
Asinof, the groundwork had been laid for amplification of America’s ongoing
internal strife. The negative effects were considerably more far-reaching than
merely the White Sox losing Shoeless Joe Jackson to the draft in 1918. The
first repercussion came when the nation and its congress unequivocally rejected
President Woodrow Wilson’s cherished League of Nations, a repudiation to
which Asinof devotes the first section of America’s Loss. For the United States,
pride and arrogance came before the fall, as its electorate sent a clear message
that they believed themselves better than the rest of the world, and were there-
fore unwilling to work with the rest of the world on equal terms.

Next, in quick order, came the Red Scare. Russia had gone Marxist dur-
ing the war and Soviet revolution appeared to terrify Western civilization
more than war itself. This, in Asinof’s view, was particularly relevant to the
Black Sox because it decisively warped labor relations with American industry,
forcefully tilting the balance of negotiating strength in favor of management
to the hideous extreme. By the summer of 1919, there was essentially no bar-
gaining power left for baseball players or anyone else not connected with own-
ership. Take it or leave it prevailed. Despair at the prospect of never being
properly compensated, particularly for key, aging players in the scandal such
as Chick Gandil and Eddie Cicotte, surely helped to ignite and propel the
conspiracy, just as sure as the unsatisfactory conclusion of World War I caused
ugly political demons to be released throughout Europe and America. The
Red Scare effectively crushed labor union solidarity in this country until the
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advent of the New Deal, some 14 years later in 1932. By then, however, per-
manent damage had been done; the seeds for the Cold War had been sown.
This latter item would have a direct, personal impact on Asinof and most of
his friends, all whom were blacklisted at various times during the 1950s.
During the second half of the century, this self-inflicted struggle would con-
sume countless lives and immeasurable resources, both at home and abroad.
Asinof the historian firmly believed that it had its origins in the same hysteria
that had in large part driven the 1919 Black Sox to desperation, and to even-
tually sell out the national pastime.

The third section of America’s Loss, in some respects the most hard-
hitting, deals with prohibition, the sinister twin corollary to the Red Scare.
Because of America’s self-righteous need to be a moral beacon for inferior,
less divinely favored nations, alcoholic beverages were criminalized. Today, it
seems too incredible to contemplate. The predictable, swift result was that
the United States became world-famous for organized crime and gangster vio-
lence. One could argue, and the book strongly implies, that prohibition gave
organized crime a foothold in this country that did not previously exist and
has not since relinquished. Illicit activities prominently extended to sports
gambling, where it collided head on with the tragedy of the Black Sox. Asinof
is particularly fascinated and repelled by the disreputable figure of Arnold
Rothstein, bankroller of the fix, whose family came from the same Manhattan
Jewish neighborhood as the Asinofs. America’s Loss dwells upon incongruities.
Arnold’s father, “Abe the Just,” was a “devout and righteous man” widely
admired for his integrity; but the son rebelled big time, and was rewarded by
society for it. Arnold the son was about the same age as Eddie Cicotte, the
pivotal player in the fix, but the two men could not have otherwise had less
in common with each other. By the year of the fateful World Series, Rothstein
was wealthy enough to never bet on anything ever again, “But,” observed
Asinof, “asking him to quit, of course, would have been like asking Woodrow
Wilson to put away his Bible.”??

In the fourth and final section of America’s Loss (over the course of four
short chapters), Asinof offers a condensed recap of the Black Sox Scandal,
some three decades after writing Eight Men Out. The impression of simple
human decency possessed by most of the Black Sox, especially Happy Felsch,
as recalled by Asinof, remained constant. He remembered how he had chal-
lenged Felsch during their fateful interview: “Why did you do it? How could
you be so stupid? He [Felsch] smiled and shrugged, shook his head, palms
up.”? Chicago reporter Harry Reutlinger had a similar sympathetic reaction
to Felsch some 40 years earlier while covering the scandal:

What struck Reutlinger was that Happy Felsch was completely without basic evil.

He wasn’t even a dishonest type. He would never steal a dime from you, even if
you left him alone with an unlocked safe. He would probably stake you with his
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last five dollars. He had merely been sucked into a plot for some easy money in a
society that thrived on the worship of it. The cruel irony was that the unseen men
who used him — the gamblers — had gotten rich on his broken back.

“The joke,” as Felsch so artfully put it, “seems to be on us.”?

Felsch and his fellow Black Sox did what they did for money; on the
other hand, most never received full payment. Felsch, even in his guilt,
expressed admiration for Cicotte, who got fully paid, and, more outrageously,
a degree of sympathy for team owner Comiskey, viewed as a sort of fellow-
hustler whom he was forced to double-cross.? In the final analysis, Felsch
and most of his player co-conspirators are seen by Asinof as victims of unbri-
dled American capitalism, and far more sinned against than sinning.

The broader, more disturbing implications of Asinof’s philosophical
insights include the very real possibility of similar circumstances overtaking
any American worker at any given time and place. He has readers empathizing
with the Black Sox to such a great extent that we finally realize there but for
the Grace of God could go any of us. Indisputably honest members of that
same team such as Dickie Kerr, Red Faber, Ray Shalk, and Eddie Collins may
have just said no; but then again, they were never offered, cajoled, or threat-
ened. Assuming they still would have said no (and there is no good reason to
believe otherwise), were they truly any more ignorant of the fix, and hence
less “guilty,” than say, Buck Weaver? Had Eddie Collins not had a college
degree and been earning three times as most of his teammates, would he have
still been bypassed by the gamblers, or was it the hatred between Collins and
ringleader Chick Gandil that kept him excluded? Regarding Dickie Kerr, his
subsequent punishment by Landis and Comiskey for merely daring to consort
with former teammates may be the most troubling aspect of the scandal high-
lighted by Asinof. If Kerr —a man who had absolutely nothing held against
him and was widely admired — could be penalized solely for interacting with
those who were blacklisted, then whom among us is really safe from a similar
fate in the workplace? These are the kind of difficult questions that readers
find themselves asking after reading Asinof’s masterpiece. In short, great
books have a tendency to shatter stereotypes. Citing similar observations made
by F. Scott Fitzgerald and Walt Whitman, Asinof concludes: “Baseball, then,
was more than a game.”?® While America’s Loss, the author’s in-depth supple-
ment for Eight Men Out, has never achieved wide circulation, the book has
been praised by almost everyone who takes trouble to read it. After reading
it, one can only query whether the same cycle of disunities are repeating them-
selves nowadays in different forms and shapes.?” Is baseball now, as it used to
be, more than just a game?

Thus America’s Loss is Asinof’s essential, explanatory guidebook to Eight
Men Out, especially for readers who did not “get it” the first time around.
Whereas Bleeding Between the Lines tells the harrowing true story of an author
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trying to first write, then survive writing, a great book, America’s Loss is the
same author’s admirable effort to give his own work historical perspective. It
is particularly useful for the baseball fan who may know something about the
Black Sox but absolutely nothing about the Paris Peace Treaty. The connection
may first appear tenuous, but Asinof’s convincing linkage between the two
is a testament to his skill as an unabashed historian. In his introduction to
Eight Men Out, Stephen Jay Gould quotes the French intellectual Jacques
Barzun, who famously wrote, “Whoever wants to know the heart and mind
of America had better learn baseball.” Gould wittily adds, “We must also
understand the Black Sox if we ever hope to comprehend baseball.”*® Asinof
reportedly confronted Barzun to ask for clarification of this dictum, but was
only told that Barzun did not understand the meaning of his own words.”
In America’s Loss, one passage might be Asinof’s response:

Baseball was a reliable key to the way Americans like to see themselves. It reflected
the pride, the honesty, the skills of American men. The national pastime tran-
scended ethnic, class, and social lines; it was a team game that perpetuated dem-
ocratic values through waves of immigrants.*

If we are to assign this greater meaning to baseball in relation to America
and the world, then the Black Sox Scandal is a warning signal for all of us to
heed. It becomes far more than a sports tragedy, pointing to potential cracks
at the very core of our values system, pitfalls that we must remain alert to,
lest the unhappy lessons of the past be repeated.

As fate would have it, Eliot Asinof became one of our most perceptive
chroniclers of this crucial period in American and world history. After writing
Eight Men Out, Asinof could have spent the rest of his career writing baseball
sequels and seeking talk-show guest appearances. Fortunately, he immediately
branched out instead. In the next section of this study, we shall examine his
return to the straight novel format, combined with a bold dose of experimen-
tation, late 1960s style. A professional baseball point of reference would be
retained, but not in the thematic forefront. Eight Men Out may have been the
finest book of its kind ever written, but it lacked specific subject matter that
goes to the very heart of the American character: namely, Race. Eight Men
Out also strongly hinted at another obvious but often-ignored problem: what
does a professional athlete do in the world after having been a professional
athlete?
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My love life was a potential tempest that had to make too many waves.
— Asinof, The Bedfellow'

The writings of Eliot Asinof, especially his baseball-themed works, often
tend to be unfairly pigeonholed or dismissively oversimplified as socially con-
scious, pro-labor manifestos advocating the rights of workers in the face of
corporate, capitalist greed. His little-guy heroes (or, to be more precise, anti-
heroes) are victimized, exploited, and taken advantage of — supposedly through
no fault of their own — and yet, close reading belies this narrow interpretation.
More often than not, the proverbial common man in Asinof’s fiction and
nonfiction compounds his own misfortune with irrational decisions, destruc-
tive passions, and hopelessly naive perceptions of the new and strange envi-
ronments into which he is suddenly thrust. After the widely lauded publication
of Eight Men Out in 1963, its author often found himself pegged as baseball’s
leading apologist for players’ rights — not without some justification, since
his first two books had made this such a prominent theme. It would be a great
mistake, however, to end the discussion with this single aspect of his work,
especially given Asinof’s prolific literary production over the next 45 years,
including three more full-length baseball-related books. In 1967, three years
after Eight Men Out, came The Bedfellow, released by Asinof’s prestigious new
publisher, Simon and Schuster, as part of a New York trilogy, along with
Seven Days to Sunday (1968) and The Name of the Game Is Murder (1969).
The Bedfellow represented Asinof’s return to the straight novel form, as well
as a bold departure coming from one who could have easily spent the rest of
his career regurgitating the same sports gambling-corruption motif that he so
effectively pioneered. While retaining a strong connection to the game of
baseball, The Bedfellow also attempts to explore the game of life outside of
professional sports, particularly with respect to the often unfathomable vicis-
situdes of love and commerce. More precisely, 7he Bedfellow probes the treach-
erous overlap between the worlds of sports and commerce for any professional
athlete attempting to make the difficult transition from active sports partic-
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Asinof (left) with Clarence “Cito” Gaston in Batavia, New York, circa 1966. By this
time, Asinof had made a name for himself as a writer (Man on Spikes, Eight Men
Out) and was working on a feature article for the New York Times Magazine. During
this same period, the novelist was revising The Bedfellow, deciding to give his main
character, Mike Sorrell, an African American identity.
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ipation to a successful business career. The book portrays one man’s attempt
to come to terms with his family, his employers, and his own ambitions, after
realizing that his former perceptions of all these things had been grievously
mistaken.

In some respects, The Bedfellow is a relic of its time (the late 1960s), in
which old taboos and stereotypes were being rapidly dismantled to the simul-
taneous delight and consternation of the general public (Asinof’s multifaceted
thematic concerns in this highly experimental work will be examined in Chap-
ters 11 and 12). The novel is prominently dedicated “to my son, Marty,” then
about 15 years old and coming of age during an era of great social upheaval.
It is clear from the opening pages that the 48-year-old novelist had been read-
ing works of the recently deceased Albert Camus (1913-1960), Franco-Algerian
Nobel Laureate and approximate contemporary of Asinof’s postwar generation
of writers. The Bedfellow begins with a double quotation, first from Camus’
1956 Existential-Absurdist masterpiece La Chute (“The Fall”), in which “mod-
ern man” is dismissed by future historians as a bore (“he fornicated and he
read the papers”).’> Asinof’s novel is indeed filled with fairly graphic, drawn-
out sex scenes — by then a standard feature of popular fiction. True to Asinof’s
unflinching style, sex is portrayed in all of its realistic ambiguity, alternatively
sensual and clumsy, complete with extreme mood swings and double-edged
pillow talk. Wild passion arrives when least expected, but so does unwelcome
frigidity and impotence. Like a good baseball umpire, Asinof calls it as he
sees it. Regarding these vignettes, the overall lesson is not a bad one for any
hormone-challenged adolescent reader. It may well represent a father trying
to tell his son about the birds and bees the best way that he knew how, through
storytelling.

The second opening quote in The Bedfellow, one from which the novel
takes its title and thematic cue, is Shakespeare’s The Tempest. In Act 11 of this
play, the clown Trinculo, before unwittingly sharing a confined, makeshift
shelter with the monster Caliban while storms gather, apologizes to audiences
with “misery acquaints a man with strange bedfellows.” In Asinof’s novel,
the “bedfellow” is retired African American major league baseball star, Mike
Sorrell, a man in bed not only his wife, but also (figuratively speaking) with
her entire white Jewish liberal family and high society of Manhattan’s Upper
East Side. This cast includes his spoiled, princess wife, Janet Carr; her father,
a successful and respected men’s clothier, Matthew Carr (formerly Matthew
Katz); and Janet’s cousin, the provocatively named psychiatrist, Dr. Allen
Fuchs, who earnestly advises Sorrell that he has “all the ingredients necessary
to become a successful man — in other walks of life [besides baseball].”* One
antagonist (among several) is Sorrell’s boss, Public Relations magnate, D. ]J.
Biddle (lauded author of Truth Is What You Make of It), who first persuades
Sorrell to abandon his dream of becoming a lawyer by hiring him as a PR rep
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for big bucks, then attempts to seduce Sorrell’s somewhat less than reluctant
wife.’ Finally, all roads lead back to Sorrell’s hated, estranged father, whom
he has spent his entire adult life trying to escape and forget. Like Shakespeare’s
Trinculo, Sorrell is truly a miserable person caught in the middle of a tempest,
particularly with respect to his marriage. In addition to the novelist’s concerns
with the plight of the retired professional athlete in the modern business
world, Asinof uses The Bedfellow to expand upon his continuing favorite
themes of race relations and marital infidelity, both of which were originally
introduced, and tentatively explored, in his debut novel from the previous
decade, Man on Spikes.

