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The Interview

"Between the Lines " by Greg Holden '0\0

Grandma went to their living room and picked up a large black binder, carried
.
j^g Dining room and set it on the table. I assumed we would do the interview there.
The binder was a scrapbook she had put together of all of BJ's baseball memories,
wspaper articles, contracts, and pictures. As she turned the pages and showed me how
the scrapbook was arranged, I noticed a picture of him that covered the whole page in the
middle of the scrapbook; it was dated 1957.1 was surprised by how young and attractive
he looked. In the black and white photo he seems to be wearing a beige or gray suit. He is
holdina an unlit cigarette in his right hand and his left hand is resting on the back of a
chair his wedding ring catching the light. The grin on his face is so natural, so sure. I
always thought of my Grandpa BJ as a gruff guy, but this young gentleman in the picture
looked like quite a charmer!
Grandpa BJ came in and we decided to get started. Grandma Julia excused
herself to give us privacy and flashed us that beautiful smile we know so well. She
seemed much more excited about my project than he was. We sat down at their dining
room table, facing each other. He had brought in a beer, a pack of cigarettes, a lighter,
and an ashtray. They lay in front of his tan arms, folded in front of him on the table. He
had on a short polo shirt that he probably wore golfing this afternoon, a gold necklace,
and glasses. His light, buzzed hair blended in with his tan, wrinkled face. Years ago,
before it was buzzed and when it was a lot thicker, my sister and I would mess up his hair
while he napped on his "throne," a comfy armchair facing the TV. When he would fall
asleep after dinner in the evenings she and I could never pass up the opportunity to pick
on him. BJ is a gruff guy; he would get all upset, scold us and mutter curse words under
his breath. Then he would look over at us standing together about arm's length away
from the armchair, our eyes wide. Realizing he was overreacting and making us feel bad,
he would smirk and reach out with those long arms, pull us in, and tickle us until we
broke free. When he buzzed his hair he told us it was so that ornery girls couldn't mess it
up any more. We were naturally disappointed.
I smiled at the memory and began the interview. The first thing I needed to
know was a general overview of his career. So he prepared to hit all the highlights. He
got out a cigarette, lit it, inhaling deeply. I turned on my cheap hand-held tape recorder
and settled myself over a steno notebook with my pen. He shot me a look that said
something like, "You look nervous, kid." I don't know why, really, but I was nervous. He
exhaled and started. I know he has been interviewed before, but he acted as if he didn't
know what I wanted to hear.
"We played for fun. It was a pick-up game with all the boys. It lasted all
summer." I asked if he played for his high school and he replied that they had no team.
There was an area team, made up of high school age kids called the Baxter Springs Whiz
Kids. BJ played for the Whiz Kids from 1946-1948. He was the third baseman and a
good hitter. After giving me this information he paused, flicked the ash off his cigarette
and added, "That's when I played with Mantle."
I wanted my story's focus to be based on the fact that my grandpa played with
Mickey Mantle. So when BJ paused, I said, "Tell me about Mickey Mantle." BJ looked
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like he was going to chuckle. He must have been thinking that was what I wanted to
hear—just like every other reporter that had interviewed him—it was always about
Mantle.
"He was on the team, but he was a scrawny little shit. You saw the pictures in
there, you know—where he was in the back, standing up..." He was referring to the
picture Grandma was so proud of.
BJ explained that Mantle's dad worked in the lead and zinc mines in the area
with the manager of the Whiz Kids, and that's why he was on the team. He lived in a littl
town called Commerce, Oklahoma, about 6 miles away from Baxter Springs, Kansas.
"Had a leg problem," BJ said. Mantle suffered from the bone disease osteomyelites. BJ
tried to help me understand: "He got kicked playing football—in the shins—and that
brought it on." He went on to tell me that when they played together in 1947 Mantle was
5'5" and about 125 pounds.
