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Dedications

A baseball life is a great life but not an easy one. Behind
every player is a loving and supporting family that trades
thousands of hours at home for burning gas, churning odom-
eters, and mornings, noons, and nights spent on hard metal
bleacher seats pretending there’s nowhere else they’d rather
be.

This book is dedicated to those I love who paid that price
in order for me to follow my dream to the Major Leagues:
my wonderful wife, Jill; my sons Brett and Ryan and my
daughters Brooke and Ashley; as well as my parents, Bill
and Sandy Olson, and my sister, Tammi Crampton.

Thanks to all of you, with love, for being co-MVPs of my
team.

Gregg Olson

There is a well-worn saying that if you’ve got a thousand
hours and quarts of blood to shed, anyone can write a book.
Vowels and consonants are formidable foes and juggling
them to tell a good story is often a lonely but noble pursuit.

Special thanks all those who inspire me, including my
girls, Bonnie and Gracie, and everyone who has ever smelled
the leather and pounded the mitt or yelled, “Hey, batter, bat-
ter!” from the stands. And to all my pals in the nearly famous
No Bats Baseball Club, especially J. J. Gottsch, who, during
our search for the perfect name, suggested, “Hey Blue! Bend
Over and Use Your Good Eye!”

What a great game this is.

Ocean Palmer
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Acknowledgments

A tip of the cap to all the great baseball men who helped
make this collection possible. Forty Hall of Famers, All-
Stars, former players, writers, and umpires contributed. The
variety of what they shared is phenomenal.

In alphabetical order these men include: Jim Abbott,
Larry Andersen, Bruce Benedict, Bob Boone, Chris Bosio,
Jeff Brantley, George Brett, Mike Cameron, Gary Carter,
Tony Clark, Will Clark, Doug DeCinces, Rob Dibble, Doug
Flynn, George Frazier, Jim Fregosi, Brian Giles, Goose Gos-
sage, Mark Grace, Mark Gubicza, Jack Howell, Rex Hudler,
Tim Hudson, Ferguson Jenkins, Eric Karros, Mike Krukow,
Mark Lemke, Gary Matthews, Ed Montague, Jim Palmer,
Jamie Quirk, Tracy Ringolsby, Brooks Robinson, Cookie
Rojas, Mike Scott, Joe Simpson, Don Sutton, Ralph Terry,
and Robin Ventura.

Dozens more legends wait in the wings. We are already
hard at work on volume two and look forward to properly
thanking those contributing stars next season.

Another doff of the cap goes to Gina Hardin, daughter of
former Oriole pitcher Jim Hardin. Jim died in a tragic plane
crash in Key West on March 11, 1991. The day before he
had hosted co-author Ocean Palmer for a private round of
golf at Mayacoo Lakes Country Club in West Palm Beach,
where Jim was the reigning club champion. Jim spent much
of that round talking about life after baseball, his loving wife,
Susan, and his three children: Gina, J. J. (James Junior), and
infant son Michael.

Jim pitched for the Orioles, Yankees, and Braves during
his six seasons in the Majors (1967-1972) but too many hard
sliders shredded his shoulder and arm trouble abruptly ended
his career. His cumulative record was 43-32, including 18
wins by September 1 for Earl Weaver and the 1968 Orioles.
His ERA that season was 2.51, just a nudge above his career
best 2.21, which Jim posted during his 8-3 rookie season.
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Jim loved his time in the Majors. When asked about it he
used to say, “We got to play baseball!”

When we were searching for the perfect name for the
book, Gina volunteered what her dad often said. We loved
it, with her permission borrowed Jim’s phrase, and titled the
book accordingly.

We thank Gina, and her late father, for their friendship,
support, and enduring love of the game.



Introduction

% Gregg Olson

Every baseball player has a story, and the idea for We Got to
Play Baseball came when several of us got together during a
celebrity golf tournament at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina.

During the event’s final evening, many former players and
some of the celebrities were sitting around telling stories.
One of the wives was laughing just as loud as we were and
said, “Someone should write these stories down.” Ding ding!
The idea of assembling a collection of favorite stories from
men [’d played with and against was born.

I got home from the trip and called my friend Ocean
Palmer and asked him what he thought. Ocean has written
books and screenplays, and I thought he would be an enor-
mous help. How I came to know him is a story in itself.

