El Serior

SPEAKS

Interview by MARK STANG

ampa native Al Lopez, at 96, is the oldest living member of

the Baseball Hall of Fame. His career has spanned much of

the history of professional baseball. To this day, he can tell

you the players, the dates and the details of an era known
for Sunday double-headers and travel by train.

Lopez became a major-league catcher in 1928, a year before the
stock market crash that caused the Great Depression, It was a time
without free agency or agents. It also was a time when a ballplayer
played for whatever a team would pay him, or he went home,
grabbed a lunch pail and went to work.

Lopez played against the giants of the game: Dizzy Dean, Rog-
ers Homsby, Mel Ott and Hack Wilson, He saw Babe Ruth bat and
Carl Hubbell pitch., He even caught the legendary Walter lohnson
as a high school kid in Tampa.

Lopez was one of baseball’s first famous
Latinos, earning the nickname “el Senor.”

When he retired from playing in 1947, =
Lopez held the record (since broken)

-~
for most games caught in major-league |€ W, W
history. Pl
Later, as a manager, Lopez won
pennants with the Cleveland Indi-

ans in 1954 and the Chicago White
Soxin 1959. Too often, though,
the New York Yankees spoiled
his seasons. Nine second-

place finishes earned him
another nickname: "Brides-
maid.”

Lopez, who hasa park
named after him on North Dale
Mabry, lives in a modest water-
front home off Westshore Boule-
vard. Recently he talked about his
career with baseball historian Mark
Stang, I:I.usl:andul"l‘rilmm ?dilurial

page ¥

Stang is writing a book on the
Washington Senators, the team
that gave Lopez his first taste of
spring training at Plant Field in
1925. Plant Field now is home to
the University of Tampa.

Here, in edited excerpts of the

conversation, Tampa's original Hall
af Famer talks about his career.

Al Lopez
tells his
stories
from
baseball’s
golden age.

Q@ |H1ﬂlllsd!n?ed
tation as a hotbed hﬂblz“-
talent: Doc Gooden, Gary Shef-
field, Wade But you were
the first real

Tampa.
A: It was a miracle. It was just one
of those things that happened,
You know, here | am, 15-16 years
old. | was catching high school.

This newspaper man came to
see me one day. There used to be
this newspaper, La Tradicion in
Ybor City, that used to cover the
city like La Gaceta does now.

1 was playing in this series and
I happened to be playing pretty
gmd He liked something about

”AI " he said, "Will you go and
try out with the Tampa
ers?”

| said, "Are you crazy? You
want me to play with the profes-
sionals?"

| used to jump over the fence
to try and get in for nothing at
Plant Field to see them play. |
says, “I'l go out.”

He sent me downtown. There
was a cigar store, The Horse-
shoe.

He sent me down there to
see this guy to get a contract
— Doc Nash. So | go down there

tocomeout _

ribune file photo by JIM REED

Al Lopez, Tampas first

member of the Baseball

Hall of Fame, relaxes in

the living room of his

Tampa home in 2003.

This August, Lopez will
b bp joined in the Hall of

and Doc Nash is forming this
club and says, “You want to try
out for us?

“Yeah, I'd like to try it."

He says, "How much do you
want?”

1 didn’t know anything about
contracts,

He says, "How about $150 a
month?"

| said, "That's fine.”

Q: Let’s talk a little bit about

Q: Which would make you
now 96 years old.
A: Yeah.

Q: Your father was born in
Spain?

A:Right.

Q: And his name was
Modesto? Like the city in Cali-
fornia?

A: Yeah, Modesto. Means mod-
est.

See AL LOPEZ, Page 4 >~
A kid among gianis.

The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

In 1925, 16-year-old Al Lopez, left, gets pointers on catching
from Washington Senators veteran Muddy Ruel. Above, as
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AL
LOPEZ
Continued From Page |
Q: And your mother was from

Tampa?
A: No, she was from Spain also,

Q: And they met here?

A:No, they met in Spain, They
went to Cuba, And my dad
learned [to be] what they called
the selector — he's the one that
spread out the leaves of the to-
bacco, In those days, every-
thing was made handmade
and he was the one that han-
dled the Jeaves. They had sev-
en kids in Cuba, They came
over to Tampa in 1906.

‘Q:How long were your parents
in Cuba?

A:Well, they had seven kids, so
they must have been there
eight ar nine years.

Q: Did your father continue to
work in the cigar business in
7

Tampal

A: My dad, yeah.

Q: Your mother stayed at
home?