After getting leg surgery in Oklahoma City, he grew up. In 1948, he was 5' 10"
and 1701bs. BJ laughed to himself as he explained this. What he did not say I found in
Mantle's autobiographies:
Mutt Mantle had wanted a son so badly. A son that would play baseball, a son
who would not just play well, but be a star—a legend—not work in the mines like his
father had. Mutt put baseballs in the crib with Mickey. He named him after the American
league catcher Mickey Cochran. He researched the success of switch hitters before his
son was even born and decided to teach him to hit from both sides of the plate. I
remember reading that Mutt put a radio broadcast of a baseball game in the crib with
Mickey as the sound to go with his mobile, which had baseball hats, balls, and mitts
hanging down.
He did get kicked in the shins playing football, a sport Mutt did not even want
him to play. So somehow his parents found the money and they took him to Oklahoma
City to get surgery, which saved his career.
While Mantle was getting well and growing strong, BJ was Baxter Springs's
star third baseman. BJ explained that there was only one field they could play at. At nighi
they played under lights designed for a football game. At the games there were about a
couple hundred people, he estimated. They would cheer a lot. The Whiz Kids "won most
of the time," he said. They had games three nights a week and some on Sunday afternoons. "It did not cost to get in but they passed the hat around for donations. You know,
like they do in the movies." He smiled and I thought of the baseball movies I had seen s>
in that time. It was such an honest and generous gesture. The memory made us both
smile.
"Five or six players from the Whiz Kids team signed pro contracts. There was
only one star out of the bunch of us: Mantle. Oh yeah, it was big when someone got
signed. Read about it in the paper, you know." I wanted to know more about Kansas and
Oklahoma where the Whiz Kids played. He said Southeast Kansas was flat. There was
nothing to do as a kid, except "play ball, o' course." They also spent their time by riding
bicycles and swimming in the river.
When asked about his family, BJ answered in short sentences. He wasn't
nostalgic or sentimental. His parents called him Billy and came to most of the Whiz Kids'
games. Like Mutt Mantle, BJ's father wanted his son to play pro ball. He had played until!
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h was 35 and almost went to the University of Missouri, but he was the last son and had
to stay on his family's cattle farm and help.
While playing ball for Baxter Springs, BJ lived in an "average sized ranch
h use" in town and walked or rode his bike to school. He was blond, what BJ referred to
s a "tow head." He said he was a three-sport letterman, but only mentioned playing
basketball and football in high school. Their mascot was the lion. In the February 20,
1947 Baxter Springs paper, there is a picture of BJ's basketball team—the new TwinValley Conference Tournament Champions.
He was the quarterback and still holds the record for sixteen consecutive
completed passes in one game. Newspaper clippings gave detailed accounts of every
me, sucn as: "With Johnson and Abe Richards making some nice runs, Johnson scored
off tackle from the 5 yard line. A pass, Johnson to Underbill was good. Johnson did a nice
job of punting under the worst conditions," (Baxter Springs Paper, 1947). In the wintertime he worked for his dad in the Chevy garage, being a "gopher" for about fifty dollars
a week.
I later gathered more details from various autobiographies and stories about
Mantle. At the time of this interview, all I knew of Mantle was what I had seen in that
movie and what BJ was telling me. However, I knew I could learn the facts of Mantle's
fame; what I needed from BJ were the stories books like The Mick left out.
I asked if the teammates were close to one another, all friends, or if it was
"pretty much just baseball." He decided the bond was just baseball, then stopped and
thought. A memory passed through his mind and then he said, "Well, you don't have to
put it in there," gesturing to my notes before continuing, "but I remember one incident,"
and began the story:
We played Columbus, Kansas (the county seat of Cherokee county, where
Baxter Springs was) and this one particular night we beat them for the championship of
the league. And after the game Mickey Mantle, Buddy Ball, and me were going to the
county fair. We had our uniforms on and everything. Didn't have a shower, you know, go
home took a shower or whatever, but we were going to the county fair.
"Buddy had his folks' brand new 1948 Plymouth, which was the first time they
came out with low pressure tires. You just think about turning the car and the tires
squealed, you know. Sounded like you were going a hundred miles an hour. Going to the
county fair, we turned this corner, tires squealed, the police are right on us. Cost us ten
dollars and never made it to the fair. Buddy had 5,1 had three, Mantle had two, and that
was ten dollars—and there went the fair! That was one time we were gonna be buddies,
you know."
