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Thirty-five and more years ago, in addition to Little
League games, John Meister and I would play baseball
in the area between our back yards. Under a misshapen
tree drooping above Harold Meister’s tool shed, John and
I would take our turns at bat. We’d hit toward the east
and north: the place in my yard where we burned trash,
across the grass-grown alley, was right field; the Garber
girls’ flower garden, across Walnut Street, was left. It
was a big enough patch that, for several years, it was safe
and roomy. The tree, the shed–and later, the wormhouse
(which Harold built for his nightcrawler business, making a little extra off the lazier fishermen in town)–made
for effective backstops. Since John and I were both natural right-handed hitters, the garage house in right field
where my grandmother and a maiden aunt lived wasn’t
threatened by long flies. As we grew, though, our power
alley did become a danger zone. Though I know now
that the Garber girls were just sweet old ladies (really,
I thought Martha was, even back then), Madeline could
certainly put on a scowl when we traipsed through their
lush flower beds chasing a long hit. And I’m sure, looking back, that we worried more than they did about the
bright blue globe that sat on a birdbath base in the middle
of the garden: a liner or a hard bouncer could have easily
smashed it to bits. Still, it was a “comfortable” ballpark.
All summer long, we’d play games, recreating the batting orders of current big-league teams, trying to bat as
the real big-leaguers batted, trying to make sure we were
realistic in the style–if not in the result–of the games.

repositioned home plate, made it possible for us to continue playing two-man ball in our own yards for several
more summers.

Later, as our ability to hit for power and distance
grew, we shifted to a south and west arrangement. Long
hits to left now went into the Meisters’ own vegetable
garden, and John could retrieve those without threat; the
sheds and the tree blocked long hits into center, and right
was the now-filled-in hole where a basement house had
been, with plenty of room to go all the way to Hancock
Street and across to Wilbur Eckstein’s cornfield. Those
safety features, coupled with a pitch-back net behind the

There is much of 1950s mythology in these Farrell
pieces. Baseball’s appeal is its poetry (p. 82). “We American men are a nation of frustrated baseball players . . .”
(p. 187). The poetry “becomes a part of ourselves,” and
it includes “[t]he spectacle, the movements, the sounds,
the crack of the bat, the swift changes from routine dullness to sudden and dramatic excitement . . .” (pp. 19293). Such litanies crowd the text; near his conclusion, he
says, “we can boil all this down to a simple sentence–

Still later, as we headed for high school, we abandoned the mock games, opting instead to hit long flies
or hard grounders right down the alley, north to south.
Batting from the Walnut Street end, we’d hit to the area
between the Cottons’ and the Fishers’, half a town block
or more. It was outfielding practice for a couple a varsity
hopefuls. The games of childhood were over.
Probably nothing about this set-up was unusual. The
two of us, whiling away our summers playing ball in
the yard: typical American boys growing up, isolated in
the small-town early sixties. As James T. Farrell tells his
story, I was surprised how similar must have been our experiences to his nineteen-tens boyhood in an Irish neighborhood of South Chicago. Geographical variations and
a half a century aside, baseball and boyhood in twentiethcentury America have long been inextricably entwined.
Farrell’s version of boyhood baseball opens his 1957
My Baseball Diary. The initial narrative tells of his buying a Ty Cobb Louisville Slugger bat with his first dollar.
An aunt who sees the little boy dwarfed by the bat asks,
“What in the name of God possessed him? ” (p. 6). The
rest of the book essays to answer that seemingly simple
question. Its answer? In a phrase, baseball possessed
him.
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