A:Yes, she was a housewife. In
those days, they stayed home

and raised kids, nine altogeth-
er.I'm the last one left.

man

A: My father did. My mother
didn't get mixed up inany-
thing like that. But my dad
used to play handball and a
type of jai-alai.

Q:So your father was a good
athlete?
A: Nah. He mostly worked. The
Foor guy was trying to raise a
amily of eight or nine kids, All
e did was work. He loved
baseball. He finally came up
with cancer of the throat and
had to retire. He used to come
out towatch me play.

We used o catch without a
muask or nothing,. The batter
fouled one off and it cracked
me right on the nose. In fact,
my nose isstillalitde crooked.
Irhurt like hell, but I didn’t say
athing to my father because
my mother would've killed me.

Forawhile I didn't want to
catch anymore because we
didn't have a mask or nothing,
So 1 pitched and 1 played short-
stop. Then we went to play in
back of the Cuban Club and
there was nobody to catch, so |
began catching again because
they had masks.

Q: How, as a young high school
player in Tampa, did you end
upina I

camp with the Senators in 19257
A:1 was just a kid going to
school. They used to stay at the
‘Tampa Bay Hotel, where the
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Iwould catch Walter Johnson. |
said, “I'll try.” They wanted to
attract all the people from Ybor
City, all the cigar-makers. |
caught Johnson that day. He
pitched five innings. He was
fast but easy to catch because
he had real good control

Q: You played for the Tampa
Smokers in 1926, played with
Jacksonville in’27, Macon in 28,
then got called up to the
kel dgers for the last

week of the 1928 season.
A: Here Lam, just a kid, never
been out of the Tampa area.
They called me to report to Eb-
bets Field on such-and-such a
date, So I was thinking, “How
am | going to get from the rail-
toad station” — because in
those days, there were no air-
planes— “to Ebbets Field?"
The only way 1 could think to
et there was to take a taxicab.
But I was very lucky. I ran into
two players they had recalled
from Atlanta on the train, [ had
been with them in spring train-
ing in Clearwater. Brooklyn
used to train in Clearwater.
They were in Clearwater for
years. In fact, Mr. Ebbets used
1o have a home in Clearwater.
The year I went to Brooklyn,
they had four catchers on the
club. I said, “What chance do 1
have to even getin a b ef
1don't know why they
meup.” It was the day before
the last day of the season and
they were playing Pittsburgh.
Burleigh Grimes was the pitch-
er for Pittsburgh. He was a spit-
ball pitcher. I'd never seen a
ithall pitcher in my life. And
put me in this lineup to hit
against Burleigh Grimes in the
major . Here Lhad b

*+ “Cardinals Collection, 100
Years of St. Louts Cardinals
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raise." | didn't have any idea of
asking for a raise. | was tickled
1o dzath to be there. So he says,
“Tell you what we're going 1o
do. We want io sign you up for
nexxyear,” | said, "Fine." He
says, ‘"We're going to double
vour salary, to $10,000, and
we'te going to give you u $2.500
homus.” 50 1I'm going to be the

abusher [bush-league player|
in the minors.

The reason | got in was be-
cause Burleigh had been with
Brooklyn and they didn't get
along very well. One of the
catchers for us spoke up and

bert

Inlﬁ?..lltop«udndfmmpﬂ::idhﬂamua

career with the Clevela
«can League pennant.

University of Tampa is now.
They had Muddy Ruel and
Benny Tate as catchers, and
they had a fellow by the name
of “Pinky" Hargraves, the
third-string catcher. That's all
the catchers they had, So | had
1o go over and catch batting
practice. They paid me $40a
week.

Q: Forty a week?

A:Yeah, for my expenses,
which was great. I would have
done it for nothing. | would 've
done it just to have the Wash-
ingtan umiform to put on.

Q: Asa17-year-old kid, did you
have any problems being
around players who had just
won the American League pen-

nant?
A:No, no. The guy that was

the team he would

very quiet, very well-respected
wias Walter Joh 1 remem-

AP file photo
gue catcher. He ended his
manage and lead to an Ameri-

better off at Plant Field than
lace else. | think he sug-

ber that. And I think he was the
hardest-working ballplayer 1
ever met in my whole career. |
don’t know if you're acquaint-
edwith Plant Field or not, but
it's a quarter-mile track, and he
used to run around there twice
without stopping —at a good
pace, Worked like a horse. He
used to get Joe Judge or Sam
Rice to hithim pepper. He'd
stay just as long as it took o get
agood workout.