In The Bedfellow, Sorrell becomes Asinof’s fictional vehicle for the rapid,
systematic deconstruction of a prototypical hero-athlete. As a prematurely
retired star outfielder for an unnamed National League franchise (presumably
the New York Mets since the team’s home park is old Shea Stadium), Sorrell
is torn on whether he should return to baseball, finish law school, or stay with
his currently lucrative but morally bankrupt job position.® It is worth recalling
that the New York Mets of the mid-1960s were a recent expansion club having
yet to display any capacity for a winning season, let alone a pennant, and with
no mention of such a possibility in the story.” The novelist appears to have
needed a New York franchise because Asinof knew the city quite well enough
to write convincingly about it, plus he needed a National League team because
the African American Sorrell’s retirement is motivated by his trade to a South-
ern city (Atlanta), which did not exist in the American League at that time.?

In addition to being a good ballplayer, Sorrell is a thinking man. He
socializes with the black intelligentsia of New York.? He reads F. Scott Fitzger-
ald."” Moreover, he seriously aspires to be a civil rights lawyer (“a Negro Dar-
row”), but instead finds himself lured into the lucrative world of Madison
Avenue advertising." In this respect, he resembles the real-life Conrad Lynn,
noted New York African American activist-attorney (and friend of the nov-
elist), who would later become the focal point of Asinof’s remarkably in-
depth profile of inner city race relations and police brutality in 1970’s People
vs. Blutcher (see Chapter 10). Sorrell is not a stereotypical, dumb jock; on the
contrary, he is intelligent almost to a fault, making his character very relatable
to most readers, despite his ever-present and often uncontrollable inner
demons. Indeed, as a businessman (when not being portrayed on the playing
field), Sorrell could easily represent almost any talented white-collar American
worker trying to survive the ever-shifting pitfalls of the affluent service sector
economy.

In terms of literary structure and technique, The Bedfellow is daringly
experimental, to the say the least, and very representative of its era. Playing
it safe never seems to have been part of Asinof’s artistic credo, and this entry
in his catalogue, if it can be faulted for anything, could be said to attempt
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too many unprecedented things simultaneously. To begin with, the reader is
presented with a rare situation in which a white novelist attempts to write
from the viewpoint of a black main character. The sincere but startling effect
is not unlike that of New York-bred, Jewish American popular vocalist Al Jol-
son performing blackface in The Jazz Singer (1927), and not unlike the manner
in which Mike Kutner from Man on Spikes wears glasses as a metaphor for
being Jewish.”? In effect, blackness in The Bedfellow is substituted for Jewish-
ness. At one point in the story, Sorrell’s Jewish wife Janice exclaims, “Some-
times you seem so white! ... I don’t think of you as colored any more.” Truly,
it is often easy to forget that Asinof’s character Sorrell is black. At one point,
Sorrell’s African American teammate Ed Kroll mocks him as “Mr. Integra-
tion.... The Sammy Davis of Sutton Place.” Radical black intellectual Eric
Lopert disdainfully challenges Sorrell by calling him “a white man’s nigger.””
For his part, Sorrell labels 1960s-era professional baseball “An integrated-
segregated split-screen colorvision show” in reference to the continuing and
profound separateness of black athletes within the system even after being
allowed to participate within it.' Throughout the story, Sorrell is 2 man con-
stantly moving between two distinct worlds of black and white in society, not
really at home in either, however hard he may try belonging to one or the other.

The genesis of The Bedfellow went back to the early 1960s, long before
Eight Men Out was published, as Asinof tried to come to grips as an artist
with the failure of his marriage.” Asinof’s unpublished papers provide intrigu-
ing clues to the process; these include an early but undated short story titled
Like Love and a longer version of the same, both touching upon the suspicions,
deceptions, and mistrust that plague Mike Sorrell’s marriage in The Bedfellow.
The most surprising document, however, is a fully completed, bound man-
uscript dated December 1, 1964, and titled Like Married, clearly an early ver-
sion of the 1967 novel. This work, though containing most basic elements of
the later version, had at least two notable exceptions. The first is that there
is no indication that Mike Sorrell is African American; the second is that Sor-
rell’s volatile history with his biological father is absent. It therefore appears
that both the racial overlay and father-son conflict in The Bedfellow were
added sometime during 1965-1966, perhaps in the aftermath of racial turmoil
then sweeping the country or Asinof’s acquaintance with an African American
professional baseball player (see below). Another clue is provided by manu-
scripts of an unpublished historical espionage-thriller novel (variously titled
Thundercloud and The Crash at Ndola). Here the main character is named
Paul Sorrell, a man whose heterosexual love life seems to be the unhappy
antithesis of James Bond-like confidence and ease. An outline for this novel
is dated September 10, 1961; at some point (probably around 1964), Asinof
shifted the slightly renamed Sorrell character, along with his personal demons,
into the plot of Like Married, which later became The Bedfellow.”



92 Part III: The Bedfellow (1967)

Stylistically, The Bedfellow is laced throughout with musical references,
images, and figures of speech, reflecting Asinof’s reputation as a knowledgeable
working musician, among his many other accomplishments. Classical and
popular music allusions abound. Many of these involve famous composers
and performers. Examples include Billie Holiday and Bessie Smith (p. 38),
Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire (p. 44), Frank Sinatra and Barbra Streisand
(p. 160), Duke Ellington (p. 12), Brahms (p. 133), and Beethoven (p. 14). Asi-
nof’s musical touchstones, however, go far beyond name-dropping; typically
they are used to underscore situations in the plot. For example, classical
symphonic dissonance is used to represent Sorrell’s ambivalent status within
the Madison Avenue advertising world (p. 139), as well as his own hostile
and antagonistic relationship with his father (p. 167). Early in the story,
Sorrell forebodingly describes his unsustainable lifestyle as “Cloud Nine,”
seemingly anticipating the powerful 1968 song of the same title by the
Temptations (p. 12).” The storyline as a whole is similar to a lengthy jazz
improvisation, in which Sorrell (and readers) can barely guess at what
twists are coming next. Rather disconcertingly, in the opening pages of the
novel, a party entertainer segues the iconic “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”
into a mock dirge lamenting Sorrell’s once thriving baseball career that is,
by then, a thing of the past.? In fact, any reader lacking musical appreciation
is likely to have a difficult time understanding some of Asinof’s reference
points.

In addition to music, Sorrell’s language is (as one would fully expect)
teeming with baseball colloquialisms. Sorrell, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, uses terminology of the sport to describe marital relations (pp. 48,
59, 83-84, 87), interaction with his psychiatrist (p. 98), long-term retirement
(p. 104), brushes with law enforcement (pp. 191, 200), and life in general (p.
177). Long after Sorrell quits baseball, boss Biddle addresses him as “Slugger”
(p. 20). At home he likes to fondle his old bat while watching TV (p. 151) or
while contemplating its use as a weapon against his hated father (p. 154). As
revenge against his materialistic wife, he uses the same bat to destroy their
luxurious apartment as he compares his precision mayhem to the pin-point
control of Sandy Koufax (pp. 194-195). Beyond physical trappings and figures
of speech, Asinof (through Sorrell’s flashbacks) repeatedly demonstrates his
trademark close familiarity with the advanced competitive levels of the game.
Some of this inside knowledge (so clearly based on Asinof’s own playing expe-
rience) includes an episode in which Sorrell’s fielding error compounds into
a hitless performance and game loss for his team (p. 32); the peculiar but typ-
ical dugout etiquette of silence towards teammates following a called third
strike at the plate (p. 59); and the oftentimes ugly post-game locker room
racism of Southern whites against integrated black teammates (pp. 144-147).
Above all, Asinof accurately portrays how love and sex can affect a player’s
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performance for better and for worse, or, in some instances, abruptly end a
professional playing career altogether.

As a novel, The Bedfellow is at best nominally tied to real-life events in
Asinof’s life (somewhat unusual for him), and yet, in many ways, is also the
novelist’s most autobiographical statement. Aside from becoming a successful
author during the late 1950s and eatly 1960s, three major events in Asinof’s
earlier life laid the essential groundwork for his creative impulse. These three
groups of occurrences included his minor league playing career, personal
impressions of race relations, and his own failed marriage. In particular, Asi-
nof’s brief, unhappy stint in Georgia with the Moultrie Packers during the
summer of 1940 seems to have provided the future novelist with his first hard
glimpse of segregated America prior to the Civil Rights Movement.” In the
novel, Sorrell’s thoroughly Southern-bred teammate, Tex Munson, tries to
compliment him with a jolting slur: “You’re a good nigger, Mike.”** In Mun-
son, readers may be catching an unpleasant glimpse of the type of ballplayer
Asinof suddenly found himself shoulder-to-shoulder with in Moultrie for the
first time in his life. Issues of race aside, bits and pieces of Sorrell’s recollected
baseball memories call to mind those documented in Asinof’s own playing
career. For example, at one point Sorrell nostalgically recalls hitting his first
home run in a sandlot game as a life-changing event; in Off-Season (2000),
Jack Cagle remembers the true start of his baseball career being a home run
he hits at age 10.% Asinof recorded a very similar occurrence during his own
boyhood stay at summer camp in Massachusetts.?* Another parallel example
occurs when the retired Sorrell is willingly drafted into a pick-up softball
game in Central Park; Asinof noted a similar detour for himself in Central
Park during the early 1960s, one in which he encountered a friendly old oppo-
nent of his, former Yankee Phil Rizzuto, by then long-retired as a professional
player.” In The Bedfellow, after Sorrell hits a home run to win the meaningless
softball game, he mocks the overblown reaction generated among bystanders
as “a big free bubbly show with celebrities and folklore and a happy ending,
all wrapped into one lusty climax.” His bemused contempt is nearly identical
to that expressed by Asinof’s perceptive scout Durkin Fain from Man on
Spikes, who sourly notes, “There was a dramatic finality to it [a home run]
that any child-mind could understand.” Clearly, on the basis of these baseball
references alone, a good part of Asinof’s own biography and philosophy can
be found in his fictional counterpart, Mike Sorrell.

Asinof’s very brief, notorious career with the Class D Moultrie Packers
of the Georgia-Florida League in 1940 may be easily summarized in a few
sentences. As the 20-year-old minor league rookie stepped off the train in
Moultrie — which appears to have been Asinof’s very first trip south of Mason-
Dixon — he encountered a black woman holding a bag of groceries while lead-
ing her child down the sidewalk. In a reflexive act of chivalry, Asinof yielded
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the sidewalk to the woman and child, then was promptly arrested and detained
by a police office witnessing this alleged violation of Jim Crow protocol. After
being bailed out of jail and vouched for by the Packers, Asinof proceeded to
play very good baseball for a short while, but within a matter of days proved
himself a repeat offender. After landing on third following an extra-base hit,
Asinof was given an ovation by the segregated black portion of the spectators
on that side of the stands, they having learned of his previous altercation with
local law enforcement. Asinof tipped his hat in acknowledgment of the
applause and, accordingly, was immediately sent packing by Packers’ team
management.?”” Records show that he played in a total of 15 games and batted
asolid .296 in 54 turns at the plate.?® Thus ended Asinof’s first misadventure
as a professional ballplayer. It was an episode that for him probably became
forever linked with America’s troubled history in matters of race.

The novelist’s repeated close encounters with America’s volatile race
conflict seem to span an entire lifetime, both in and out of baseball. The very
year of Asinof’s birth witnessed some of the most brutal white-on-black urban
violence during the Jim Crow era, as noted several times in Asinof’s scathing
1991 historical tract, 1919: America’s Loss of Innocence.” After World War 11,
Asinof became owner-manager of a semipro team in the New York Metro-
politan Baseball Association (the Yonkers Indians), one which often found
itself competing against some of the best African American talent at a time
(1946-1947) when Branch Rickey was launching his great experiment with
Jackie Robinson in Brooklyn.?® Then around 1949, Asinof found himself
among audience members harassed by the American Legion after a Paul Robe-
son concert in Peekskill, New York.* Finally, in 1951, Asinof was blacklisted
as a television screenwriter. Many years later, perusal of his declassified FBI
file showed that his lone alleged un—American activity had been to sign a
petition outside Yankee Stadium, urging the team to integrate, as had recently
the Brooklyn Dodgers, Cleveland Indians, and other major league franchises.*?
In retrospect, it seems ridiculous that an unrepentant political liberal such as
Asinof, one who supported so many progressive and controversial causes at
various times throughout his life, should have been singled out for this par-
ticular item. One suspects the action was merely a ruse or pretense used by
industry employers to punish him for more serious, unnamed offenses. In any
event, within four years of being blacklisted, Asinof was reinstated as a writer
through an unlikely series of events (see Chapter 1). About the same time,
Elston Howard became the first African American to play for the New York
Yankees in 1955; that same year, Asinof’s Man on Spikes debuted on book-
stands. In lieu of all these occurrences, it should come as no surprise that race
relations, especially in connection with baseball, intensely interested Asinof
as a novelist and began to move to the forefront of his thematic concerns,
beginning in earnest with The Bedfellow.
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During the mid-1960s, Asinof made another acquaintance that likely
had a significant impact on his next book in terms of race relations, especially
within the sphere of professional baseball. In 1966, while working on a story
for The New York Times on minor league baseball in Batavia, New York, Asinof
met Clarence “Cito” Gaston, then a 22-year-old outfielder playing Class A
ball for the Batavia Trojans in the New York-Pennsylvania League.*® Gaston,
baseball fans may recall, in addition to later having a notable playing career
with several major league teams, went on to become the first African American
coach to win a World Series championship with the Toronto Blue Jays in
back-to-back years, 1992-1993. In 1966, Gaston’s star as an athlete was begin-
ning to rise, and the following year (1967) would find him a rookie with the
Atlanta Braves, rooming with none other than Henry Aaron. During this
same period, Asinof was no doubt revising and rewriting 7he Bedfellow. While
most of Mike Sorrell’s personality traits in the novel appear based on Asinof
himself, several aspects of Sorrell’s character also suggest Gaston.** Sorrell’s
name has a French ring to it, with accent on the last syllable, somewhat like
Gaston.? “Cito” was a self-adopted name like Sorrell in the book. Like Gaston
as a player, Sorrell is physically big and a long-ball threat, but also has speed
and range — more a rare combination at that time.*® In the book, the early-
retired Sorrell is 27 years old, and would have been in his early twenties as
an active player; Gaston was a 23-year-old rookie with the Braves in 1967.

