CHAPTER 12





	The old folks proposed sports --- work your young anger off in athletics, they said; it is what youngsters have done since America began, and oldsters too; it is a worthy endeavor, healthful, courageous, fun, and it teaches that "good old American characteristic of good sportsmanship."


	I listened, and then I enjoyed the dream of myself hitting a home run in the last of the ninth, three runs behind, two out, the bases loaded, so that amid the roar of the entire nation's throat the Yankees win the pennant on the last day of the season, proving once again it is "the old pros" alone who have honor, an intense confident skill for performing a prescribed game within all the rules and traditions, an intuitive but well-developed and virilent ability to swing a bat in a proper arc, to hit a ball far, to throw to the right base quickly, to speed faster around the marked basepath --- and thus give a fine and self-willed meaning to the greatest game on earth before millions of bellering fans on a splendid summer day amidst the grass all green and the infield dirt well-raked, the tarp ready if it rains and all the colorful signs over which my homerun sails out of the park.  But the bust-up of my dream comes when, just as I am about to tag home with the victorious run, a siren screams its warning, I freeze within a step of the plate, a stunning silence strikes out across the stadium, and within thirty seconds, while everyone quietly counts, the BOMB drops and blows us all to hell.


	When I think of myself frozen there between "victory" and nothing, I can't help but laugh at all those who say, "Save yourself by learning to do one thing well, no matter what it is." I like to call this the Artisan's Error, taking refuge in a well-defined professionalism in order to confuse life with a manmade game, learning some strange dance so well that you can no longer simply walk in out of the rain, confusing truth to mean a score, converting the world into a playing field, assuming that people can be described as players, limiting life to "keeping your eye on the ball," and worst of all teaching that a loss can be recouped by a win on a similar field tomorrow.  What has this to do with Life on Earth within Space for a Time?  Surely you join me in the recognition of this lie that is lived by so many, this inane idiocy that they will fare all right so long as they learn to participate with skill in our national game.  I have one simple message for those of our elders who sit comfortably in the grandstands waiting for us, their sons, to play ball, and this message is You can take your bats and balls and go to hell!


	I played every game there is when I was a kid and I always scored, whether over a line in a net or making it home first and breaking the tape while I stepped on the bag.  I whipped ahead faster, on skates, Keds, or spikes, and nothing in uniform could stop me if they stuck to the rules, but after a shower and a walk outside to wait for the bus or hitch a ride at the stop-sign I soon realized there was no length worth running, no pitch or pass, no scoreboard or average worth a damn in the eyes of that big wide world which has seen it all and either destroys or ignores the contests.  A friend of mine scored three touchdowns on the day his widow-mother finally worked herself to death, and he said he did it for her.  I thought he must be a clown not a hero.  Another friend was leading hitter in the conference but he still couldn't date a girl worth screwing because he was ugly; and if I learned one thing it was that the young white thighs of an early woman open for you only if you say the right things, whether you are first string, second string or fourth string, or better if you are in the stands on Saturday holding her hand, patting her knee, and whispering leg-writhing somethings into her ear, rather than far below playing with a ball.  No other occupation but sport demands more skill, sweat and strength in a moment, and none is more meaningless; it is worthless to the world, unworthy of repetition, unlike music, words or pictures.  Sport is a childish fantasy, and to see it one only has to imagine two children climbing a tree in a race to the top, while the lumberman who will cut the whole tree down watches and waits for the game to be over with.  It is a social entertainment, like two ladies playing croquet when just outside the hedge stalks the tiger within a jungle that is even at that moment beginning its onslaught on the green cut lawn and a few moments later succeeds bringing vines, trees and tiger sweeping over the neatly laid out wickets.  It is two men having lunch and seeing who can spit farthest before the foreman blows his whistle and they must get the hell back in the factory to work.  It is lefthanded or righthanded, but isolated, single, while the world is a swelling tide about to sweep over the south and the north, the field and the players, so that none will know the score or even recal.1 what "score" means.  It is a boxing match that a huge spider watches so that when the bell rings, calling an end to the match and both gladiators head for the showers, the spider eats them up along with the referee, the managers, the audience and the arena, no matter how many scream that it isn't fair to fight after the bell has rung.