We both laughed at the recollection. In Mantle's autobiography, The Mick, he
relates a similar story. They took a car trip with Harry Wells who, during Mantle's first
year with the Whiz Kids, gave him a job at his cemetery business. That trip turned out to
be a bonding experience. The "Billy Johnson" Mantle mentions is my Grandpa BJ.
That's Harry all over. A man of great patience. I remember when he
bought a brand-new red Mercury convertible. He invited me and some of the
Whiz Kids—Billy Johnson, Buddy Ball, and Jim Canega, I think—to take a
ride all the way to St. Louis, a 300-mile trip. It was the end of our baseball
season and Harry had secured tickets for a Cardinals game at Sportsman's Park.
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We left the night before and persuaded Harry to put the top down. It was colder
than Siberia and Harry's shivering at the wheel while the three of us are in the
backseat, laughing our heads off. At the same time other cars are darting to
avoid us because we are chewing these big wads of bubble gum, then taking
them out of our mouths and throwing them at the windshields of cars coming
from the opposite direction on the old narrow highway going into St. Louis.
Drove there in the middle of the night, then stopped off at the crack of dawn
and restocked ourselves with candy, soda pop, and more bubble gum. When we j
finally strolled back to the car, Harry was wearing a frozen smile to match the
icicles on his nose.
Those were great times.
BJ's scrapbook is filled with articles about the Whiz Kids games. He was
clearly a star on that team. In each article his skills earn a paragraph. An example of one
of his better games:
In the game Sunday afternoon, Billy Johnson, regular third baseman
for the county team, pitched a brilliant three-hit game to sit the Dixie Runners
down in the one-sided 7-0 tilt. Headland threatened to score only twice, once in|
the second and once in the seventh. Both times there were two men out and
Johnson struck the last man out each time. The noted third baseman was
credited with seven strikeouts.
In 1948, a Yankee scout named Tom Greenwade came to see BJ play.
Greenwade did not know it yet, but BJ had already signed with the Philadelphia Athletics
semi-pro league and was about to go to Leary, Georgia to play for them. That night BJ
did not become a Yankee, but Greenwade found a future star for the Yankees: Mantle, of
course. That was what Mantle called "a significant event, a milestone in my life."
BJ didn't say much about that night. Just that it was raining and Mantle did
play well in the game. I asked him if he was upset at the time that he did not hold out for
the Yankees. He explained that he wasn't. His signing bonus for the A's was three
thousand dollars. That was more than the Yankees, Cardinals, Red Sox, or Dodgers
offered him.
It is understandable that Mantle remembers the night much better and much to
his favor in his autobiography, The Mick.
...my sole ambition was to play professional ball. The where and
how meant little, only the chance. Well, there's such a thing as luck and some
of it rubbed off on me when Tom Greenwade came down the road from
Springfield, Missouri, to scout prospects for the Yankee farm system. He was at
the Baxter Springs ballpark, evaluating a kid named Billy Johnson, our third
baseman. I wasn't even on his list. But whatever he saw in Billy, he apparently
found something more to his liking after watching me switch-hit a couple of
home runs into the river on one bounce. I also remember the rain; a big
cloudburst, everbody ducking for their cars, when suddenly Dad steers me to
him, saying there's a fellow in there who's dying to meet me. It's Greenwade, a
reedy old guy with a nice friendly smile. He says, "How would you like to play
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for the Yankees?" I give him a look, totally flabbergasted. He says, "Well, I
can't talk officially because you're still in high school, but don't sign with
anyone else and the day you graduate I'll be back."
Dad says, "With an offer?"
And Greenwade smiles reassuringly. "We'll see what we can do."
Going home, I remember Dad explaining the opportunities I'd have
in New York, feeling the excitement as he talked about the Yankee stadium, the
Babe, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio—a royal tradition. "No question," he said,
"we oughta wait on Greenwade."
The reason Greenwade could not sign BJ was because he had already signed
and was headed to Georgia, where he "got paid, but you wasn't supposed to. It was under
the table. A lot of college guys, but we were just kids. None of us had jobs and they paid
us. We were considered amateurs. Semi-pro, we had some older guys who had played pro
ball. We played about six games a week."