Sorrell, in the novel, like Gaston in actual life, is a standout (and some-
what of a misfit) among professional athletes black or white, because of his
intelligence. In the story, Sorrell’s premature retirement is triggered by his
pending trade to Atlanta, a team for which Gaston played briefly during his
first season, 1967 — the same year of the novel’s publication. Sorrell’s state-
ment, “Baseball is what made me a man,” (p. 65) is reminiscent of Gaston’s
later widely quoted remark that Henry Aaron taught him “how to be a man.”
Gaston once went on record to say that professional baseball caused the
breakup of his first marriage, just as baseball is a source of bitter ongoing
conflict between Sorrell and his wife.?” Sorrell comes from a dysfunctional,
impoverished background in Watts, while Gaston, though originally from
San Antonio, appears to have experienced considerable childhood upheaval
as well, with a father, stepfather, and extended families all in the picture.?®
It may well be that, given then-recent urban racial unrest sweeping across the
country (prominently including Watts), plus Asinof’s previous residence in
the Los Angeles area, it made more sense for his lead character to hail from
a neighborhood with which he was far more familiar than, say, San Antonio.

Lastly, Asinof’s nearly decade-long failed marriage to actress Jocelyn
Brando surely played a significant role in his depiction of the tortuous, back-
and-forth relationship in the novel between the fictional Mike Sorrell and his
wife, Janet Carr. In the book, ethnic tables are turned with the Jewish voice
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of Asinof the author assuming an African American identity, while a difficult
spouse and in-laws are depicted as Jewish; in real-life the Brandos were of
mixed Dutch descent. Other major differences between the story and Asinof’s
biography are readily apparent. For one, Janet does not have a famous, suc-
cessful brother like Marlon Brando, but rather a respected, successful father
who is, interestingly enough, a prosperous clothier similar to Asinof’s own
father. Overall, the tale contains significant elements of autobiography while
nevertheless falling far short of being strictly autobiographical. Surely this
was by design. The novelist could certainly not be expected to lay out, in
overt detail, the heartaches and failures of his private life for the whole world
to see. All that readers are allowed to glimpse is the turbulent relationship
between a young and professionally ambitious couple. For both of them,
career advancement must come at the expense of walking a fine line between
harmless flirtation and adulterous betrayal with those who hold the keys to
power.* Perhaps Asinof wanted to show open-minded readers, as well as his
teenage son, a true representation of a doomed marriage in the aftermath of
a sports career, complete with elements common to most troubled marriages
that he could personally attest to as a witness in his own unhappy case.

Sorrell’s story ends on a downer, with him appearing to abandon all
hope of resurrecting his baseball playing career or pursuing the law, while
staying in his unhealthy and compromising relationship with the Carr family
and, as a result, establishing close business ties with his evil father — in effect,
selling out. He clings to his bad marriage and can no longer bear to look at
himself in the mirror. It may have been Asinof’s way of telling the world,
including his teenage son who had possibly reached an age where he might
be able to understand, one reason he had left his own marriage. In effect, Asi-
nof may have been trying to keep his self respect, which Sorrell has obviously
lost by the end of the novel. For the sake of a short-term secure monetary
career and extravagant life-style maintenance, Sorrell relinquishes his nobler
ambitions. In the words of his psychiatrist, Fuchs, he becomes a “successful
man” outside of baseball, but pays a terrible price for it. In effect, Sorrell
allows himself to be integrated into the “great big bubbly show” that he so
despises, except on a much larger and more destructive scale than the benign
softball game he encounters while strolling through Central Park.

In hindsight, The Bedfellow comes across as Asinof’s most boldly ambi-
tious, though not necessarily most successful, novel. It also represents an
important artistic bridge for the novelist into the world of non-sports fiction
and nonfiction, which in turn later yielded such seminal Asinof works as
People vs. Blutcher, Craig and Joan, The Fox Is Crazy Too, and Final Judgment.
Given its ambitious, multiple departures from familiar thematic patterns estab-
lished by Asinof in Man on Spikes and Eight Men Out, it is not surprising that
this mid-1960s artifact has since been mostly ignored, or met with puzzled



9. “A Big Free Bubbly Show” 97

bewilderment. This is unfortunate because 7he Bedfellow has much to offer
the baseball fan and non-baseball fan alike. Indeed, a comprehensive under-
standing of Asinof’s baseball writings must both begin and end with 7he Bed-
fellow. If nothing else, this probing, fictional character study of a post-athletic
professional career in crisis set the stage for later explorations of the same sub-
ject matter in Asinof’s last two full-length works of baseball fiction. For the
moment, however, it is useful, if not essential, to examine how The Bedfellow
fits squarely within the context of Asinof’s extensive and fascinating nonfic-
tional output over the subsequent decade.



10
“The Quintessence of All Our

Self-Destructive Tendencies”

The late-1960s literary output of Eliot Asinof, represented in the baseball
category by The Bedfellow, is a sobering case study in what can happen to
good, previously successful writers attempting to go against the grain of audi-
ence expectations. If the circumstances leading up to the creation of this work
make perfect sense in terms of what was eventually produced, then the after-
math of publication demonstrated how massively uncomprehending readers
and critics can be in spite of this progression. With the rapid release of three
Asinof books — The Bedfellow, Seven Days to Sunday, and The Name of the
Game Is Murder— all within the space of approximately three years (1967-
1969), the market became suddenly saturated with same-author choices for
any consumer who happened to like Eight Men Out. The problem was that
none of the three new books overtly resembled Eight Men Out (or, for that
matter, Man on Spikes) in the slightest. The Bedfellow has a strong baseball
atmosphere, but only as a backdrop for a lead character trying to make it in
the non-baseball world. Seven Days to Sunday was sports-related, but as a pro
football documentary rather than baseball. Name of the Game was a murder
mystery nominally placed within a pro football landscape. All three works
were set in New York City. Almost needless to say, Asinof was trying to expand
his horizons; and his new publisher, Simon & Schuster had decided to indulge
him, without necessarily providing support in terms of marketing and pub-
licity. The resulting commercial failure of Asinof’s New York trilogy pre-
dictably led to a break with the same publishing house, probably a good thing
for him in the long run. With commercial failure came creative freedom for
an artist who knew exactly how to make use of it. These events in turn set
the stage for Asinof’s later production of several non-baseball-related mas-
terpieces during the 1970s.

A brief word is in order at this point regarding the two other works in
Asinof’s New York trilogy, and their respective relationships to The Bedfellow.
By far the best received of the three was 1968’s Seven Days to Sunday (see

98
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Chapter 13), a straightforward, documentary account of one week Asinof
spent in close quarters with the New York Giants of the National Football
League. Despite not being about baseball, and despite its Big Apple bias,
Seven Days had the most in common of the three with Eight Men Out in
that it represented realistic and off-beat professional sports journalism at its
best, written by someone who well understood what it was like to be a pro-
fessional athlete. The Name of the Game Is Murder from 1969 was Asinof’s
lone venture as a novelist into the crime thriller genre, written as homage
to his old wartime mentor, Dashiell Hammett (see Chapter 17).! Though,
like Seven Days, utilizing a New York professional football setting (albeit
fictional), Name of the Game was perhaps the oddest entry of the three.?
Unlike The Bedfellow, it appears to have been written a bit tongue-in-cheek,
occasionally burlesque in tone, and possibly under the colossal false assump-
tion that significant numbers of football fans also liked to read murder mys-
teries.® Like The Bedfellow, it immediately sank into oblivion and is today a
very hard volume to find on any library shelf. Despite their obscurity, however,
both Name of the Game and Bedfellow still make worthwhile reading, partic-
ularly the latter. Both have enjoyable quantities of Asinof’s trademark wit
and depth. Moreover, reading all three works of the trilogy provides an
impressive and vivid portrait of late-1960s New York society, especially in the
often hidden private realms where professional sports and big business overlap,
although each of the three are separate, autonomous entities with no common
or continuous narrative.?

Despite their obvious differences and points of departure, the other two
books in Asinof’s New York trilogy have significant resemblances to The Bed-
fellow. Seven Days to Sunday covers a similar, real-life time frame (approxi-
mately one week) in which complicated, interpersonal relationships first clash
and maneuver with each other, then forever impact professional careers, both
in and outside of sports. Name of The Game offers surprising commonalities
as well. Asinof’s cynical narrator-detective, Lieutenant Mike Ogden, like
Mike Sorrell in The Bedfellow, is emotionally unstable almost to the point of
being cartoonish.’ His adolescent son is 14 years old when the mother is killed
by a senseless hit-and-run driver, much like a 15-year-old Sorrell when his
mother dies a violent death. Father and son have a distant, uncommunicative
relationship, similar to Sorrell and his father in the opening chapters of The
Bedfellow. Both are high school dropouts and runaways. Although both novels
are set in New York City, Name of the Game, like The Bedfellow, comments
upon the grinding ghetto poverty of Watts and South Central Los Angeles
during the late 1950s, a time and place that Asinof would have been quite
familiar with via his Hollywood writing tenure.® The novelist interjects that
“Los Angeles has produced a special kind of bitterness,” writing at that time
in specific reference to urban racial unrest sweeping through Watts during the
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summer of 1965.”7 Name of the Game relates a much different story than The
Bedfellow, both in style and tone, but uses a number of touchstones common
to both novels while telling its tale.

Baseball literary critic Richard Peterson, one of the few serious writers
to have recently commented on Asinof’s category-defying novel, judged that
“The Bedfellow ... has little to offer about baseball.”® This is true only in the
sense that comparatively few pages are devoted to the playing field or the
locker room. In terms of the professional baseball athlete’s frequent struggle
to function in society apart from the sports world, the novel has tons of
insights to offer, and has been unjustly neglected in this regard. Asinof’s
Mike Sorrell is a ballplayer to the mental core, even during self-imposed retire-
ment. Whether at home or in the office, at a social gathering, or on the street,
Sorrell is physical, competitive, and team-oriented, as well as intelligent and
perceptive; moreover, he thinks in baseball terms, that is, when not reminisc-
ing about his former playing career or contemplating a comeback. The
prospect of life without baseball troubles him, and his life outside of sports
becomes increasingly ludicrous and painful as the story progresses. Apart from
its free-form, avant-garde spirit, the book surely failed to find any kind of
commercial audience in part because it seemed to intentionally defy established
marketing niches. Literati and devotees of cutting edge fiction likely had a
hard time with the baseball stuff. They would have also deplored a supposed
perceived “sportswriter” like Asinof trying to produce a serious work of fiction.
As for diehard baseball and sports fans, they too found themselves in unfa-
miliar and confusing territory, being all-too-often completely oblivious to
the omnipotent world of public and media relations. These are possibly some
of the reasons why The Bedfellow was generally ignored or dismissed upon its
release.

Those critics who condescended to review The Bedfellow at the time of
its release tended to be, at best, uncomprehending. For the most part, it was
ignored.” Publishers Weekly was impressed by the biracial sex scenes, but little
else: “Readers attracted to this novel by the thought on inter-racial sex won't
be disappointed. There’s lots of it, although it’s really no different from any
other kind.” The reviewer seemed on one hand to recognize a certain depth
in Sorrell’s character, but then did an about-face and dismissed him as being
too shallow: “Mr. Asinof is dealing with a man whose personal problems
affect him more than those of race, but unfortunately his major character,
Mike Sorrell, seems lifeless and one-dimensional.”™® A snide review written
for Kirkus tries to be witty but only demonstrates the reviewer’s own incapacity
to focus on anything beyond the prurient." Even more bizarre was a review
from Library Journal, which recommended the novel, but for unfathomable
reasons. Here, too, the reviewer focused on sex, drawing some startling mes-
sages from the text:
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Despite flaws and typed characters, the main characterization is believable and
sympathetically delineated. This novel by a beginning writer of power with ability
to go places should be considered by all libraries attempting representation of sin-
cere fiction in the current mode of sex and violence, and could be considered by
young adult librarians who work with sexually precocious youth. Values include
learning to live with oze mate, and understanding a gangster father dedicated to
ghetto violence.”

Apart from some curious wording (plus the reviewer’s apparent unfamiliarity
with Asinof’s well-known past work), the emphasis on “values” is a good
example of reading whatever one wants to read into a book, regardless of what
the book actually says. If The Bedfellow preaches monogamy;, it does so in odd
fashion by condemning Sorrell’s decision to stay with his unhappy and
morally-bankrupt marriage. As for parental relations, Sorrell understands his
father no better than he understands himself, although it should be added
that George Sr. seems to have a very good understanding of his corruptible
son. Asinof, if he read this notice, no doubt cringed.

If his later work is any indication, the only review that seems to have
made an impression on Asinof came in the form of a blistering notice by Mar-
got Siegel, writing independently for the Minneapolis Tribune, who com-
plained that “Asinof’s Negro is no Negro at all. None of his thoughts or deeds
are motivated by his race or background.” After accusing Asinof of using his
subject matter to chase a movie deal, the Jewish Siegel admonishes Asinof to
write about things that he really knows about, such as being Jewish.” Apart
from the movie-deal accusation, this was the only review of the book that
resembled valid criticism. Asinof must have taken it to heart, because his next
work on race, 1970’s People vs. Blutcher, is an unforgettable and exemplary
exercise in nonfiction investigative reporting. Notices for The Bedfellow, how-
ever, were not all negative or obtuse. Positive, thoughtful reviews appeared
in the Fayerteville (North Carolina) Observer (January 28, 1968), the Kansas
City Star (January 21, 1968), the American Statesman in Austin, Texas (January
14, 1968), the Cleveland Press (February 2, 1968), and the Springfield (Mass-
achusetts) Daily News (January 30, 1968). These were all carefully preserved
in a scrapbook by Asinof."