We first connected through the mail when I was playing
my rookie season in Baltimore. Each week I got a letter from
this guy who would never send a card or anything he wanted
autographed.

To put it in perspective, I got exactly one letter a week
without cards, photos, or baseballs to sign. He’d send sup-
portive notes or doctored “In the Bleachers™ cartoons, sim-
ply to give me a laugh.

He did it for years. A few seasons into my career, after
my Orioles were involved in a bench-clearing brawl against
the Seattle Mariners, he shipped me a package. Inside was
a pair of boxing gloves signed and personalized to me by
Angelo Dundee, Muhammad Ali’s longtime boxing trainer.
The gist of the message was, “For a fighter, you’re a pretty
good pitcher.”

As time passed, I recognized his handwriting and looked
forward to his letters. He had no agenda other than to make
me laugh and boost my spirits. Throughout the ups and
downs of a Major League career, especially for a pitcher
with arm problems, that kind of support means a lot.

X1



xii  Introduction

It was six years before we met. When I left the Orioles and
went to spring training with the Atlanta Braves, we met up in
spring training and went to the Florida Derby at Gulfstream
Park. We bet the lock of the century and lost. We also played
golf, and I had dinner at his home in Miami with his wife and
daughter. We’ve been friends ever since, and now he’s my
co-author.

I’'m a Midwesterner, born in Scribner, Nebraska and
raised in Omaha. My father, Bill, is a nationally known base-
ball coach who shaped me into a Major Leaguer. I played
baseball and football in high school with good success and
decided to pitch in college rather than accept a scholarship to
go to Nebraska and become a lineman.

I went to Auburn and pitched for three years. I was fortu-
nate enough to be taken fourth overall in the June 1988 draft
by the Baltimore Orioles and turned professional.

I made it to the Majors two months later and in 1989 was
the team’s closer. I had 27 saves and was voted American
League Rookie of the Year, which means I’'m the answer to
a good baseball trivia question: What year did Ken Griffey,
Jr. win Rookie of the Year?

The answer is he didn’t. Griffey finished third in the bal-
loting behind me and Tom Gordon. Ken went on to have a
remarkable career, and I’'m glad we have a story about him in
the book; he was a superstar player who earned his way fair
and square to Cooperstown. He’s sure to go in the first year
he’s eligible, 2016.

I had a good fastball, but my money pitch was my curve-
ball. Until I got hurt and bounced around the latter half of my
career, I had a lot of success closing games. I had 217 saves,
combined with three others to pitch a no-hitter and was lucky
enough to make the All-Star team in 1990. Many of my team-
mates from that game (and many other All-Star games) con-
tributed stories to our collection. Several are Hall of Famers.

Every story was told to me in person with the exception of
Jim Fregosi’s. When I asked Jim for one, he reached into his
briefcase and handed me a copy of a magazine article with
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several. I liked one in particular and thought you would too,
so we included it with his permission. All the rest I recorded
and transcribed. Ocean did the rest.

Baseball players and fans share a very special bond. I
hope you enjoy We Got to Play Baseball as much as I en-
joyed hearing the stories my friends so willingly shared.

% Ocean Palmer

When Gregg called and spoke to me about the idea of put-
ting together a collection of stories, I encouraged him to do
it.  was happy to help; I love the game, and one of my earlier
books was Searching for Tendulkar, a baseball travelogue de-
tailing a remarkable 17-day trip across southern India spent
teaching baseball to cricket coaches in a cricket-mad country.

For many years during Gregg’s career, I stayed busy play-
ing low-level amateur baseball all around the world, a good-
will ambassador who taught and spread a love for the game.
I had nowhere near the skill it takes to compete at a level
close to the men you’ll read about. Regardless the length of
a man’s Major League career, simply getting to The Show
takes an amazing amount of talent.

This book, we hope, is the next best thing to being there.

Baseball is a team game played by individuals—a ba-
sic truth at every level from Little League to the Major
Leagues—and We Got to Play Baseball illustrates that,
thanks to the tremendous array of stories Gregg collected.

He spoke with Hall of Famers, All-Stars, teammates, and
opponents. Some of our contributors played for decades,
others for only a few games. In addition to the players,
Gregg also sat down with managers, coaches, umpires, and
scouts—even an official scorer.