In February 1950, he was playing for the A's in Welch, West Virginia, "which is
D ball, the lowest form of pro-ball at the time. D, C, B, A, AA and then the majors." The
Joplin'oiobe wrote an article about BJ for the May 2, 1951 paper. Part of that article read:
Johnson hit well in spring ball. He has worked almost to the dropping
point under Skaff's watchful eye at his fielding. He has the ability; he has
played the position a year.
Now he gets the big test. His play can mean a lot to Lincoln's hopes
to climb up the Western League ladder. He has made a big hit with everyone
concerned so far. His resemblance to Nelly Fox is pronounced.
I asked B J what he thought of being compared to Nellie Fox, the famous
White Sox second baseman. He asked me what I meant. "Well, is it true that you're
like him?" I blurted.
"I wasn't the one who said that, so how do I know if it is true? It was his
comment, not mine," he tested me, but I kept trying.
"Can you see any similarities? Do you agree with his opinion?"
"Well, I guess I agree—I looked kinda like him, back then. But playing like
him—I don't know. He was in the major leagues!" BJ laughed. In my head I commented
that he could've been just as good as a major leaguer—that's why they signed him, but I
decided not to argue.
BJ made the rookie all-star team there. "Had a good year, so they jumped me to
A ball, Lincoln, Nebraska. And I had a mediocre year there, cuz I met a girl and then in
December of '51 I went in the Air Force."
BJ was in the Air Force for 4 years, during the Korean War. When he got out he
was 25 years old. In 1953, he was on the all Air Force team (like an all-star team). In '54,
they won the World Wide Air Force tournament. All the bases sent a team. This particular
one was held at Scott Field in Illinois. Then the four winners from all the branches of the
armed services went to the all-service tourney. BJ played third base, of course. Air force
got 3rd place. "Navy beat us, we beat the marines and got third place." So I take it that the
Army won.
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His Air force team was called the Mustangs. His manager talks about the
benefits of watching the Air force games:
Most of the onlookers with whom I have talked agree that third
baseman Bill Johnson has the best chance of any of our fine ball players of
going to the majors when he leaves the Air Force. Bill was playing "A" ball at
Lincoln of the Western league when he entered the service, and it's my personal |
opinion that he was only about three or four years from the big show at that
time. All members of the team have been, or are potentially, professional
players. There's no admission charge to any of the games and you'd have to go
at least to Denver to see any better ball.
Johnson either leads or is tied for about every individual honor on the I
club. He and Gus Poulos have 30 hits each to lead that department, and Johnson |
has stolen 17 bases, driven in 36 runs, and his six homers to be top man in all
those categories.
He stopped playing in '55 and became manager of the Air Force team. One
clipping from May 1955 said, "Bill Johnson, a returning veteran of the Warren Mustang
Baseball squad will coach this year's defending champions at the base until a permanent
manager is appointed" (The Wyoming Eagle).
The next year he married the girl from Ohio (not my grandma) and moved to
Ohio. "Then I ended up in Abilene, Texas. In 1956, hurt my arm and my career ended." I I
asked him how he hurt his arm. He said, ".. .throwing too hard, too soon. Pulled rotator
plate, [gestures to his shoulder] tore it. So my career ended, I finished the season,
but... [frowns and shrugs]. Then I came home and went to work. End of the story."
During this time in BJ's career. Mantle played a year in the minor leagues
preparing for the Yankees. They brought him up in 1951, giving him the number six, but I
the pressure was too much for him. He was sent back to the Yankees Triple A minor
league team in Kansas City to regain his batting swing. In August, after a pep talk from
his father and some practice, he was brought back up and given his now-famous number
seven. His bone disease, osteomyelites, kept him from the draft into the Korean War, and
the rest is history. He led the league in 27 batting titles and is one of history's best-loved I
Yankees. He was a power-hitter, one of the most feared in his time. He scored 1,677
career runs.
Just as BJ finished the overview of his career, Grandma came in and asked us if I
we could take a break for dinner. She had gone to Wendy's while we were talking and
bought us salads. She got utensils from the kitchen and asked us what we wanted to drink
while I shuffled all my papers back into my notebook and stuffed the tape recorder in my
bag.