In terms of baseball, Asinof would many years later return magnificently
to the race motif with Off-Season (2000).” Unlike The Bedfellow, this novel
would examine similar issues of racial conflict from the spoiled viewpoint of
young, white superstar pitcher, Black Jack Cagle (see Part V of this study).
Opver the course of the tale, Cagle becomes inadvertently educated in a manner
that he never anticipated, but grows as a person into a far greater awareness
and appreciation of America’s deep racial divide, both within and without
the sports world. As in The Bedfellow, the time frame of the protagonist’s edu-
cational process in Off-Season is very short (a matter of days), but develops
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for readers in far more convincing and compelling manner. It is clear that in
the 33 years separating the two novels, Asinof had given considerably more
thought to the problem, and had much more to add on the subject as a nov-
elist, even as he had undoubtedly learned much during his formative years,
spanning from Jim Crow segregation in Moultrie, Georgia, all the way to
incidental encounters with urban racial tensions in Watts neighborhood of
Los Angeles. It is also clear that by the final decade of his writing career,
Asinof had grown considerably in his artistic craft as well. One reason that
race relations portrayed in Off-Season seem more credible and believable than
in The Bedfellow is that the novelist was obviously writing to a greater degree
from personal, first-hand experience in the later work, that is, from the outside
vantage point of a cocky and overindulged white baseball player.

Asinof’s true sequel on the theme of America’s race problem, however,
came three years after The Bedfellow with People vs. Blutcher (1970), a searing
piece of on-the-beat journalism based entirely on documented, real-life events.
Around the same time that The Bedfellow was going to press in 1967, Laurence
Blutcher, an African American shopkeeper in the Bedford-Stuyvesant district
of Brooklyn, was being harassed, beaten, and framed on various charges by
white policeman acting in concert with a corrupt New York City criminal
justice system. Asinof was invited to write about the case by Blutcher’s defense
attorney, noted New York civil rights activist Conrad Lynn, a friend of the
novelist.”® Thus, before 1970, Asinof was a popular author writing in depth
about urban racial conflict in the U.S., as well as American cultural stigma-
tization of the ghetto, making him one of the pioneers in this genre.”” Unlike
the fictional Mike Sorrell from The Bedfellow, who is rather politely pursued
by New York detectives for infractions actually committed, Asinof’s docu-
mentary portrait of Laurence Blutcher focuses on the true victimization of an
innocent man because of his skin color. Blutcher is presented by the writer
as a man with more than his share of personal faults, but these have nothing
to do with the alleged crimes that he is falsely accused of. After being forced
to accept an unfavorable plea bargain, Blutcher’s fate calls to mind a disturbing
exchange in the The Bedfellow between Sorrell and a white neighbor after
hearing a white boy admit to stealing a bicycle from two black kids. In ref-
erence to the black children, the white neighbor defensively mumbles, “They
stole that bike from someone.... You just gotta believe rhar.”® The incident
becomes a foreshadowing of Sorrell’s own enraged criminal conduct near the
end of the story.

In contrast to The Bedfellow, People vs. Blutcher is purely a document of
on-the-beat journalism (similar to Eight Men Out), in which genuine and
typical black experiences in urban American are portrayed. The work opens
a searing quotation from The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965): “We didn’t
land on Plymouth Rock, Plymouth Rock landed on us.” By this time, the
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life and writings of the murdered Malcolm X had become an obvious influence
on Asinof, as well as most other impressionable readers during the latter part
of the 20th century. Like Malcolm before him, Laurence Blutcher had been
a recent convert to the Nation of Islam, and recurring themes of black alien-
ation within American society are repeatedly expounded upon by Asinof.?°
Blutcher is somewhat similar to the fictional Sorrell in this respect, except
that Blutcher is far more sympathetic, being an ordinary man just trying to
get by in life, as opposed to a pampered and overpaid ex-professional athlete;
moreover, Blutcher’s story is obviously unvarnished nonfiction, which gives
it additional resonance. While The Bedfellow certainly remains an engaging
and instructive read, one can often forget during the course of the narrative
that its celebrated and affluent main character is African American; frequently,
we instead seem to reading about the novelist himself. No such ambiguities
or dichotomies are to be found in People vs. Blutcher. Even Conrad Lynn, the
closest thing to a black role model presented in the book, is modest and unpre-
tentious almost to a fault as he attempts to secure justice and dignity for his
abused client.

Perhaps the biggest change in worldviews between The Bedfellow and
People vs. Blutcher has to do with black attitudes toward law enforcement.
The fictional Sorrell has nothing but contempt for the detectives who track,
capture, and eventually incarcerate him. His disdain is partially justified by
their occasional resemblance to the Keystone Cops and often thuggish, shallow
demeanor.” Three years later, Asinof views the police in a far more sinister
light, particularly with respect to white policeman interacting with black
civilians in black neighborhoods. At the very outset of Bluzcher, like a good
reporter breaking news, Asinof bluntly states his then-controversial thesis:

In the black ghettoes of America, law and order is a farce. The relationship of
police and civilians is akin to an undeclared war wherein the “occupied” citizens
have never known it any other way. It is a war that touches them all, some brutally,
as all wars do, leaving scars that cut deeply into the mores of their lives; and the

resulting chaos appears to have become as absolute and irrevocable as death and
2
taxes.

This assertion certainly applied to Blutcher, but not to the fictional Mike
Sorrell. Sorrell feels a slight sting of racism in his various episodes with police,
but on a much more benign level; if anything, they are more deferential and
careful with him as a celebrity former pro-athlete. Sorrell receives physical
bruises — but not from his captors —rather from an ugly scuffle with his
gangster-hustler father who has recently re-entered the picture. Sorrell’s expe-
riences with the law as an African American, almost needless to say, are far
less typical than those of Laurence Blutcher in real life.

A more universal issue (in the context of racial conflict) grappled with
by Asinof in these two works touches upon the antihero’s response to unfair
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adversity in life, and whether that person is a rare individual capable of react-
ing to these in a non-self-destructive manner. More often than not, they react
as most of us would, with frustration, blind rage, and occasional violence. In
Blutcher, Asinof summarizes the dilemma faced by all those who grow up
amidst urban poverty, including the fictional Mike Sorrell: “The quest for
manhood is not a simple thing in any community, but in such areas as
Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn it is as difficult as an escape from prison. At
thirty, a black man is defeated and a black woman is an unloved mother.”?
Asinof then elaborates on what may be the most common mistake by anyone,
black or otherwise, who attempts to break out of the poverty cycle: “the action
is what happens on the streets, and when a youth graduates from them, he
has his diploma into adulthood but he is not necessarily a man.”?* This com-
ment once again calls to mind Sorrell’s defensive remark in The Bedfellow to
his unhelpful psychiatrist, in which Sorrell credits baseball with helping him
to achieve manhood.? It also stands in contrast to a quote from Cito Gaston
(a possible inspiration for Sorrell’s character), who credited Henry Aaron with
teaching him how to accomplish the same goal by handling adversity and
racism while playing professional ball in a Southern city (see Chapter 9).

If People vs. Blutcher well represents Asinof’s progressive thinking on race
relations after having initially broached the topic in earlier novels, 1976’s The
Fox Is Crazy Too explores similar humanist issues, but well beyond the confines
of race and in a far more trans-ethnic fashion. As such, it makes a neat com-
pendium to those prominent aspects of The Bedfellow which do not relate
strictly to the plight of African Americans, but to all former professional ath-
letes. The Fox is another one of Asinof’s unforgettable nonfiction character
studies, this time of the infamous Garrett Brock Trapnell (1938-1993), con-
victed bank robber and skyjacker. Trapnell was also an incredibly daring, bril-
liant, and innovative con man, ironically descended from one of the nation’s
most illustrious military families. Trapnell’s two main lasting claims to fame
were that his successful skyjacking escapades led to the first major revamp of
commercial air travel security, and, before eventually dying in prison, more
than once beat his rap through creative use of the insanity plea in court.

During the Nixon-Watergate era, his disturbing life story offered perfect
material for Asinof’s adroitness at producing socially-conscious exposé both
expedient and offbeat. It also offered Asinof a convenient opportunity to
expand upon his favorite themes of personal disaffection, rebellion, and moral
responsibility —all crucial topics touched upon in his two baseball books of
the 1960s, Eight Men Our and The Bedfellow. Mike Sorrell, when baseball is
no longer an option in his life, does not seem to fit in anywhere else, much
like Trapnell after leaving the U.S. military as a young man. Fittingly, The
Fox prominently quotes the Canadian poet Robert Service (1874-1958), whose
popular works such as “The Men That Don’t Fit In” seem to glorify misan-
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thropy in modern man, or at least view positive qualities in this otherwise
negative trait.”® For Asinof, the same idea applied to Trapnell, as well as to Mike
Sorrell, the Black Sox, and many of his other antiheroes, both real and
fictional.

The Fox Is Crazy Too ranks as one of Asinof’s most compelling works.
Unfortunately, the biggest public notoriety garnered by the book came in
1981 when John Hinckley, Jr., attempted to assassinate President Ronald Rea-
gan. After his arrest, a copy of The Fox was found among his possessions.”
Subsequently at trial, Hinckley was found not guilty by reason of insanity
and has since remained institutionalized. Like Garrett Brock Trapnell, Hinck-
ley evaded prison through the insanity plea, but unlike Trapnell, no would
ever accuse Hinckley of being clever or fox-like. Asinof, for his part, detested
the insanity defense (as so eloquently argued in his book), and had no great
love for psychiatrists: “It seemed as though psychiatrists could be found to
say in court whatever they were paid to say.””® This express loathing first man-
ifested itself in Asinof’s writings a decade earlier with The Bedfellow. Fuchs
is self-described as “a headshrinker who never cured anyone.” Calculatingly
(to gain Sorrell’s trust), he refers to his own “promising” baseball career ter-
minated by polio at age 14, the age at which genuine athletic talent often
becomes first recognizable.?’ Finally, Sorrell learns that Fuchs is prominently
on his own family’s payroll, for which the psychiatrist makes absolutely no
professional apologies.®® The final irony with respect to the Hinckley incident
came in the aftermath of his incarceration when Hinckley’s attorney reportedly
offered Asinof a large sum to write his client’s story as well, which Asinof,
true to his character, firmly refused to do.”

Consistent with Asinof’s philosophy throughout his writing career, soci-
ety bears a significant share of the blame for these misdeeds, as does the indi-
vidual. In certain passages from The Fox, one could easily substitute the
fictional name of Mike Sorrell for Garrett Trapnell, or perhaps even the name
of the author himself. Asinof offers his own critical take on society’s view of
the controversial issue:

The career of Garrett Trapnell represents the quintessence of all our self-destructive
tendencies, from the folly of the insanity ruling to the hypocrisy of what is
euphemistically called law and order. His life becomes a showcase for our follies,
especially those of his prosecutors who blind us to our failures and deficiencies,
forcing us to look the wrong way, nurturing a false sense of security. Trapnell is
the epitome of what “mental illness” has come to represent, that flip side of the
coin of respectability. He defied all the acceptable notions of societal conduct, so
the psychiatrists called him sick. (Indeed, if there were no such thing as mental
illness, we would have to create it.) Sick, yes. But only so long as he kept his aber-
rations within certain bounds — which, of course, turned the whole scheme of
things into a farce, for once he stepped beyond it, we said he wasn’t sick at all, in
fact never was. This was, as Trapnell protested, “breaking the rules.”*?
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In The Bedfellow, Sorrell does not plea temporary insanity for his destruc-
tive actions, but he might as well. Upon news of his younger brother’s death
in Vietnam, a death that Sorrell arguably caused by encouraging his brother
to enlist, he goes berserk. Then, after all his theft and mayhem are finished,
he returns to “normal” by selling himself out to the advertising world. The
questions are naturally raised: when was Sorrell crazy and when was he sane,
or, was is always one or the other to varying degrees? In the final analysis,
much of Asinof’s writings inject a healthy dose of psychological self-explo-
ration —a quality found in most great writing—and probably does so in a
far more effective manner than most psychiatrists would ever accomplish. The
true beginnings of this distinctive trait (at least on an extensive basis) can be
traced to The Bedfellow, since Asinof’s first two books had external, rather
than internal emphases.

Both The Fox Is Crazy Too and People vs. Blutcher, like Eight Men Our
before them, culminate in factual, highly-publicized public trials, exposing
numerous shortcomings in the American justice system. In a very real way,
these two nonfiction books (7he Fox and Blutcher) are a set pair on the theme
of provoked, individual rage against the injustices of society (one white, one
black), both initially probed in fictional manner with The Bedfellow. It appears
to have been a topic that Asinof could relate to well on a personal level. One
easily recalls film director John Sayles teasing Asinof with “everybody in the
movie business thinks you’re a troublemaker,” (see Chapter 6, note 39). Nev-
ertheless, it was this same reputation for troublemaking that suggested Asinof’s
special status as an American writer. He was among the few always willing to
explore his own psyche, and The Bedfellow becomes Exhibit A this regard.
Asinof may have been perceived by others as “God’s angry man,” but his
anger was usually justified, and could be aimed at himself as well as others.
Those who knew him on a more personal basis considered him cheerful.?’
Whether cheerful or angry, there can be little doubt that Asinof created one
of the more boldly daring novels of the late 1960s when he wrote The Bedfellow.
Its non-acceptance by the fiction-reading public of the time comes as no sur-
prise in retrospect. As for baseball and sports fans, the work essentially told
them frank and candid truths that they probably did not care to hear, namely,
that the post-playing professional career of a star athlete can be even trickier
business than making it to the big leagues as a player in the first place.
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As every former professional or collegiate baseball player knows, for every
talented, hard-working athlete who makes it to the majors there are dozens
of talented, hard-working ones who do not, either through bad luck, injuries,
or other forces totally beyond their control. With a few oddball exceptions
such as Rocky Perone (see Chapter 3), Eliot Asinof always wrote about
ballplayers, real or fictional, who do in fact make it to the big time, even if
for only a brief moment.! Even the semi-fictional Mike Kutner from Man on
Spikes eventually gets his “cup of coffee” in the majors, but is disappointed
by his short stint there. In The Bedfellow, the completely fictional Mike Sorrell
first successfully escapes from the Watts ghetto of Los Angeles to Shea Stadium
of New York City, then abandons his professional baseball career for romantic
love and social respectability, neither of which turn out to be quite what he
expected. In fact, Asinof’s baseball antiheroes tend to always get what they
want, but are rarely satisfied by their achievements. The old proverb, “Be
careful what you wish for,” appears to have been one of Asinof’s favorite
recurring themes in all of his baseball and sports writings.