We Got to Play Baseball was a lot of fun to compile, re-
search, and write, but for us its greatest meaning is what the
book represents: a shared love of the game by the men who
play it and the fans who cheer them on.

We hope you enjoy it.
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George Frazier

Bombs over Boston

When I was with the Yankees, we were in Boston for a series
against the Red Sox. A bunch of us got together and made a
water balloon bomber. It required 25 feet of surgical tubing
and six cones, similar to the funnels used to pour a can of oil
into a car’s crankcase. Tape it all together, punch the holes,
and put it on there.

Ron Guidry is pitching for us the next day, so he’s absent,
but 24 of the 25-man Yankee roster are on the roof of the
bank adjacent to our hotel. The bank is five stories high and
connected to the downtown Sheraton Towers.

Getting there is easy. From our hotel, we simply have
to take the elevator up from the lobby, crisscross over to
the bank side, and climb the fire escape to the roof. No one
says a word as we make our way through the Sheraton lobby
with sacks and pillowcases full of beer and water balloons.
We have five big garbage sacks full of water balloons and
enough beer to eventually litter the bank rooftop with empty
beer cans.

Bob Shirley is leaning on the edge, looking down on the
streets below and spotting. Goose (Gossage) and I grab hold
of the bomber’s ends. Graig Nettles is the shooter. We are
firing these water balloons off the roof from five stories up
and they are flying almost four hundred feet. They explode
in the street; people jump back and wonder, “What the heck
is going on?”

Shirley suddenly points and orders, “Five steps left.”

Me, Goose, and Nettles move five steps to our left, take
aim, and fire. Nettles hits a lady in the head. She drops. And
the way she goes down, we think she’s dead. Her husband
quickly grabs her and drags her away, into an alley.

1



2 Bombs over Boston

We can still see them so we cease-fire to watch. Once
she starts coming around and starts moving, we know she’s
okay. We resume with the beer drinking and bombing.

Goose tires of holding the end of the bomber, so he hands
it off to Jay Howell. After a few bombs with Howell in there,
Goose says matter-of-factly, “We’re done.”

We look back behind us, and there are 25 of Boston’s fin-
est coming over the walls with guns drawn.

Graig Nettles looks at me and says, “I just sent my kid to
reform school in Montana. Now I’m going to get arrested for
shooting water balloons off a bank in Boston.”

I look at Nettles and say, “You deserve to be in jail.”

The police thought we were robbing the bank. Our de-
fense was straightforward: “We’re the Yankees.”

Their response was straightforward, too: “Get off the roof.”

At about 2:00 a.m., we’re in a nearby bar called Lettuce-
head, and I decide to return to the bank roof to retrieve my
launcher. I go get it and return to the bar, where I convince
Shane Rawley and Dave Righetti to go with me. We go back
outside and plan to resume firing. We walk into the middle
of the quiet intersection, I’'m laying flat on my back in launch
mode, and we’re going to shoot at the first person who walks
out of the bar.

The door shoves open, and out step Nettles and Gossage.
They spot us and scream not to shoot, but it’s too late; they’re
already in the crosshairs.

Well, I am already set on letting this balloon go, but Raw-
ley steps back, which changes the angle and tension and
causes me to fire a balloon that zooms like a nasty slider
right into the bar’s picture window, which explodes.

The last thing I need is to meet another policeman, so |
hurry inside the bar and peel off $600 to the owner to replace
the window. Even with the cash, he’s still pissed. He has to
hang around until someone can come and replace the window.
None of us are welcome back in that bar for quite awhile.

I'kept the launcher and stowed it in a safe place. A few years
later, I’'m with the Indians, and we are playing in Milwaukee.
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Rene Lachemann is managing their ballclub, and he’s having
a tough time. They aren’t winning, so his team is taking extra
batting practice at three o’clock.

Bert Blyleven and I hike up to the upper deck of Milwau-
kee County Stadium. Bert is my spotter; he’s sitting nearby,
pretending to read a magazine, and acting like he’s killing
time doing nothing.

After I fire a balloon, he gives me new coordinates. “No,”
he says. “Two more feet to the left, Fraz.”