Q: Did the Senators ever offer
youa contract?

A:Mike Martin was the trainer
for Washington and he kind of
took aliking to me for some
reason. | guess I was about the
first one on the field and the
last one to leave because | was

gested to the old man, [team
owner Clark] Griffith, that he
take me with them, He liked

told our ger [Will
Robinson]: “Robby, what did
you bring that young guy up
forf Why don't you let him
catch?” They didn't want to hit
against Burleigh Grimes.
That's the reason they put me
in there, and 1 caught a double-
header. Iwent 0 for 4,0 for 4
and 0 for 4.

me, but they never "
contract. Years later | saw Mr.
Griffith at Griffith Stadium in
Washington. He was sittingup
in the bleachers with my man-
ager, Max Carey, and they
called me over, He says, "You
I:lrfx\'. Ieould've had you asa

“Yes," 1 sald. T remember
that very weil.”

Q: Did you ever play an exhibi-
tion game with the Senators?
A: Al the end of the year, after

Qv ught all nieve inné
of that game.
A:Yeah, And then caught the
other game too.

Q:First day in the major
leagues and you catch 19 in-
nings. Let's talk about salaries.
For the Smokers, you were paid
S'I!Oiulul::whnywpth
M\I‘Illldlmro:ﬂ'l

Al was getting $5,000 a vear. |
thought that was big money. I
was satisfied with $5,000, Who
Isgum}mrrmkeﬁ.owhl

hi 7 But they called me

theywon the they
came through Tampa. Walter
Johnson p ateam, an all-
star team, and they asked me if

to the office, They told me,
“"Weappreciate you didn’t
come up here asking fora

big and | say,
“I'mgoingmha\e to think this
over.” L knew damn well | was
going o ke i

Q: As arookie in Brooklyn in
1930, you caught 128 games and
batted

average
were playing for Wilbert Robin-
son, “Uncle Robby.” You played
for alot of Hall of Fame manag-

ers.
Az And [ roomed with a lot of
Hal of Famers.

Q@ You played under Wilbert

Fame. Do you think asa player
in those days you learned some
things that helped you later as
amanager?

A: Different traits, these differ-
ent things that they do. I think
that Robinson was great. He
loved young players. He wasa
guy that ifhe liked you, he
played you. Playing is the way
you become a player. | was very
Tucky. | was under Carey. Carey
wasa guy who liked to steal
ases. After that | played for
Casey Stengel, Casey was al]

See AL LOPEL, Page 5 =
Managers and sentors.
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right with young kids. He
wanted to teach, and he talked
ahellofalot, He fitin perfectly
in New York because he talked
all the time, And he was a good
friend of mine.
Then I played for McKech-

nie. [ thought McKechnie was
a fine manager.

Q: You went to dur-
ing the war years, from 40 to
'46. You had Frankie Frisch,
“The Flash,"” as your manager.
A: Frank was an offensive man-
ager. Pretty good manager, Not
very good with pitching,
McKechnie was great with
pitching. 1 liked Frank. He was
agood guy,

Q: In those days, players trav-

!thmmﬂund‘mn’tm
air conditioning on the train,

and for the most part, there

wasn't any air conditioning in

the hotels. You goto

man’s Park in 5t. Louis in July

A:Thatwas the hottest place in
the world. I thought it was hot
in Florida, but Florida was
great compared to those days
in the Middle West— 5t. Louis,
Kansas Clly. Cincinnati, There

Cleveland Manager Al
1954, the year they won

Bill Veeck wanted you ta go to
Cleveland and manage there.

ing in the
hotels. I'hey used to have a big
fan in the room. You'd put a
quarterin there. It lasted two
hours. Then we'd call the bell
captain: “Send usa pitcher of
ice, will you please?” We'd give
him 15 cents or a 20-cent tip,
Wie'd put the pitcher ofice in
front of the fan so we could
cool the afr. Ten minutes, the
ice was gone, We finally ended
up getting a bucket of ice and
putting some water in the tub,
‘We'd stir it up to cool the water
and go tosleepin the mb.

That g ag:
er Lou Boudreau. Were you
concerned about taking over
for somebody as popular as
Boudreau?

A:Very much. 1 got some
threats — letters with threats
—when [ took over the job. In
fact, [Indians GM Hank]
Greenberg told me to save the
letters so they could give them
to the FBI. But nothing hap-
pened. | was very hucky.

Q: The Cleveland Indians of
1948 to 1955 would be consid-

Q:That couldn'thave b

very comfortable.