As a professional writer and a former professional ballplayer, Asinof was
no doubt frustrated by 7he Bedfellow’s lack of commercial and critical accept-
ance; yet, he seems to have written exactly the kind of challenging, personal
novel that he set out to produce in the first place. Accordingly, many decades
after its publication, the fictional tale of Mike Sorrell still offers plenty of
useful (and entertaining) lessons to offer for any young, ambitious athlete
willing to take these in. In retrospect, the novel still holds up well on its own
terms, whether read strictly within the context of sports or on a broader soci-
ological level (see Chapter 12).

When The Bedfellow was published in 1967, major league baseball’s
reserve clause, a focal point of Asinof’s first great novel Man on Spikes, was
still in full force. It would be another two years before the trade of Curt Flood
would initiate a six-year chain of legal events eventually leading to the reserve
clause’s official demise in 1975. In the novel, however, it is the still-extant rule
binding players to their teams for life that once again propels events in Asinof’s
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B g s

Asinof on the links at Noyac Golf Club in Sag Harbor, Long Island, New York, date
unknown. Note the right-handed swing, although Asinof spent most of his baseball
career batting left-handed as a switch hitter. In 1998, at 79 years of age, Asinof was
able to shoot his age on the golf course. This same swing was later immortalized in
the John Sayles film Sunshine State (2002).
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storyline. Sorrell is quite content with his playing career in New York until,

without warning, he is traded to Atlanta. Sorrell’s horrified Jewish fiancé

exclaims, “Tell them to trade you back.... How can we possibly get married

and live in Georgia[?]”* Sorrell is more philosophical, but also acknowledges his

helplessness in lieu of professional baseball’s then-perfectly legal status quo:
As any professional ballplayer knows, this can happen to the best of us, and there
is little 2 man can do about it. He is neither consulted nor given a choice. When
a man is owned outright, he can be sold outright. He can bargain over his salary
at contract time in January, but his only weapon if he doesn’t like the terms is to
quit — which means he doesn’t play ball again, unless he can make a deal for himself
in Japan or Venezuela or wherever, a threat that usually amuses club owners.?

Rather than beg for a trade (as does Mike Kutner in Man on Spikes),
Mike Sorrell in The Bedfellow gets a trade that he detests, much like Curt
Flood would two years later. Instead of hanging in there just for the oppor-
tunity to play ball in the majors (like Kutner), Sorrell takes what he considers
to be the high road (as Curt Flood did), and retires from baseball in his prime.
This choice is especially feasible given a lucrative job offer from Madison
Avenue. In addition to Asinof’s loathing of the reserve clause, the plot reflects
the novelist’s trademark abhorrence for the racist heritage of the American
South. This attitude was based on a number of Asinof’s own personal expe-
riences, particularly his very brief and highly unpleasant minor league playing
tour in Moultrie, Georgia, during the summer of 1940 (see Chapter 9).*

Although Asinof would soon afterwards address race issues in a far more
direct and compelling manner with People vs. Blutcher (1970), this nonfiction
work also would often employ the same baseball language which permeates
The Bedfellow.’ For example, Blutcher’s beleaguered defense attorney, Conrad
Lynn, utilizes a brilliant baseball analogy after key witnesses fail to appear
following an unfair ruling by the judge: “I felt like a pitcher who had just
thrown his best pitch and the umpire had called it a ball, only to turn around
then and discover that the outfielders had disappeared.”® Lynn, as a friend of
the writer, probably well knew that Asinof was a former outfielder when mak-
ing this comparison. It also presents a powerful image to any reader who hap-
pens to have played the game at advanced levels, reflecting Asinof’s own
first-hand knowledge in this regard. I, for one, well remember as a pitcher
being once cheated by an umpire out of a perfectly thrown strike down the
middle of the zone, and the fury that it provoked both from myself and my
catcher. I was nearly thrown out of the game; only though the intervention
of my catcher (who threw an even bigger fit) was it prevented. On the very
next pitch, the batter (as so often happens in the game), drove a tremendous
live drive towards the center field fence — this was with potentially scoring
men on base. Rather than having deserted me, as in Lynn’s analogy, our team’s
centerfielder made a spectacular, Willie Mays-style over-the-shoulder running
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catch some 400 plus feet out to end the inning. In baseball lingo, such a
rescue is often referred to as a “pick me up.”” Asinof the former pro cen-
terfielder well understood and appreciated the demoralizing significance of Lynn’s
chosen images, as the renowned attorney tried to describe to him helpless
feelings of futility while trying to defend his client during the Blutcher trial.

One of the most unattractive features of Sorrell’s circle of family and
friends in The Bedfellow is that none of them, to a man or woman, appear to
enjoy baseball. Psychiatrist Fuchs claims to like the sport while reeling Sorrell
into his trust, but comes across more as being deeply envious of Sorrell’s
celebrity or, worse, outright obstructionist as Sorrell gravitates towards
attempting a comeback. Everyone else, including Sorrell’s gangster father,
views baseball as a juvenile, naive, and unproductive activity at best. The
same motif would crop up again three years later in People vs. Blutcher, as if
a sincere enthusiasm for baseball underscored one’s racial alienation in modern
society. Judge Joseph R. Corso in the Blutcher trial was a Brooklyn native
who still lived in the borough but, “when the Dodgers left, a big piece of
what was Brooklyn went with them. And I [Corso] stopped being a baseball
fan.”® Readers almost get the impression in Asinof’s baseball writings that to
have an unconditional love of the game is to be doomed, whether it be within
the context of race relations, sports gambling, or the desire to be a major
league ballplayer. This fatalistic attitude towards anyone emotionally attached
to the sport would only relent somewhat with Asinof’s very last baseball novel,
Off-Season (2000), another work closely examining America’s great racial
divide, and discussed in Part V of this study.

When addressing the issue of race in a professional baseball setting,
whether it be in The Bedfellow or any of Asinof’s later works, it is of course
impossible to ignore the peerless and noble legacy of Jackie Robinson. It
should be recalled that Asinof’s 1967 novel was published a mere 20 years
after Brooklyn Dodger General Manager Branch Rickey had made his vision-
ary and controversial decision to forcibly integrate major league baseball.’
Asinof’s friend Bill Veeck also deserves some credit in this area as he showed
solidarity with Rickey at the time by bringing Larry Doby on board with the
American League Cleveland Indians. During that same period, Asinof was
witnessing first-hand the interaction, if not integration of black and white
ballplayers at the semipro level while himself co-owning and managing the
Yonkers Indians of the New York Metropolitan Baseball Association. The Bed-
fellow is hardly a boring treatise or monograph on these important historical
events, but the precedent, along with its multiple aftershocks, would have
been in back of the novelist’s mind as he wrote. In the book, as Sorrell makes
his premature escape from police, he describes the speed of his fleet-footed
evasive maneuver as being “faster than you can say Jackie Robinson.”

On a more serious level, it is sobering to note that the same Bedford-
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Stuyvesant neighborhood in Brooklyn which had so enthusiastically cheered
Jackie Robinson’s integration into the majors during the 1947 season, was also
by the 1960s (only 20 years later) witness to bitter rioting and the racially
divisive Blutcher incident occurring within its confines. For Asinof, the rel-
atively short time span between 1947 and 1967 represented both progression
and regression in terms of civil rights. With legalized integration came ongoing
social strife, economic upheavals, and new kinds of segregation, some more
insidious and secretive than their older counterparts. As these applied to pro-
fessional baseball, The Bedfellow perhaps best encapsulates the novelist’s open
ambivalence. To him, African American ballplayers, like the fictional Mike
Sorrell, had come an impressively long way in just two decades, yet still faced
daunting hurdles both within their sports and in society at large, in addition
to their own inner demons. Many, by the late 1960s, were fairly well-paid,
idolized by fans, and lionized by the media; nevertheless, there were still many
pitfalls, and one did not necessarily have to be African American to fall into
them. Nonfiction events in the real world of professional sports over the next
several decades would amply demonstrate the extent of these vexing problems,
once again proving Asinof as a writer to be a kind of prophet, in the words
of attorney and reserve clause foe, Marvin Miller (see Chapter 1).

As emphasized in the previous chapter, The Bedfellow is not about race
alone; it is also about the plight of all professional athletes after retirement
from sports. The solution that most former athletes find to this problem is
simple: complete withdrawal from sports after retirement is unhealthy, if not
destructive, and the substitution of a new physical activity for the old sport,
a new pastime more fitting to one’s age and inclinations, becomes an absolute
necessity. For Asinof, as with many other former professional ballplayers and
athletes, this substitution eventually became golf. Though presented as an
innocent throw-aside in the novel, Sorrell’s “I don’t play golf” comment (as
events in story spiral out of control for him), can, in the bigger scheme of
things, come across as a key, revelatory moment in the plot." Amateur golf
proved to be Asinof’s answer for staying athletically active into old age, and
one which his fictional creation, the 27-year-old Sorrell had not yet discovered
for himself. In the novel, readers can always sense Sorrell’s constant craving
for diversion and need to blow off steam. Clearly, he would not be such an
unhappy person if he only knew how to escape from his problems to the links.
To the non-athlete it may sound funny or ridiculous, but to anyone who has
ever walked away from competitive sports in the prime of life knows exactly
what Asinof was (figuratively speaking) driving at. Golf may have not solved
any of his other personal problems, but it might have made him less angry a
person.

The golf aspect of Asinof’s sports philosophy may seem a light-hearted,

frivolous detour until one contemplates some of the future events that came
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to pass in decades following release of The Bedfellow. For one, an African
American, Tiger Woods, became the greatest golfer anyone has ever seen, as
well as a paragon of controlled concentration under competitive pressure,
among all professional athletes in general. Then, seemingly overnight, his
enviable career (and biracial marriage) unraveled as sports fans and non-sports
fans alike were media force-fed a highly unpleasant close-up of the personal
life that lay behind the facade of his carefully crafted public image. Many are
still trying to come to grips with how such a fantastic athlete can simultane-
ously be such a frail, fallible human being. Such contradictions, however,
would have come as no surprise to Asinof. Many of his characters, such as
Mike Sorrell, are walking contradictions. A more disturbing example of how
Asinof’s fictional thematic concerns came to pass in real-life within a few
short decades was the lurid and sinister case of O. J. Simpson. At the time
The Bedfellow was being written, Simpson had yet to even make his mark as
a college football player with the University of Southern California, an insti-
tution coincidentally located in the same South Central Los Angeles area from
which hailed Asinof’s fictional Mike Sorrell. Like Sorrell, though on a far
more felonious level, Simpson, after his retirement from football and subse-
quent, temporary employment by the advertising industry, became synony-
mous in the popular imagination with the prototypical, maladjusted
ex-professional star athlete, including an ill-fated, biracial marriage ending
in tragedy and murder. What Asinof himself thought of these later unsettling
developments is not recorded.

One thing is indisputable, however; Asinof was himself able to success-
fully make the bumpy transition as a young man from professional athlete to
professional writer. It is also beyond question that, after Asinof became a suc-
cessful writer, he developed into a sensational amateur golfer. The well-known
simple fact that in 1998, at age 79, he successfully shot his then age as a total
score at the 18-hole Taconic Golf Club adjacent to Williams College in
Williamstown, Massachusetts, is testament to his prowess.”? As an aside,
Williams College had been one of Asinof’s alma maters (before he transferred
to Swarthmore College) during the late 1930s, as well as the alma mater of
John Sayles, later film director for the movie version of Eight Men Out. Anyone
doubting Asinof’s formidable skills on the links can view his golf swing as
later immortalized in Sayles’ 2002 film Sunshine State, in which Asinof was
invited to play the bit part of Silent Sam, and who dryly laments the fate of
Florida Native Americans in the last line of the movie. Asinof was then 83
years old. Also of interest in this sequence is Asinof’s perfect right-handed
golf swing, despite the fact that he had spent most of his baseball career batting
left-handed as a switch hitter. Asinof had opted in his youth to learn golf
right-handed, since this gave him an arguably similar advantage to the one
he previously enjoyed batting left-handed against primarily right-handed
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pitching, providing further proof of his not inconsiderable, ambidextrous
athletic ability.” He also enthusiastically wrote golf-related articles for various
sports publications throughout his literary career.” Above all, we suspect that
Asinof took to the Scottish-invented sport because of its absolute demand
that successful participants be in total control of their emotions while on the
course. As a well-known volatile personality, Asinof no doubt saw a chance
to kill two birds with one stone by learning golf, which he proceeded to do
with aplomb. Who knows, perhaps the origins of his later-achieved excellence
in the sport lay in his earlier creation of the short-tempered and emphatically
non-golf-playing Mike Sorrell from The Bedfellow.

This is not to say that Asinof, or for that matter, his former baseball-
playing characters, ever lost their love or nostalgia for the game. In The Bed-
feéllow, this nostalgic longing for a return to the playing field is ever present.
“Istill like it [baseball],” Sorrell insists to his disapproving psychiatrist Fuchs.”
After becoming the hero of the moment in a meaningless, bush league game
of softball in Central Park, Sorrell realizes the absurdity of his self-satisfaction
and apologetically reflects on his own feelings:

Sure, that's my trouble. At such moments, the loneliness of the ex-athlete can be
brutal. I want to bathe in the glory, but they've pulled the plug on me. But then,
it’s always been that way. An accolade, after all, is a temporary thing, and I always
went home to the same loneliness. The exquisite difference, though, was in know-
ing it would be there for me again, the next day and the one after, a constant chal-
lenge that exhilarated me. It was a part of being young and hungry, and life had
an upward thrust that kept me jumping.'®

For Sorrell, baseball obviously satisfies an important psychological need that
his new lifestyle fails to provide for, one that his psychiatrist, interestingly
enough, refuses to acknowledge. He longs to somehow regain it, perhaps by
trying to resurrect his playing career, but is not sure about that either. At age
27, his is already beginning to feel over the hill as a player. Perhaps for the
first time in his life, he finds himself living off of memories, rather than the
“constant challenge” of “the next day and the one after.”