We ate dinner and commented on how good and filling those new Wendy's
salads were. Grandma brought up the CIA job offer I had. The promise of money and job I
security was oh-so-appealing to my family. But, to most everyone's disappointment, I had
done the irrational and decided I would rather be a writer. Grandpa BJ did not seem to be
paying attention. He went upstairs to use the bathroom while Grandma urged me to apply
for the CIA thing and just see what happened. I acted like I might.
We cleared the table and threw away the plastic to-go containers while Grandpa
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flipped through the sports highlights and news on the TV in the front room. He was
draining a beer, standing behind the armchair dubbed his "throne" so long ago. He looked
like he had a long day.
Kansas City Press-chronicle details a rough week in his game:
From jeers to cheers.
That's the story of Bill Johnson, Welch's third baseman, who despite
a few bad nights has closed his ears to the jeers and hustled anyway.
Johnny looked like a major leaguer out there last night. He scooped
up everything that came his way like a gigantic steam shovel.
Now its surprising what a little boost will do for a ballplayer just
breaking into the professional game. Johnson had a few backslaps despite his
disastrous night Wednesday and came right back with a terrific performance.
Grandma decided he needed a little boost to get the interview going again. She
grabbed his arm and steered him back to the dining room. He turned off the TV with the
remote and tossed it back on the chair, exclaiming, "What? We aren't done yet?" I am
pretty sure he was serious. He let out a labored sigh and settled back into his chair, which
she had pulled out for him. I repositioned myself and reviewed the remaining questions
on my list, noticing the details of our setting: the just-emptied ashtray and new pack of
cigarettes in front of his chair. I felt bad and a little offended that he wanted it to be over.
My other grandparents had loved the whole thing, talking too much at times. So I tried to
think of something interesting to say.
"What is your favorite memory of a game or a moment in the game?" That is
interesting, I thought; it might lighten things up a bit if he was getting frustrated with me
or tired of the interview.
He didn't answer me. His face was all scrunched up as he looked down in the
ashtray. I waited. The cheap tape-recorder was clicking in the middle of the table between
us. He decided he would just tell me about a good game he remembered. It was one
Sunday afternoon on the Air Force team: He had five runs, a home run, two doubles, and
a single. "All in one game, that was a good game. Every game is a good game, 1 think."
He shrugged. "I love the game."
Then I asked about money. I had no idea how much a baseball player made in
the 40's, and I didn't want to guess and look stupid. He said when he started he was on a
D contract for $175 a month and then, a year later, on an A contract for $325 a month.
This was during the late 1940's and early 50's. He concluded with a sigh that didn't seem
too disappointed, "Four years later making the same money."
In other interviews I have read, major leaguers complain about traveling, so I
wanted to see what BJ would have to say about it. He thought back and recalled that each
team had a bus, an old school bus. They would sing, joke, talk about girls. He did not
complain like other players are known to, but I knew he didn't fly. That may have made a
big difference, players now complain of jet lag and airports. On the subject of traveling
he concluded, "No, I really enjoyed it."
"Was 'making it' or becoming famous important to you? Or was it just love of
the game?" I asked, finally at ease again.
"Loved the game. We all just hoped to get by. The goal was to be famous or
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seven. His bone disease, osteomyelites, kept him from the draft into the Korean War, and
the rest is history. He led the league in 27 batting titles and is one of history's best-loved I
Yankees. He was a power-hitter, one of the most feared in his time. He scored 1,677
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Just as BJ finished the overview of his career, Grandma came in and asked us if I
we could take a break for dinner. She had gone to Wendy's while we were talking and
bought us salads. She got utensils from the kitchen and asked us what we wanted to drink
while I shuffled all my papers back into my notebook and stuffed the tape recorder in my
bag.
We ate dinner and commented on how good and filling those new Wendy's
salads were. Grandma brought up the CIA job offer I had. The promise of money and job I
security was oh-so-appealing to my family. But, to most everyone's disappointment, I had
done the irrational and decided I would rather be a writer. Grandpa BJ did not seem to be
paying attention. He went upstairs to use the bathroom while Grandma urged me to apply
for the CIA thing and just see what happened. I acted like I might.
We cleared the table and threw away the plastic to-go containers while Grandpa
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flipped through the sports highlights and news on the TV in the front room. He was
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like he had a long day.