I’m shooting and shooting, down onto the field, and the
players can’t figure out where the bombs are coming from.
Water balloons are exploding on the infield, the mound, and
the outfield.

Blyleven suddenly interrupts. “Uh-oh,” he says, “I think
we’re caught.”

I look down, and all the Brewers are standing around the
batting cage at home plate looking up our way. I load and
fire three more balloons all at once. All three blast open on
top of the batting cage, drenching everybody.

Lachemann screams, “That’s enough! We’re done, al-
right, we’re done!”

I’'m thinking, “The hell you are,” and fire five more.

About an hour later, I get a message from Brewers catcher
Ted Simmons: he wants the launcher. I take it over and give
it to him.

Not long after, Teddy’s two sons, John and Matthew, have
the police called on them in downtown Milwaukee because
they’re launching water balloons off a balcony.

As far as I know, Simmons still has the launcher. But I
made a new one, and now I’m training my grandkids how to
use it. I must keep the tradition going.

% George Frazier

George was a right-handed relief pitcher who pitched for 10
years in the Major Leagues, primarily in middle relief and in
late-game situations. George pitched for five teams, among
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them the Yankees (1981-83) and the Indians (part of 1984).
His career record was 35-43. He finished 193 of 415 career
appearances and had 29 saves.

«» Graig Nettles

Graig spent half of his 22-year career with the Yankees and
made six All-Star teams, his last with the San Diego Padres
in 1985. A solid-fielding third baseman, Nettles played in
2,700 Major League games and was widely respected for
hitting with power. With a career slugging percentage of
421, Graig hit 390 home runs and drove in 1,314. A career
.248 hitter, Graig’s durability and everyday reliability en-
abled him to amass 2,225 hits and score 1,193 runs.

Nettles played in 13 postseason series and hit five home
runs in 53 games. He was on the winning team in two of
five World Series, winning back to back with the Yankees in
1977-78. He was also awarded a Gold Glove for his defen-
sive work during both championship seasons.

< Bert Blyleven

Born in the Netherlands and raised in Southern California,
Blyleven and his famous curveball fluttered to a 287-250
lifetime record, with 3,701 strikeouts. The durable right-
hander started and finished 242 of 685 lifetime starts, more
than one-third of every game he pitched over 22 seasons.
Seventeen times he won 10 or more games and 13 seasons
saw Bert complete 10 or more starts.

He was dominating for Minnesota in 1973, going 20-17
with 25 complete games in 40 starts and throwing 9 of his
60 career shutouts. Bert pitched 325 innings that season and
finished with a sparkling 2.52 earned run average—one of
10 seasons his ERA was below 3.00.

Blyleven made two All-Star teams and was a clutch per-
former in the postseason, going 5-1 in five series. He pitched
and helped win both World Series his teams played in, first
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with the Pittsburgh Pirates in 1979 against the Baltimore
Orioles and again eight years later with the Minnesota Twins
versus the St. Louis Cardinals.

Although Bert gave up 430 home runs during his career,
he never managed to hit one. He went to the plate 514 times
and finished with 52 singles and 7 doubles.

Voting support for Bert’s induction to the Baseball Hall of
Fame continued to grow in the years following retirement.
Nineteen years after finishing his career with the California
Angels, Bert earned enshrinement in the class of 2011, join-
ing Roberto Alomar and front office executive Pat Gillick.

< Ted Simmons

An eight-time All-Star during his 21-year career, Ted was
a switch-hitting catcher and first baseman who played for
three teams: the St. Louis Cardinals, Milwaukee Brewers,
and Atlanta Braves. During a three-season stretch with the
Cardinals Simmons caught a remarkable 153, 141, and 154
games—448 of 486 games played (92.2%). Seven times he
hit .300 or more and finished with an outstanding career av-
erage of .285. He was honored with a NL Silver Slugger
award in 1980 while with the Cardinals.

With a watchful eye, Simmons was tough to strike out.
He had nearly 10,000 Major League plate appearances and
walked far more often (855) than he fanned (694).

Ted finished with nearly 2,500 hits and 1,400 runs batted
in. He made it to one World Series, 1982, but as fate would
have it, his Brewers lost to the team that originally signed
him as a first round draft choice (tenth overall) in the 1965
draft—the St. Louis Cardinals.
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