Sorrell’s nostalgic longing for his playing days parallels that repeatedly
expressed by Asinof in his 1979 memoir Bleeding Between the Lines. Remi-
niscing on the high points of his playing days in Wausau, Wisconsin, during
the summer of 1941 (see Chapter 14), he writes as if these were the happiest
moments in his life.” Returning home from the war in 1946, Asinof’s abortive
tryout in Montpelier, Vermont, with the Phillies organization was justified
with his telling comment, “I had no prospect of making a comeback, but
merely sought the pleasure of one more season on spikes.”® Many years later
(in 1959), Asinof found himself in post—Revolutionary Cuba working on a
movie screenplay (see Chapter 2); more congenial to him, however, was an
invitation by locals to play outfield during their baseball games. Those
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moments, as he later blissfully recalled, “were ten days full of friendliness and
fun, the most enjoyable time I'd ever spent on foreign soil.”” By the time Asi-
nof was in his 40s, he was still, like Mike Sorrell in The Bedfellow, playing
softball in Central Park. One day, retired Yankee Phil Rizutto, on the opposing
field, saw Asinof come to the plate and, though they had not played against
each other in three decades, had the defense shift positions to meet a familiar
threat. Asinof was flattered: “It was a marvelous moment, and it carried me
through the day, another reminder of what baseball had meant to me.”*® Read-
ing these passages from both Bleeding and Bedfellow underscore the novelist’s
unabated passion for the national pastime and its personal significance to him,
long after he had become too old to play the sport himself, although he did
boast to Rizutto that “a man can hit until he goes blind.” Asinof, like Sorrell,
could never let go of baseball completely, and found that he had to keeping
returning to it in some form or another at regular intervals.?

Getting back to the novel, The Bedfellow is perhaps, at its central core,
a cautionary tale for former professional athletes, regardless of race or tem-
perament. By the end of the story, Sorrell appears to have surrendered to all
of the external forces which conspired to prematurely end his professional
playing career. These evil forces include his ambitious wife’s wealthy, self-
serving family and the blood-relative psychiatrist they pay to help keep Sor-
rell’s disaffection in check, the sleazy and exhibitionist world of Madison
Avenue advertising, and above all, Sorrell’s despised hoodlum-turned-
entrepreneur father. The book is designed for the reader to put down after
finishing and hope that post-professional athletic life offers more choices than
the ones Sorrell is able to glean. Asinof the novelist may well have been groping
towards a solution for himself at the time, having by then carved a niche in
the literary world, but still longing for recreational outlets, not to mention
more satisfying personal relationships in his life. In the novel, no solutions
are expressly offered, but several are implied. For one, Sorrell’s uncontrolled
temper and impulsive, rash choices only seem to dig a deeper hole out of
which he must climb; once the digging stops, it is suggested, only then he can
begin to climb out. As for his disinclination to play golf, Asinof is certainly
not preaching that all ex-athletes should buy a set of clubs; rather, he seems
to be encouraging everyone to stay as physically active as they are able to,
even in retirement. Back in 1967, this would have been more an unusual idea
in the popular realm than today. In this broader sense, everyone —not just
the fictional Mike Sorrell —is in need of a pick-me-up.

Most former ballplayers know quite well what it is like to have deep
dreams at night of playing the game, not merely in the past, but in the vivid
present as well. We relive our past successes and failures through this present
medium, even after we are no longer physically capable of sprinting around
the bases. After the dream is over, however, all of us must return to our careers,
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our families, and, if we are very fortunate, to other physical recreation less
challenging than the bruising contact sports of our youth. Asinof’s The Bed-
feéllow, as a skilled work of fiction, seems to occupy that same eerie no-man’s-
land situated somewhere between reality and fantasy, one that every aging
athlete must one day cross. As such, it presents readers with a far more com-
prehensive view of the big picture in sports life than most readers are used to
seeing. Then again, all of Asinof’s baseball writings, in the final analysis, are
concerned with much more than merely the game itself. For this particular
unique entry into the Asinof catalogue, the all too infrequently remarked
upon overlap between professional sports and the insistent demands of com-
merce are exposed, dissected, and critiqued. To these less popular, but in
many respects, more profound aspects of the novel, ones which point accus-
ingly in non-baseball directions, we shall now turn our attention.
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Like an Ancient Chinese Curse

The problem begins with race and dates back to slavery.... “If you're white
youre right, if youre black go back.” This is our heritage and the ghetto is
its outgrowth. 1o the blacks, the basic meaning of race is poverty. Poverty is
the key that locks the black man in, and the culture of the ghetto is the
struggle to surmount it. It is a relentless struggle that few can win, made all
the more gruesome by the colossal titillation of television, exacerbating the
black man’s frustrations with its enticements of glamorous possessions and a
life of affluence. In the end, it leads to confusion and crime and violence,
and, above all, keeps him from being a man.

— Asinof, People vs. Blutcher'

Not long ago this writer, along with a few other former ballplayers,
attended a Chicago White Sox game at U.S. Cellular Field.? We were fortunate
that day, through the connections of one in our group, to have expensive box
seats situated directly behind the third base home dugout. Here we enjoyed
the afternoon with a genuine, close-up view of the contest. As most
Chicagoans will agree (even Cub fans), Sox fans have a reputation for being
more knowledgeable and discerning about the game than their north side
counterparts. Here, situated amongst the most dedicated and committed of
the “pale hose” partisans, I expected to eavesdrop on sophisticated, perceptive
baseball commentary. Instead, all we heard was nonsense, some of it outright
delusional, ignoring reality a few feet away in front of our eyes. People seated
next to us could not distinguish breaking pitches from fast balls; routine pop
flies were thought to be home runs as they left the bat; some fans around us
seemed genuinely surprised when foul balls from left-handed hitters sharply
sliced in our direction over the dugout; amazingly, most seemed oblivious to
the perpetual psychological battle between pitchers and batters, or at best,
complained impatiently for players to stop stalling and get on with the game.
The super-sized flat-screen monitor near the centerfield scoreboard often com-
manded more rapt spectator attention than simultaneous events occurring on
the playing field. As for the quantity of alcohol and junk food consumed, the
less said the better.

I was appalled. How could people who spend most of their time and a
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substantial portion of their incomes attending these ballgames still know next
to nothing about the sport? The only answer, to my mind, is that few if any
of these fans ever played baseball themselves beyond sandlot level of compe-
tition. Then I had a more troubling thought: is it that way with everything?
For example, how does a former professional star athlete, say, the fictional
Mike Sorrell from Asinof’s The Bedfellow, cope with a new career environment
having little or nothing to do with sports? Can long familiarity with a single,
highly specialized field then fool us into believing that we are experts in other
specialized fields as well? Is personal experience the true foundation for reliable
expertise in everything? If so, then we can only conclude that there are many
people in society today thinking they are quite qualified to do many other
things, when in fact they are not in the least qualified or able.? Has the modern
world made all of us so hyper-specialized in our little niches that we have
become in all other things, as the classical economist Adam Smith once warned
could happen under these conditions, as stupid as it is possible for human
beings to become?

This brings us straight back to Asinof’s fictional character Mike Sorrell
in The Bedfellow. He is a fabulous athlete and possesses a keen intellect —a
rare combination in any time or place. He is also African American, which
normally would be a disadvantage in white upper-class society, but Sorrell
has seemingly found a way to turn this to advantage as well, both in his pro-
fessional and personal life; in fact, for him the two frequently overlap and
often appear to be one and the same. For example, to stay in good graces with
his employer, Sorrell must allow him, at minimum, to make a public pass at
his wife. This compromise is also necessary to advance her career ambitions
as a model.” Things seem to be smoothing out until Sorrell’s younger brother
is killed in Vietnam, having enlisted upon his older brother’s advice. The
death is concealed from Sorrell by his wife so as not to interfere with their
imminent social engagements. When he discovers the deception, he goes on
a rampage and is only saved from the police by his powerful white in-law
connections. At a glance, Sorrell appears to have the modern world completely
figured out. Below the surface, however, he is a miserably unhappy “Bedfel-
low” careening from one crisis to the next until his psyche finally breaks. His
beloved jet set lifestyle is unsustainable, although by the end of the story that
is exactly what he resolves to try and maintain. As a result, something inside
of him dies; he can no longer bear looking at himself in the mirror.

Sorrell, now a retired professional black athlete in the advertising world,
is a proverbial fish out of water. As in Shakespeare’s play The Tempest (from
which the novel takes its title), Sorrell transmutes into a kind of Caliban, a
hideous monster lacking moral compass, a land-roving creature with a very
fishy smell. After Trinculo shares a bed with Caliban (as Sorrell does with his
dubious Madison Avenue cohorts), he too smells fish-like and, by the end of
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the play, is lumped together with Caliban by the playwright as a dangerous
conspirator and threat to society at large. In a broader, more disturbing sense,
readers may well ask by the end of Asinof’s novel if all of us are faced with
similar choices in our everyday lives. Do we sell out our principles (assuming
we possess these to begin with) in order to maintain a certain materialistic
standard of living, or dare we risk taking a more upright but much harder,
less traveled path? Analyzed from this vantage point, 7he Bedfellow’s astringent
message represents quite a statement coming from an author whose previous
work (Eight Men Out, published only four years earlier) eventually became
one of America’s most well-known baseball books. Whatever shortcomings
the novel may have as a work of fiction, no one could accuse its author of
artistic complacency or not trying to push the envelope of public acceptance.
Asinof was certainly the not the first postwar American writer to attempt such
an about-face, but he does not receive nearly enough credit for having done
so either.

This is not to say that Asinof does not present Sorrell’s chosen career
path as being quite difficult to negotiate on its own terms. Sorrell is made an
honorary member of the ruthless, insular world of 1960s Madison Avenue
marketing and public relations. Anyone doubting the treacherous, cross-fire
rivalries and duplicitous, obfuscating insincerities of this landscape should
watch a few episodes of the award-winning AMC television series Mad Men,
in which the industry of that time and place is depicted with a fair amount
of historical accuracy.® Asinof would have been quite familiar with the Madi-
son Avenue world as the lauded New York author of 1963’s Eight Men Out.
It was a world for which he had a relentlessly low opinion, not only based on
the way in which it is portrayed in The Bedfellow, but also for Asinof’s failure
to commercially capitalize on his writing celebrity in the immediate wake of
Eight Men Out’s publication. The odious depiction of Madison Avenue adver-
tising, including by extension the entire sphere of capitalist marketing and
public relations apparatus, remained a constant throughout Asinof’s works.
In his gripping last novel, Final Judgment (2008), the martyr-like Anne Miner
has a villainous brother, Robert Miner, an account executive for a large adver-
tising agency in Washington, D.C. Main protagonist Kenneth Flear, a pro-
fessional writer clearly representing the voice of the novelist, is outright
contemptuous of everything this evil sibling stands for: “I did not ask him
what he advertised or who his clients were. Perhaps I was afraid to know.””
For that matter, Sorrell’s fictional employer in The Bedfellow, D. J. Biddle
Associates, a firm owned and managed by its Mephistopheles-like namesake
and his younger, subservient brother, Walter, is a very mysterious entity when
it comes to specifics. We are never quite sure what Biddle Associates is trying
to sell at any given moment, but it hardly matters. The important thing is
that they are willing to sell anything for a price, and are apparently very good
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at their trade, based on their lofty status within the industry. Sorrell’s role in
the company is strictly as a face man, running humiliating errands while
giving cheery public credibility to whatever venture the firm happens to be
pursuing at any given moment.

In the moral universe of Eliot Asinof, media for profit consistently rep-
resents the lowest of the low. This message became increasingly urgent as his
writing career progressed, and remained his mantra right up to and including
his last novel. In Final Judgment, a disillusioned (and slightly tipsy) Anne
Miner vents her anger at the self-satisfied Kenneth Flear, who is in imminent
danger of turning into an updated, white version of Mike Sorrell because of
his inner complacency:

We are all living a lie. We allow the most monstrous assaults on our way of life to
go by without so much as a comment. No one wants to deal with the truth. “Give
‘em what they want!” say those captains of the media who seek to control their
viewers. They give us fake news as entertainment, movies, and TV shows of candy-
coated nonsense or pornographic evisceration. All the citizens are gone. Now there
are only consumers. They tell us to relax, enjoy, be titillated — anything but zhink!
America is sick with its need to escape from the truth.?

Miner is obviously railing in this passage against the burgeoning media empire
of Rupert Murdoch, along with its numerous aspiring imitators. This per-
ceived monstrosity is, for Asinof the novelist, a horrendous but logical out-
growth of 1960s Madison Avenue culture with its over-the-top pandering to
mass audience prejudices, stubborn misconceptions, and insatiable appetites.
Her line, “Now there are only consumers,” comes down with the force of a
hammer blow. It could have easily been spoken by Sorrell’s opportunistic
boss, D. J. Biddle, without a trace of Miner’s despair. Before the novel is over,
Flear must make a stark choice between materialistic profit and personal
integrity, just as Sorrell is eventually forced to do in The Bedfellow.

Sorrell’s ethical decline during the course of events is hastened by his
unique vulnerabilities in society as an African American. First, he quits the
professional game that he loves in part due to his fear of playing for a
Southern-based franchise (in Atlanta). Next, he is encouraged into a bad mar-
riage because of his Jewish father-in-law’s strange, guilt-ridden need to be
accepting towards blacks.” Finally, Sorrell is hired by Biddle specifically
because his blackness will allow the firm to reach into untapped minority
markets, although this obvious motive goes tactfully unspoken." In addition
to these external forces, Sorrell is sorely tempted into giving up his higher
ideals by his own personal need to live extravagantly. The same advertising
industry that allows him to do this by paying his generous salary simultane-
ously ensures that he is addicted to the pleasures that it can buy. The header
quote of this chapter, taken from Asinof’s People vs. Blutcher, coming three
years after The Bedfellow, speaks directly to this interdependent relationship
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between consumers and advertisers. Marketing via television has effectively
conditioned Sorrell to yearn for the “glamorous possessions” (beginning with
his trophy wife) and “life of affluence,” which, in the final end, “keeps him
from being a man.” About the only thing that can be said in his defense is
that such “enticements” are typically aimed at both blacks and whites alike,
although targeted in sophisticated and specialized manners that require, in
the case of impoverished blacks, a carefully selected pitchman or spokesperson
such as a perceived African American role model in the person of Mike Sor-
rell.