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a few bad nights has closed his ears to the jeers and hustled anyway.
Johnny looked like a major leaguer out there last night. He scooped
up everything that came his way like a gigantic steam shovel.
Now its surprising what a little boost will do for a ballplayer just
breaking into the professional game. Johnson had a few backslaps despite his
disastrous night Wednesday and came right back with a terrific performance.
Grandma decided he needed a little boost to get the interview going again. She
grabbed his arm and steered him back to the dining room. He turned off the TV with the
remote and tossed it back on the chair, exclaiming, "What? We aren't done yet?" I am
pretty sure he was serious. He let out a labored sigh and settled back into his chair, which
she had pulled out for him. I repositioned myself and reviewed the remaining questions
on my list, noticing the details of our setting: the just-emptied ashtray and new pack of
cigarettes in front of his chair. I felt bad and a little offended that he wanted it to be over.
My other grandparents had loved the whole thing, talking too much at times. So I tried to
think of something interesting to say.
"What is your favorite memory of a game or a moment in the game?" That is
interesting, I thought; it might lighten things up a bit if he was getting frustrated with me
or tired of the interview.
He didn't answer me. His face was all scrunched up as he looked down in the
ashtray. I waited. The cheap tape-recorder was clicking in the middle of the table between
us. He decided he would just tell me about a good game he remembered. It was one
Sunday afternoon on the Air Force team: He had five runs, a home run, two doubles, and
a single. "All in one game, that was a good game. Every game is a good game, 1 think."
He shrugged. "I love the game."
Then I asked about money. I had no idea how much a baseball player made in
the 40's, and I didn't want to guess and look stupid. He said when he started he was on a
D contract for $175 a month and then, a year later, on an A contract for $325 a month.
This was during the late 1940's and early 50's. He concluded with a sigh that didn't seem
too disappointed, "Four years later making the same money."
In other interviews I have read, major leaguers complain about traveling, so I
wanted to see what BJ would have to say about it. He thought back and recalled that each
team had a bus, an old school bus. They would sing, joke, talk about girls. He did not
complain like other players are known to, but I knew he didn't fly. That may have made a
big difference, players now complain of jet lag and airports. On the subject of traveling
he concluded, "No, I really enjoyed it."
"Was 'making it' or becoming famous important to you? Or was it just love of
the game?" I asked, finally at ease again.
"Loved the game. We all just hoped to get by. The goal was to be famous or
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pro, but the game meant more in the long run than the fame did." He was seemingly at
ease too.
"Who were your favorite ball players?" I asked. He answered: Ted Williams,
who he said was a "great hitter" and Ty Cobb. I just nodded and wrote them down. The
names meant little to me. While reading about baseball I found out who these players that
my grandfather favored actually were. Ted Williams was the last player to bat .400 and he
had 521 home runs, despite missing nearly five full seasons to military service.
Ty Cobb is not so easy to summarize. He broke records as well, but the stats are
not the only facts about Cobb that are memorable. He was possibly the first millionaire
ballplayer. He brought cruelty, viciousness, and danger to the game. Though his emotional stability and mental health have been questioned, he is known as "the most
efficient, competent, consistently sensational ballplayers of all time," (Gallico, 199-216).
His spikes often cut members of the opposing team who were blocking the base he was
trying to reach.
His father, whom he loved and respected, wanted him to go to West Point. He
was constantly out to prove himself to his father and to his peers. It has been said that he
went into every game and thought of it as nothing less than war.
The sad truth about Cobb's story is there was a reason for his emotional
instability. His father suspected Cobb's mother of infidelity, so he pretended to go away
on a business trip then climbed in their bedroom window from outside expecting to catch
her in the act. Being alone in the 1930s, she took a shotgun to bed with her that night.
Thinking he was a criminal, she killed him. That story explained his emotional condition
well enough for me.
Since I didn't know who Ted Williams or Ty Cobb were, I moved on. "Who are
your favorite players now?" He scoffed and did not reply. I laughed a little and assumed
he did not have any. Then he started to discuss the differences between baseball then and
now. "There were sixteen major teams: eight American, eight National. Now there are
thirty teams. So, there are two times as many teams and the talent is diluted. They are all
trying to hit homeruns. The whole thing is money, the owners always get their way
because they have so much money." This comment of BJ's made me think of an
interview I read by Studs Terkel with Steve Hamilton. Hamilton and BJ agreed: Hitting
has become more important. The ball is made harder so it will go farther. And no one
cares about coming to see someone because they are a good outfielder.