A: I caught, I think, the second
game of a doubleheader one
time without any chest protec-
tor or shin guards, just a mask.
Itwasso hot,

Q: I hope you remembered to

A:I think so. I thought we had
one of the two or three best
teams in baseball then, along
with the Yankees.

Q: Now, Larry Doby came up to
Cleveland in 477
A:Yeah, | was there when he
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and his three ace pitchers, left to right: Mike Garcia, Bob Lemon and Early Wynn at Yankee Stadium in
‘American League pennant.

In the fall of 1925, at age 17, Al Lopez was tapped to be Walter Johnson's catcher for an exhibition

game at Tampa's Plant Field because organizers thought

wear your cup! cameup,

A angu) Q:Hebroke the color barrierin

Q:Who was the toughest pitch-  the League 10 weeks

er you ever faced? i after Jackie Robinson debuted

A: Bucky Walters, with the Brooklyn Dodgers. Do
you think Larry’s been

Q: What made Bucky 7 enough credit for what he did?

A: He had a real live fastball
that used to fly into you. He
missed my nose about that far
one time. The ball used to
come in on you,

Q: After you managed in the
minors for a couple of years,

A:Iwasn't there for Jackie Rob-
inson, but I think Jackie was a
hell of an athlete. Big guy,
strong, mean. | think [Dodgers
general manager Branch] Rick-
ey had a talk with him. He
needed to kind of hold it down
because he was going to be the

only to Cy Young.

first black player. And he did. 1
understand there were soms
guys who got on him alittle,
but very few. | went through
the same thing, They used to
call me names. They thought 1

wits it Cuban. I'm nota Cuban.

Why should I resent the Cu-
bans? The Cuban people are

very nice. But they used to call

he could attract Ybor

City residents,

shown here at Plant Field in 1927, would retire that year with 416 career wins, second
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0— three vears of sec-
and. Then | won a pennant.
But every year some of the
writers from New York would
come over 1o spring training
saying, “How you going to
catch them this year?" | wasal-
ways optimistic, You can't say
you're not going to win, You've
got to give the fans some hope,
So 1 said, “We'll catch 'em.
‘We're going to catch "em.” And
finally we did. We caughit "em
in 54 and then we caught ‘en
in'58,

Q:Did you enjoy managing
more than playing, or playing
more than managing?

A:1liked playing. Managing
was a challenge and | didn’t
know if T could do itor not. |
think I had an advantage be-
cause | wasa catcher for 18
years in the majors. So it gawe
me some experience, Bul ma-
aging Is a challenge, You've got
to get the right person with the
right temperament.

Q: What gave you the most sat-
isfaction?

A: [ think helping pitchers,
bringing pitchers along, un-
ning the club, trying to help
somekids. | think that gave me
the most satisfaction.

Q: You served on the veterans
committee for many years and
you saw how the process
works. Are there one or two
guys who are not in the Hall of
Fame who should be?

A: There's so many guys so
close, you know. But personal-
Iy, 1 recommended Babe Hes-
man. To me, the two years |
was with him, Herman had
Hall cf Fame figures. He tumed
out tc be a good outflelder, kit
-390 twice. And we couldn't get
him in. Then we had a guy by
the name of Glenn Wright, a
shortstop. Glenn Wright was
the fourth-place hitter—as a
shortstop, He and Pie Traynor
were the lefi side of the infield
at Pitssburgh. I recommended
Glenn Wright and they turned
him down. | recommended
Roger Maris, They tumed him
down. “hnelse?l(dl TRCOITI-
mend? 1'd like to see Billy
Pierce given some consider-
ation because he was a real

good pitcher.

think the Hall of Fame I||s too
many guys in it?
R:Well,daey'vu come upwith
this new way of voting that |
don't think is the right thing o
do. Wehad 17 guys [on the
committee] when | was there,
and it's tough enough to elect o
guy. How can you bring other

mea Cuban. | never
it. Let 'em call you what they
want. That's part of the game,
tocall names. So I think it was
overdone,

Q:In 1959, you're managing the
Chicago White Sox. The press

‘Were you su

A: (Laughing) Let me say this.
I..vcry year, ml:ludmg that year,
| d next 1o

peopleinto the el i's
going to be tough to pick evey
year.

Q: Well, Mr. Lopez, this has
bmltruphuumlm’ihll

the Yankees, In Cleveland, five
times I'm second. Then [ go to

you how

ntlnlthtlmc.
A:'m glad you came by,

you