In effect, Sorrell is lured into a high-salary advertising position because
he is black, rather than in spite of it. This was not the case in his professional
baseball career, where (it is heavily implied) he clawed his way into the Majors
on the basis of sheer playing talent and desire. While Asinof does not use the
precise term, he repeatedly touches upon the concept of affirmative action
based on race, which began to exert itself as an economic force in both public
and private sectors of the American economy during the 1960s. Interestingly,
affirmative action seems to have interested Asinof well before it became a legal
federal mandate. Not surprisingly, his interest came within the context of
professional baseball. In 1955’s Man on Spikes (see Chapter 3), Mike Kutner
fulminates that African American prospect Ben Franks will get a shot at
the Majors before him because of his skin color: “Ben Franks was labeled to
go up because he was black.” Many years later, Asinof looked back on the
transitional pre—civil rights era in professional baseball coming after Jackie
Robinson had first broken the color barrier in 1947. He wrote with firm
conviction that a prime motivator in the opposition to these developments
from white athletes was the harsh specter of increased economic competition:
“White ballplayers battled all attempts to integrate, not only for the usual
reasons of racial bigotry but out of fear of losing their jobs.”? In 1955, Asinof
was yet again writing way ahead of the times, in anticipation of what would
soon become a fiercely debated political issue, and one that remains con-
troversial into the present day. It is even more remarkable that such a hard-
headed viewpoint repeatedly came from the pen of a dyed-in-the-wool
political liberal like Asinof. In his baseball fiction, he keenly appreciated the
potential negative ramifications of affirmative action, whether these applied
to Mike Kutner or Mike Sorrell, while at the same time fully supporting
economic racial integration in all things, including baseball. This highly com-
plex, duality of attitude on matters of racial integration is readily apparent in
Asinof’s baseball novels, including Man on Spikes, The Bedfellow, and Off
Season.

In light of Asinof’s career-long fascination with American race relations,
a preoccupation that produced so many prescient insights on the subject, it
is a remarkable coincidence that this writer died less than five months before
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the United States elected its first African American President in 2008."* Here,
t00, Asinof, the writer seems to have had intuitive foresight.” In the climactic
sequence to his last novel, Final Judgment, the flawed and fallible hero, writer
Kenneth Flear, while secretly preparing to make amends on national television
for recent commercial compromises in his work, meets then-Senator Barack
Obama in the green room, who urges Flear to “do the right thing.”® The
time setting is the year 2005, following George W. Bush’s 2004 reelection as
President. The novel was published posthumously on September 1, 2008, less
than three months after Asinof’s death on June 10 of that same year. This was
also some two weeks before the downfall of Wall Street investment banking
firm Lehman Brothers (on September 15), which began an accelerated eco-
nomic downtown and chain of events eventually leading to Obama’s surprising
election victory in November. Some three weeks after the novel was published
(on September 22), Asinof’s beloved old Yankee Stadium, “the House that
Ruth Built,” was demolished in favor of a newer, bigger model. Taken as a
whole, these combined events seemed to represent the passing of a bygone
era, both in terms of baseball and American history in a wider sense. Final
Judgment, like The Bedfellow, opens with a sardonic, religious-like quote from
Albert Camus, reminding readers that “Final Judgment” comes on a daily
basis and not merely at the end of time. In other words, with individual pass-
ing comes a higher moral evaluation of the manner in which individual lives
have been led, both for better and for worse.

As discussed in the previous chapter, and with all matters of race set
aside, The Bedfellow has much say about human psychology and, in particular,
plenty of negative things to say about the profession of psychiatry. Sorrell’s
startling, violent outbursts of what can best be described as temporary insanity
increase in frequency and ferocity towards the end of the novel, until finally,
in the end, he calmly and unattractively resigns himself to a morally compro-
mised life and career. Sorrell’s in-law-provided and paid-for shrink, Allen
Fuchs (his wife’s cousin), is no help whatsoever throughout the story as his
patient descends into despair and apathy. Indeed, Fuchs slyly facilitates the
degenerative process by consistently giving Sorrell bad, self-serving advice.
One strongly suspects that Asinof, who was himself known to have occasional
anger management issues, must have had his own bad experiences with psy-
chiatrists at some point, although this has not yet come to light. Initially,
Sorrell is lured into misplacing his trust with Fuchs through the latter’s ingra-
tiating manner and enviable worldly possessions.”” Sorrell’s climatic decision
to stay with his job and his marriage, and which also entails reconciliation
with his hoodlum father for business purposes, is influenced in no small part
by Fuch’s active, uninvited guidance. On other hand, Sorrell is a more than
willing subject; even Fuch’s admission of doing what he his paid to do by the
family makes little or no impression on Sorrell. He is too wrapped up in his own
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ego and desires to notice that these things are being used to manipulate him.

Sorrell’s criminal behavior towards the end of the novel is benign com-
pared to acts committed by some of Asinof’s more lawless characters in his
other books.”® He steals a coat, he resists arrest, he beats up his father, he
trashes his wife’s personal possessions, he tells lies — at the same time, readers
hardly feel sympathy for his victims, all of whom provoke Sorrell and are
curiously forgiving so long as he agrees to remain within their corrupt fold.
Although Asinof does not at any point overtly label Sorrell as insane or tem-
porarily insane, The Bedfellow lays important groundwork for his subsequent
nonfiction work during the 1970s, including his notoriously sympathetic por-
trayal of convicted skyjacker Garrett Brock Trapnell in The Fox Is Crazy Too
(see Chapter 10). Given Asinof’s well-known contempt for the insanity plea
as a legal defense (successfully utilized by Trapnell on more than one occasion),
including his generally unfavorable view of psychiatrists as mere hired guns
for any proposed agenda, it is not surprising that Sorrell is no way defended
by the novelist on this basis. Instead, Sorrell is a tragic victim of his hostile
surrounding environment, as well as his own uncontrollable passions —but
not of any inherent mental aberrations.” Ironically, punishment for his various
misdeeds comes not in form of incarceration, ghetto poverty, or social
ostracism; on the contrary, Sorrell is rewarded with the paradoxical, ancient
Chinese curse of getting exactly what he wishes for, only to lose in the process
everything in him that was originally good.

To make matters even worse for Sorrell, he ends up regaining perhaps
the worst aspect of his younger life, namely, a working daily association with
a biological father, George Henry Johnson, whom he not too inaccurately
describes as “a rat in a sewer, reeking with slime.... Even the other sewer rats
stay away from him.”** Born George Henry Johnson, Jr., Sorrell changes his
name as a teenager and abruptly severs his unhappy, abusive relationship with
the father upon the death of his mother, itself caused in part by George, Sr.’s
callous and sordid street activities. After becoming first a baseball and then a
PR idol, Sorrell thinks he has successfully freed himself from George, Sr.,
until the latter reappears in his life, skillfully persuading Sorrell’s amoral boss
and in-laws that he (the father) is not such a bad guy after all. In anger, Sorrell
beats his dad to a pulp, only to hear him sneer back, “You ain’t changed a
motherfucking thing!”* In the end, George, Sr., is proven correct when his
son agrees to tow the company line and renew working with his father as part
of his employment. Sorrell’s bitter reuniting with George, St., becomes the
symbolic epitome of his ethical backsliding or, to be more precise, the illusion
of his previous ethical progress.

It is worth noticing at this point that the hostile father-son relationship
so vividly portrayed in The Bedfellow hardly represents an isolated example
of this phenomenon in Asinof’s overall literary output. In his very first novel,
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Man on Spikes, hero Mike Kutner has a totally non-communicative rapport
with his father, who openly opposes his son’s love of baseball, tries to burn
his glove, and refuses to attend any of his son’s games, even after the son turns
professional. In return, Kutner would rather play in a professional ballgame
than attend his father’s funeral, to the understandable fury of his mother. In
Asinof’s other New York trilogy novel, The Name of the Game Is Murder (see
Chapter 17), Mike Ogden’s teenage delinquent son has little if anything to
do with his father after the mother is killed, although this incident, unlike
the death of Sorrell’s mother in The Bedfellow, is in no way connected to the
father’s deviant behavior. The son, within three years of his mother’s demise,
drops out of high school and, like Sorrell, runs away from home.?* Unlike
Sorrell, however, he never suffers physical abuse.?® The last line in Name of
the Game has Ogden longingly confiding, “I want to fine my son.”?* For 1994’s
Strike Zone, Ernie Kolacka, perhaps Asinof’s most autobiographical creation,
becomes distant and argumentative with both of his children. In Asinof’s last
baseball novel, Off-Season, hero Jack Cagle has a terrible relationship with his
authoritarian father, who is literally the home town sheriff, and who by the
end of the story proves to be a true villain. In Final Judgment, Kenneth Flear
loses the respect of his college-age son and can only regain it with a dramat-
ically public act of contrition, almost along the lines of a deus-ex-machina. In
the same story, and in a similar manner, the hyper-idealistic college student
Anne Miner completely turns against her establishment-friendly senator-
father. After her death, his diminished self-respect is redeemed only by Flear’s
incredible moral courage as well. In Asinof’s nonfiction works, troubled
parent-child dynamics are portrayed in People vs. Blutcher, The Fox Is Crazy
100, and Craig and Joan. In fact, it is not too far off the mark to say that
warm, smooth parental relations are almost totally absent in Asinof’s cata-
logue.” It was obviously a theme that deeply resonated with him.

In his published work, Asinof had little if anything to say about closeness
or lack thereof with his own father, Max Asinof, who, along with his grand-
father and two uncles, had immigrated to New York City through Ellis Island
from Pskov, Russia (near Kiev and the Ukrainian border) in the early 20th
century.”® Thanks to Eliot’s son Martin Asinof, however, some interesting
details concerning the family history have been revealed. When asked if his
father Eliot had a turbulent history with his own father Max, Martin remi-
nisced at length:

I don’t believe so, but they were quite different personalities. Unlike Eliot, his
father had a very reserved manner, and he did not participate in Eliot’s life. For
example, not once did he see Eliot play baseball. In return, Eliot did not give a
hoot about men’s suits or the family clothing business. That story about him being
voted “Best Dressed” in high school resulted from Eliot pleading with his classmates
not to let him to lose face in the eyes of his clothier family. The family joke is that
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Eliot never saw his father without a tie and I never saw Eliot with one. As a family,
the Asinofs were semi-dysfunctional in part because of their business. The business
was essentially a sweat shop, which was typical for that time and place, but Eliot
was a labor guy, and he held that sort of thing in disdain.?’

It would of course be going too far to assert that Asinof’s writings, base-
ball or otherwise, represent a mirror image of real-life associations with his
own father. It would be just as inaccurate, however, to claim that there was
no influence whatsoever, or that the influence was only slight. With respect
to Eliot’s post-marital relations with his son Martin, it speaks for itself that
many of his books are dedicated to Martin, and that Final Judgment, his last
novel (also one of his finest), ends with reconciliation and mutual respect
between the father-writer Kenneth Flear and his disaffected son, Ted. Thus
it appears that Eliot Asinof, even after his divorce, was determined to do
better in this regard than his own father, and apparently succeeded.

Although Asinof shifted into high gear with his writing after publication
of The Bedfellow in 1967, it would be another 27 years before he wrote another
baseball book. By that time he had, not surprisingly, developed a different
kind of viewpoint in his style, which shall be explored in the next section of
this study. As to his motives in producing such a complex and daunting novel
in the immediate aftermath of Eight Men Our’s critical (if not commercial)
success, readers must constantly bear in mind that this was not a writer who
wrote strictly for fame and fortune. On the contrary, he was a driven natural
artist with a profound sense of moral obligation to the public, one who prob-
ably would have written even without financial or limelight incentives. Admit-
tedly, The Bedfellow does not directly address racial discrimination and
injustice, as do later works such as People vs. Blutcher, Off-Season, and others.
Perhaps his motives can be best understood by once again turning to a passage
from Blutcher. When challenged by Laurence Blutcher’s reticent family and
friends, Asinof provided an explanation that was simple enough: ““Why do
you want to write about this?’ I was asked.... If the reader can benefit but a
fraction of what I experienced in pursuing this account, my efforts will have
been amply justified.”?® Regardless of whatever the novelist's motivations may
have been, it is the firm premise of this survey that The Bedfellow is a very
good book, written by an occasionally great writer, and one rather unjustly
ignored up until the present.
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13
A Kind of Belated Redemption

Some umpires played ball, most didnt. Those who didn?, say it doesnt matter.
Baseball writers say the same thing. I say, bullshit.
— Asinof, Strike Zone'!

During the pre-game locker room banter between umpires in Asinof’s
co-written 1994 novel Strike Zone, one of them launches into a mock-lyric
rendition of “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.” The basic message is that every-
one hates umpires and wants to see them dead. This is immediately preceded
by Asinof’s autobiographical antihero, home plate umpire Ernie Kolacka, tak-
ing some cutting verbal abuse from his despised arch-rival, Ben Sirotta, who
ironically (or possibly not ironically) predicts that before the contest is over,
Kolacka will “invent a whole new strike zone.”” The moment recalls an episode
from Asinof’s 1967 baseball novel, The Bedfellow, in which a party pianist
segues from playing a dirge-like version of “Take Me Out” into an ironic (or
possibly not ironic) lament for the bygone baseball career of antihero Mike
Sorrell (see Chapter 9). Although Asinof’s creation of these two works was
separated by more than a quarter of a century, this similarity represents but
one example of a clear thematic continuum. Among other things, both novels
present vivid reflections of (and on) the novelist’s long life and past works.
Although Asinof only wrote half of Strike Zone, and was far from being pleased
with the end result, the portions that he did write contain some of his most
intensely personal thoughts on the national pastime, as well as his own small
but indispensable place in that pastime’s long, colorful history.