I decided to push my luck. "Care to comment on the baseball strike?" He didn't
answer for a moment or two. "No," he smiled slyly and sighed like he was disappointed
or his opinion was disjointed. He did eventually comment in short aggravated sentences.
Saying things like, "more money, killing the all-American game, greed."
To conclude the interview I asked, "What made you decide to stop playing?"
He simply said, "Korean War. Did not want to get drafted, so I enlisted in the
Air Force. Played ball there, but five years is a lot of time to lose in pro baseball. Hurt my
arm in '56 and my career ended."
After the interview, I was going through his scrapbook, writing down names
and dates for future reference. Grandma had highlighted passages where he was mentioned: "Johnson's double with the sacks clogged drove home the tying and winning
runs." I was finding appropriate quotes when Dad came in. He was there to take me back

to campus. He looked down at the large black binder, the contents of which I was pouring
over, more interested in what it had to say than what he did. He put his hand on my
shoulder then looked at his mother and made an apology for, I believe, being late. Then
Dad found an article about when BJ and Bill Reynolds, a former football star with the
Cleveland Browns, played for the Mustangs together in the Air force. He and Grandma
started talking about what an amazing life BJ has had, what an amazing ball player BJ
was, and generally how amazing he is. When B J himself walked into the room they quit
talking. You can't praise BJ in front of him; he blows it off, makes a joke. Yet he has
never been a joke to us. His amazing baseball past is not a big deal to him—it's just his
life.
I looked up. He had a beer in one hand and was finishing a cigarette in the
other. He smashed the butt in the ashtray before shaking my dad's hand. Then he smiled
down at me and tried to read the article I was looking at. Grandma decided just then that
what was wrong was he needed one name. She pointed. "Bill Johnson," two pages later,
"Willard Johnson," and the next article quoted Mantle's book, "Billy Johnson." She
looked up at him. "You needed to have one name that everyone knew you by. That's it,
you woulda been a star." He sniffed and paced the room while Dad read excerpts from
some of the clippings: "Johnson, after one year of pro ball, is remindful of Nelly Fox.
Well coordinated, he has been one of the leading men with the bat and he handles himself
well in the field" (Dick Becker, April 1951). Dad looked at him and let out a long labored
sigh (for effect, I suppose). Then he announced, "When it comes to talent, Mantle was
lacking."
BJ set his beer can down and headed for his throne in front of the evening
news. With his back to us, we heard that gruff voice clearly say: "I signed with the wrong
organization. Talent had nothin' to do with it."
I looked up at Grandma and wondered if we were thinking the same thing.
Never had a baseball star showed so much pride and modesty at the same time. I looked
at the scrapbook for another moment. An article closed with, "Bill is going to improve in
every game he plays.. .So there he is—Bill Johnson third baseman. Let's push him up
baseball's difficult ladder." I closed the large scrapbook and let it rest on the table.
Looking up at the front room, I saw the back of BJ's head as it faced the TV, the channels
clicking by. Then he paused for a second on ESPN, surprised a little by the report that the
Reds had won.
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pro, but the game meant more in the long run than the fame did." He was seemingly at
ease too.
"Who were your favorite ball players?" I asked. He answered: Ted Williams,
who he said was a "great hitter" and Ty Cobb. I just nodded and wrote them down. The
names meant little to me. While reading about baseball I found out who these players that
my grandfather favored actually were. Ted Williams was the last player to bat .400 and he
had 521 home runs, despite missing nearly five full seasons to military service.
Ty Cobb is not so easy to summarize. He broke records as well, but the stats are
not the only facts about Cobb that are memorable. He was possibly the first millionaire
ballplayer. He brought cruelty, viciousness, and danger to the game. Though his emotional stability and mental health have been questioned, he is known as "the most
efficient, competent, consistently sensational ballplayers of all time," (Gallico, 199-216).