	The only athlete worth a damn is one who knows that sport is work for children and ladies, and who plays to give himself a better launch into the outside world, a man who swings his arms only so that his muscles grow and he can take on the jungle web of reality later with more strength, a man who runs only to increase his speed so that later when something is chasing him he can get away, a man who throws a ball to sharpen his aim for the day when his fist releases a rock, a man who practices winning only so that he will build up the habit of trying so that when he attempts to exist in a world that has made this impossible he will not succumb immediately or give up before he has made a small advance, a man who fills himself up with cheers so that when there is nothing but despair he will have something pleasant to remember.  But if a man continues swinging his arms in patterns, racing on a track, throwing a ball, winning and listening to cheers, without ever having left his backyard athletics and stepping out into the world, then he is a child, a fool, a Eunuch who deserves our horror instead of respect because he represents a worship of body, skill and sport without end.  He is a stunted slave who refuses to use his skill for anything of value or permanence but who grows old on the playing fields and retires right to his locker.  He is a phony who practices his duels well but never goes out at dawn for the real thing at twenty paces.  He is a splendid dog growing fat by the fire without a nose for the hunt.  He is a well-oiled amazing machine that runs all right but does nothing.  He is unusable, dispensable, laughable, an idiot with a well-shaped head, the finest cat but afraid of the basement, a glistening gun that won't go off, a long gleaming car going a hundred but with a bent steering wheel that sends it only around the block again and again and again.  He is like the movie-stars during wartime who engaged in great battles against the "enemy" while cameras ground away, like a preacher unworthy of God and scared of the devil, like a clown who never cracks a joke.  No other occupation like the athlete's symbolizes more the state of our country, riding its hobby horse around the carousel while real rustlers steal the nearby cattle.


	In 1948 on a fine summer day at Wrigley Feld, Chicago, I tried out with the New York Giants, met Melvin Ott of lifted foot and mighty swing who was managing then, shook Walker Cooper's hand and batted against --- I forget who-in practice.  I had been brought there with two other "stars" from my conference, and as we took our cuts Mighty Mel, who himself had been discovered by John McGraw, stood behind the screen calling for curves, sinkers and speed balls, within our hearing, to see what we could do.  I remember I hit some hard groundballs, three clean singles, a double (or possibly a triple) off the green vines in left center and two homers --- one down the leftfield line and one almost due center.  They thought I was a helluva good hitter and I got ushered into Ott's dressing room before the game, where he offered me a coke.


	"You wanta play ball, kid?" he said, a slim smile slitting through the leather around his mouth.


	"Maybe," I said.


	"Whattayuh mean, maybe? Do yah or don't yah?"


	"With the Giants?"


	"Nah.  Yah got something maybe yah can start in Class B. Maybe Three I."


	"What about school?"


	"Geezus, ya wanta go to school-whatta yah doing here!"


	"I think I made a mistake," I said.  Here was the Mighty Mel Ott and he was just a clown.


	"Yah better make up your mind, kid." He walked past me shaking his head.


	I got to see the game free and afterward the scout drove us home.  "Did he say anything to you about a contract?" he asked me.


	"Yeah, but Class B," I said.


	"Geezus, Class B. You shoulda took it, kid."


	I got a couple other offers, but the shine was already worn off baseball, after meeting Ott, an average man like everybody else, so I enrolled at a cheap school near home called LaGrange Junior College for awhile and then quit that, too, and went to work as a laborer.  The next spring I went in to Wrigley Field to see the Giants and Ott remembered me once I reminded him about last year.


	"Yah ready to play ball now, kid?" he smiled.


	"No," I said, and I wasn't.  "I don't think I'll ever play ball, Mr. Ott."


	"Suit yourself."