The three-decade interim separating The Bedfellow and Strike Zone saw,
not surprisingly, many important changes in both the world at large and Asi-
nof’s career. In-between, Asinof produced nine full-length books (including
The 10-Second Jailbreak, co-written like Strike Zone), numerous articles, inter-
views, withstood a hellacious legal struggle with producer David Susskind
(see Chapter 6), and, perhaps most crucially, lived to see a very fine film adap-
tation in 1988 of Eight Men Out. This last item finally brought to Asinof,
after years of involuntary exile in the literary wilderness, a long-overdue degree
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of recognition and supplemental income. It also rekindled his interest in writ-
ing, which had laid comparatively dormant during the early 1980s, after a
period of manic productivity in the previous decade of the 1970s.’> For one,
it emboldened him to write a no-holds-barred account of 20th century Amer-
ican history, 1919: America’s Loss of Innocence (1991), a highly respected volume
in the nonconformist tradition of dissident commentators such as Noam
Chomsky and Asinof’s old mentor, I. F. Stone. By the early 1990s, Asinof
had definitely caught the writing bug again, and the final years of his long
career would see a resurgent Indian summer of productivity, resulting in a
significant number of important books and various shorter pieces. Baseball,
which had always been near and dear to him, would remain so. The two base-
ball works dating from this later period, Strike Zone and Off-Season (see Part
V of this study), would, in many ways, summarize and encapsulate his phi-
losophy, thoughts fermenting in his imagination ever since he had first met
a more-than-friendly Babe Ruth as a star-struck, seven-year-old child in New
York City during Ruth’s heyday of the mid—1920s.%

Asinof was about 75 years old when Strike Zone was published. In style,
it represented another complete departure for him. The novel’s diary-like,
professional sports-insider realism had literary precedents going back to the
1950s with other works that had, as one might expect, been influenced in
turn by Asinof’s early books. The two granddaddies of all candid baseball
diaries were The Long Season (1960) and Pennant Race (1962), both personally
written (without a ghost author) by journeyman pitcher Jim Brosnan, respec-
tively detailing his nomadic, roller coaster stints in 1959 and 1961 with the
St. Louis Cardinals and Cincinnati Reds.” The stage for Brosnan’s frank rev-
elations about the professional game had been set in part by Asinof’s ground-
breaking novel, Man on Spikes, in 1955 (see Chapter 1).° After Asinof’s
sensational Eight Men Out appeared in 1963, this new trend in sports literature
seemed to accelerate. Several noteworthy insider books about professional
football appeared during the late 1960s, including, in 1968, Asinof’s own
Seven Days Before Sunday (see below). Then, in 1970, came the baseball tell-
all to end all baseball tell-alls. Its rousing, unexpected commercial success
came at a time when Asinof’s own very fine New York trilogy of books, with
the possible exception of Seven Days, was failing to make much of an impres-
sion on critics or the general reading public. Asinof was, understandably,
among the tens of thousands of readers for whom the new release likely made
a lasting impression.

The first edition of Jim Bouton’s Ba/l Four detailed his initial, tumultuous
comeback season in 1969 as a reinvented knuckleball hurler with the Seattle
Pilots and Houston Astros. The book was presented in the form of an unvar-
nished, un-expunged diary-memoir. Its release provoked widespread fury and
produced brisk sales, particularly when Bouton refused to retract a word of
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it under pressure. I well remember first reading the book as a sickly, emaciated
14-year-old while convalescing in a hospital bed. It had been given to me as
a get-well gift from my older brother, helping me both to feel better and,
strangely enough, have a sunnier outlook on life. The work also influenced
my own then-germinating baseball philosophy (along with that of countless
others), as a moderately successful amateur player over the next 10 years. Ba//
Four also taught the important lesson in baseball (and life) that one does not
have to be a lock-step conformist or unthinking member of the herd in order
to excel or win ballgames. In fact, in a tight competitive situation, non-con-
formism can sometimes be a tremendous asset. As for Jim Bouton, his long,
tenacious, and much written about career as a player, sportscaster, and sports-
writer needs little elaboration here.”

When asking how such two strong personalities as Eliot Asinof and Jim
Bouton first came into contact with each other, it might be useful to keep a
few things in mind. For one, Asinof was that most heinous of baseball species,
a New York Yankee fan, and Bouton’s glory years as a Major League pitcher
had begun as a rookie with the Yankees in 1963.% This was the same year that
Asinof’s Eight Men Out first appeared in print. By the 1970s, both men were
under heavy fire — Bouton from his former playing colleagues for revealing
their off-field behavior in an unfiltered light, and Asinof for having previously
exposed professional baseball’s most shameful historical incident. At the nadir
of Asinof’s writing career during the late 1970s, he saw fit to give Bouton an
honorable mention is his own memoir as the latter successfully struggled to
achieve another brief Major League comeback as a player:

As I write this, a thirty-nine-year-old ex-Big-League pitcher named Jim Bouton
has given up a relatively lucrative broadcasting career, mortgaged his home, and
destabilized his family for the unlikely but exquisite challenge of trying to make
it back to the biggies. He knows where the beauty is.’

That is to say, Asinof recognized in Bouton something of a kindred spirit
whose love of baseball trumped any love of money or prospect of short-term
gain. This was a quality that the novelist could certainly admire and relate
to, having made a few past sacrifices himself. It was also a quality that tended
to alienate those less idealistic. Thus Asinof and Bouton were both, in a very
real sense, outsiders to the baseball establishment, despite their unimpeachable
professional playing résumés.

Asinof’s previous works, both before and after the appearance Bouton’s
Ball Four franchise, had also laid the essential groundwork for the Strike Zone
collaboration. The sports-gambling corruption motif pioneered by Asinof in
Eight Men Out is, quite understandably, handled with ease. Direct reference
to the Black Sox is made repeatedly in Strike Zone, as umpire-on-the-take
Ernie Kolacka cites their precedent and scoffs at his own behavior with “Say
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it ain’t so, Ernie.” In 1979, Asinof returned to the very same theme, but in
a humorous, fictional context of professional football’s Super Bowl with Say
It Aint So, Gordon Littlefield (see Chapter 6). In this novelette, Asinof assumes
the first-person voice of a petty, corruptible and often absurdly grandiose nar-
rator, a similar technique later employed with subtle effectiveness in Strike
Zone. Gordon Littlefield also introduces the memorable character of Jake
Kolacka, a colorful but mentally unstable defensive cornerback extraordinaire
with the fictional world champion New York Bulls football club. Kolacka
shares the fictional last name of Asinof’s umpire-narrator in Strike Zone, and
(as a character) is obviously based on the notorious real-life personality of
Garrett Brock Trapnell, convicted skyjacker and subject of Asinof’s contro-
versial 1976 nonfiction masterpiece, The Fox Is Crazy Too. In Strike Zone,
umpire Ernie Kolacka seems to gradually metamorphose into a more redemp-
tive version of his earlier character prototypes, the reliably dishonest Jake
Kolacka of Gordon Littlefield and criminally insane G. B. Trapnell from the
The Fox. Something about this personality type obviously appealed to Asinof,
as he used it as a vehicle to make some of his most personal and distinctive
statements as a writer.

The Asinof book that perhaps best prepared the author for the Strike
Zone project, however, was also one that had helped pave the way for Bouton’s
Ball Four. Seven Days Before Sunday was the second (and best) entry in Asinof’s
New York trilogy of the late 1960s, and documented in pure journalistic style
one chaotic week in the life of Asinof’s beloved New York Giants football
club late during the 1967 season. The work was dedicated to Giants’ team
management who gave him both unrestricted locker room and sidelines
access." Asinof had successfully pitched the idea to them as a publicity perk,
posing the same questions articulated in the book’s introduction: “How was
a club run? What were their lives like? How did they get along? What was it
like in a training camp? What did they really go through on game days? A
million questions that no one could answer except a man who had lived with
them.”” We would add that no one could answer these questions effectively
except one who, like Asinof, was capable of empathizing with the players as
athletes. This same insider’s view of the rowdy side to professional sports, one
running like a constant thread through all of Asinof’s baseball writings, would
be taken to a new, heightened level in Strike Zone. Somewhat predictably
(because of its more familiar, popular layout), Seven Days was the only Asinof
book in the late 1960s to receive anything resembling consistent praise. Robert
Cromie of the Chicago Tribune, admittedly an Asinof fan to begin with,
unabashedly called it “one of the finest sports books ever written.” The more
critical New York Magazine reported that “as a good battle painting gives us
the smell of gunpowder, the author ... gives us that just-out-of-the-huddle
feeling when everything — from triumph to tragedy — is imminent and pos-
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sible.” Asinof himself perhaps gave the best assessment of Seven Days: “If
this be childish, then let all good children make the most of it.”* The same
judgment could also well apply to Strike Zone (see Chapter 14), where boyish
enthusiasm for baseball still abounds amidst some very adult-like problems.

Before examining at length the plot, structure, and thematic content of
Strike Zone, it is appropriate to study the booK’s origins, particularly the well-
known but infrequently discussed disputes developing between Asinof and
Bouton soon after the novel was started, and intensifying as it progressed.
Both Bouton and Asinof’s son, Martin, were kind enough to share their ver-
sions of events during personal interviews, and I came away struck by their
complete agreement on all main points of alleged contention. When asked
how Strike Zone came into being, Bouton answered unequivocally: “It was all
Eliot’s idea. He called me.”” The sports-gambling corruption theme, which
always fascinated Asinof, would be used to tell a story in which an umpire is
approached to throw a crucial year-end game. The story would be told in
alternating chapters from the different viewpoints of the umpire and an oppos-
ing pitcher against whom the game will be fixed, with both having flashbacks
of their lives in-between. It is very likely that Asinof had recently taken notice
of Daniel Okrent’s engaging Nine Innings: The Anatomy of a Baseball Game
(1989), a blow-by-blow account of a 1982 contest between the Baltimore Ori-
oles and Milwaukee Brewers.’® No doubt Asinof felt he could up the ante
with this kind of genre, and at some point hit upon the idea of recruiting
Major League Baseball’s best-known memoirist as co-author and marketing
tool. Bouton recalled that he and Asinof had previously met at baseball-sports
dinners: “I had always liked Eight Men Out, although I believe that it was the
movie I saw first. We also lived not too far from each other, Eliot in upstate
New York, and me in western Massachusetts.”” It is unknown whether Asinof
ever witnessed Bouton pitching in person, although it is more than likely that
Asinof saw Bouton on television during the mid-1960s, given his unswerving,
lifelong fan loyalty to the Yankees."

When asked how the two of them got along while collaborating, Bouton
was his usual candid self: “The truth? Not that well. I have to say, however,
that since Eliot cannot answer for himself, it would not be fair to comment
about it beyond a few general observations.” Viking Press editor Al Silverman
was quoted in the New York Times as saying, “As we went along, I wasn’t an
editor anymore ... I was a referee.”” Bouton acknowledged that part of Asinof’s
anger resulted from Silverman’s impartiality, which tended to rule in favor of
Bouton during their disputes:

Al was a saint. Originally, Eliot planned to write the first chapter, but Al wanted
to lead with my chapter. Then, Eliot wanted to edit my writing, which he thought
we had both agreed to, but in fact had not. Al took sides with me and allowed
my original work to stand. By Chapter 6 (the sixth “inning”), Eliot and I were no
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longer speaking to each other. The final insult came with the book jacket. Viking
gave my name top billing over Eliot’s for marketing purposes. Eliot was not
pleased.?

Martin Asinof’s recall of events was essentially the same:

Eliot knew the sportswriter who worked as Bouton’s editor on Ball Four, and
through him approached Bouton with the idea. Bouton had a large ego, though,
and tried to take too much control of the project after it began. Eliot received a
large advance for the book, but was so mad at one point that he tried to give it

back to the publisher. The publisher told him, “Eliot, finish the book.”*

Asinof’s fury over ceding absolute control of the project after being paid
a hefty retainer is reminiscent of his legal feud with David Susskind during
the late 1970s, one proving nearly fatal to his writing career (see Chapter 6).%>
There too, Asinof was offered considerable money to let others have their way
with Eight Men Out, but staunchly refused; in the process he seemingly alien-
ated half of the people in the entertainment industry. For the Strike Zone
project, at least insofar as the book went, he gave in after making loud protes-
tations. The big difference, however, is that the end result in Strike Zone
became much more worthwhile than any reconfigured and distorted television
broadcast of Eight Men Out would have likely been.

The plot and structure of Strike Zone are deceptively simple. Sam Ward,
a 35-year-old rookie pitcher (a character voice assumed by Bouton), gets his
Major League debut start with the Chicago Cubs against the Philadelphia
Phillies at Wrigley Field in the last game of the regular season. It is a crucial
contest that will determine if the Cubs make the playoffs. Only Cub fans can
perhaps fully appreciate the rarity of such an opportunity. Umpiring behind
home plate is Ernie Kolacka (whose narration is assumed by Asinof), a 60-
year-old veteran working the very last Major League game of his professional
career. Kolacka, for reasons of personal friendship and financial insecurity, is
on the take; he has been paid a handsome sum ($100,000) by gamblers to
assist in throwing the game in favor of Philadelphia. The novel is structured
as an inning-by-inning account, told alternatively from the opposing view-
points of Ward (Bouton) and Kolacka (Asinof), plus repeated flashbacks from
each of their dissatisfied, unfulfilled lives. The result may not be War and
Peace, and far from what Asinof originally hoped for, but any baseball fan
with a working knowledge and appreciation of the game — especially a former
player —is likely to find numerous delights in this brisk, entertaining, and
suspenseful read. Bouton is often a good writer while Asinof is usually a great
writer, even when allegedly operating on auto-remote and under protest —
not unlike Shoeless Joe Jackson still being a great ballplayer even when he
was supposedly not trying his hardest. Bouton’s writing by comparison is usu-
ally engaging but occasionally tedious — for example, his prolonged analogy
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of building a sturdy yard wall to effective pitching, successful marriage, and
living the good life in general. The analogy is absolutely true, of course, but
still can make slow going for the reader as pure sports fiction.?® The novel is
dedicated by Bouton to his wife Paula, and by Asinof, once again, “For my
son, Martin.”?

Both Asinof and Bouton perfectly capture the distinctive psychological
warfare between pitcher and batter that lies at the heart of the game, albeit
from opposing points of view. Both narrators clearly know from hard expe-
rience what it is like to stand on the playing field (see Chapter 15). This
includes catching a ton of verbal abuse from the stands and opposing
dugouts —another unique aspect of the sport. The old rookie getting “a cup
of coffee” in the big time was a motif that appealed to both writers. Asinof
set the standard in literature with his novel Man on Spikes, based on his friend-
ship with Mickey Rutner. Bouton wrote autobiographically from his repeated
attempted comebacks in the Majors lasting well into his late 30s. The choice
of Cubs versus Phillies is also highly suggestive on several levels. Asinof had
played in the Phillies farm system a generation earlier. He would have been
well attune to the Philadelphia National League franchise’s ancient reputation
for being resistant to racial integration. In the novel, as far as one can tell,
the Phillies’ lineup is all white, whereas the Cubs are thoroughly (if somewhat
uncomfortably) integrated as a team. Significantly, it was the rumored, fixed
match-up of these very two same clubs at Wrigley Field in the last game of
the fated 1