His spikes often cut members of the opposing team who were blocking the base he was
trying to reach.
His father, whom he loved and respected, wanted him to go to West Point. He
was constantly out to prove himself to his father and to his peers. It has been said that he
went into every game and thought of it as nothing less than war.
The sad truth about Cobb's story is there was a reason for his emotional
instability. His father suspected Cobb's mother of infidelity, so he pretended to go away
on a business trip then climbed in their bedroom window from outside expecting to catch
her in the act. Being alone in the 1930s, she took a shotgun to bed with her that night.
Thinking he was a criminal, she killed him. That story explained his emotional condition
well enough for me.
Since I didn't know who Ted Williams or Ty Cobb were, I moved on. "Who are
your favorite players now?" He scoffed and did not reply. I laughed a little and assumed
he did not have any. Then he started to discuss the differences between baseball then and
now. "There were sixteen major teams: eight American, eight National. Now there are
thirty teams. So, there are two times as many teams and the talent is diluted. They are all
trying to hit homeruns. The whole thing is money, the owners always get their way
because they have so much money." This comment of BJ's made me think of an
interview I read by Studs Terkel with Steve Hamilton. Hamilton and BJ agreed: Hitting
has become more important. The ball is made harder so it will go farther. And no one
cares about coming to see someone because they are a good outfielder.
I decided to push my luck. "Care to comment on the baseball strike?" He didn't
answer for a moment or two. "No," he smiled slyly and sighed like he was disappointed
or his opinion was disjointed. He did eventually comment in short aggravated sentences.
Saying things like, "more money, killing the all-American game, greed."
To conclude the interview I asked, "What made you decide to stop playing?"
He simply said, "Korean War. Did not want to get drafted, so I enlisted in the
Air Force. Played ball there, but five years is a lot of time to lose in pro baseball. Hurt my
arm in '56 and my career ended."
After the interview, I was going through his scrapbook, writing down names
and dates for future reference. Grandma had highlighted passages where he was mentioned: "Johnson's double with the sacks clogged drove home the tying and winning
runs." I was finding appropriate quotes when Dad came in. He was there to take me back
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over, more interested in what it had to say than what he did. He put his hand on my
shoulder then looked at his mother and made an apology for, I believe, being late. Then
Dad found an article about when BJ and Bill Reynolds, a former football star with the
Cleveland Browns, played for the Mustangs together in the Air force. He and Grandma
started talking about what an amazing life BJ has had, what an amazing ball player BJ
was, and generally how amazing he is. When B J himself walked into the room they quit
talking. You can't praise BJ in front of him; he blows it off, makes a joke. Yet he has
never been a joke to us. His amazing baseball past is not a big deal to him—it's just his
life.
I looked up. He had a beer in one hand and was finishing a cigarette in the
other. He smashed the butt in the ashtray before shaking my dad's hand. Then he smiled
down at me and tried to read the article I was looking at. Grandma decided just then that
what was wrong was he needed one name. She pointed. "Bill Johnson," two pages later,
"Willard Johnson," and the next article quoted Mantle's book, "Billy Johnson." She
looked up at him. "You needed to have one name that everyone knew you by. That's it,
you woulda been a star." He sniffed and paced the room while Dad read excerpts from
some of the clippings: "Johnson, after one year of pro ball, is remindful of Nelly Fox.
Well coordinated, he has been one of the leading men with the bat and he handles himself
well in the field" (Dick Becker, April 1951). Dad looked at him and let out a long labored
sigh (for effect, I suppose). Then he announced, "When it comes to talent, Mantle was
lacking."
BJ set his beer can down and headed for his throne in front of the evening
news. With his back to us, we heard that gruff voice clearly say: "I signed with the wrong
organization. Talent had nothin' to do with it."
I looked up at Grandma and wondered if we were thinking the same thing.
Never had a baseball star showed so much pride and modesty at the same time. I looked
at the scrapbook for another moment. An article closed with, "Bill is going to improve in
every game he plays.. .So there he is—Bill Johnson third baseman. Let's push him up
baseball's difficult ladder." I closed the large scrapbook and let it rest on the table.
Looking up at the front room, I saw the back of BJ's head as it faced the TV, the channels
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