Henry W. Thomas. Walter Johnson: Baseball’s Big Train. Lincoln, Neb.: Bison Books, 1998. xiv + 458 pp. $20.00
(paper), ISBN 978-0-8032-9433-2.
Reviewed by Jon Enriquez (Georgetown University)
Published on H-Arete (June, 1998)

The Gentleman Pitcher
Most sports biographies are for fans, because fans
are most interested in the facts described in biographies.
Scholars, however, look for something more. We crave
insights into the motives and actions of a unique personality, or the sporting culture, or the social fabric of
the nation, or the spirit of the age. The distinguished
baseball historian Charles Alexander wrote a fine biography of Ty Cobb that painted a vivid portrait of Cobb
and attempted to unlock the mysteries surrounding the
enigmatic legend. By contrast, Alexander’s biography
of Rogers Hornsby is disappointing because Alexander
fails to provide much more than the fan-biography grist
of what-did-he-hit-in-1923. I suspect that the problem
lies not with Alexander’s shortcomings so much as with
the possibility that there’s nothing particularly interesting to learn or to say about the great infielder. In Walter
Johnson: Baseball’s Big Train, Henry Thomas successfully
provides a well-rounded look at the life and personality
of the Washington Senators pitcher, and suggests much
about the place of baseball and baseball players in American culture in the 1910s and 1920s.

But Johnson was more than a great baseball player.
His personal traits marked him as one of the most admired athletes of his day. The legendary Bill James once
wrote, “To those of us growing up in the Midwest [in
the 1950s and 1960s], Walter Johnson was exactly what
[Christy Mathewson] was to Easterners. He was not only
a legendary pitcher, but the incarnation of the athletic
virtues of decency, charm, and style.” Thomas provides a
fine portrait of Johnson the man, skillfully weaving Johnson’s personal life into his professional career. He gives
ample evidence of Johnson’s generosity, humility, and
decency. He supplements this picture with a recounting
of how Johnson was described in newspapers and magazines of the day. It is easy to understand why fans, players, and sportswriters alike had a high regard for Johnson.
One of the most memorable discussions in the book
concerns the friendship between Johnson and Ty Cobb.
Cobb was widely disliked for his arrogance, violent
temper, and rough playing style. Yet Johnson and
Cobb treated each other with respect and even affection.
Thomas notes that Cobb was incapable of hitting Johnson’s pitching until he realized that Johnson was mortally afraid of hitting a batter. Thereafter, Cobb crowded
the plate and forced Johnson to pitch to Cobb’s strength.
Cobb’s success against Johnson must have made it easier
for the two great players to get along, but it is Johnson’s
sterling nature that clearly lies at the heart of their friendship. I was left with the thought that if Walter Johnson
counted Ty Cobb as a friend, then perhaps Cobb wasn’t
so terrible after all.

Johnson’s place among the greatest pitchers of all
time is unquestioned. He won 417 games, second only to
Cy Young on the all-time list. In 1921, he broke Young’s
career strikeout total of 2799, and retired in 1927 with
a total of 3508 strikeouts. Johnson held that record for
more than sixty years, until Steve Carlton, Gaylord Perry,
and Nolan Ryan all passed him in 1983; Tom Seaver and
Don Sutton passed Johnson in 1985 and 1986 respectively. He still holds the record for most career shutouts
with 110. And, as Thomas recounts in an appendix, there
are dozens of ballplayers, sportswriters, fans, and histoThomas’s development of Johnson’s noble character
rians who believe that Johnson was the greatest pitcher
suggests
that his personal traits played a critical role in
ever.
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