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Play ball!

By Ed Breen 

 

Ken Burns, the magnifi-

cently owlish chronicler of 

all things American was on 

TV the other morning talk-

ing about the return of base-

ball in the Age of COVID.  

It is impossible, he sug-

gested, to overstate the 

value of baseball in Ameri-

can life. He pointed, of 

course to April 15, 1947, 

when the young man wear-

ing No. 42 stepped on to 

Ebbets Field in Brooklyn, 

N.Y., and forever changed 

the face of the game and the 

nation.  That was the day 

that Jackie Robinson “broke 

the color barrier,” as they 

used to say, the day that an 

African-American, a black 

man, for the first time ex-

celled as an equal in a test 

of skills among equals, a 

baseball game at the Major 

League level. 

“The first real progress in 

civil rights since the Civil 

War,” Burns said, “took 

place not at a lunch counter 

in Greensboro. N.C., not on 

a bus in Montgomery, Ala., 

not in a school in Topeka, 

Kan., but on a baseball dia-

mond in Brooklyn, N.Y.” 

And, in the Age of COVID 

and the time of George 

Floyd and the dismantling 

of the ghosts of the Confed-

eracy, baseball is once 

again taking to the field, al-

beit in an altered state, to 

give us something to take 

our collective mind off all 

else, at least for nine in-

nings.  

This week ball players will 

begin what they are eu-

phemistically calling 

“spring training,” in the 

mid-summer heat of July.  

“Opening day,” which, of 

course, will be closed to 

most of us, will be Thurs-

day, July 23, the first day of 

a 60-game season which 

will in nearly every way 

seem out of place, off-kil-

ter, unconventional. 

It seems likely right now 

there ere will be none of us 

in the stands at Wrigley 

field or Fenway Park or 

Busch Stadium or any of 

the other 27 cathedrals of 

the game. Players will not 

be huddled in dugouts. 

Angry managers will keep 

socially distant from um-

pires, even in the most out-

raged arguments of 

obviously bad calls. And 

that dreaded American 

League corruption of the 

game, the designated hitter, 

is going to infect the Na-

tional League like yet an-

other new and insidious 

virus. It, too, may never go 

away and we might have to 

learn to just live with it. 

Just another irritant of the 

“new normal.”  

Sixty games only and what-

ever the accomplishments 

of the 882 young men on 

the field, their records will 

be accompanied by an 

asterisk: Done in the 

season of 2020 in the 

Age of COVID. 

There’ll be no 20-

game winners this 

year. 

And games will all be 

close to home, which 

seems to make little 

difference since we 

aren’t welcome at the 

ballpark anyway. 

Teams will play 40 of 

their 60 games against 

opponents in their di-

vision; in the case of 

the Cubs, that would 

be St. Louis, Milwau-

kee, Cincinnati and 

far-off Pittsburgh. 

Nary a late-night 

game in LA or San Fran-

cisco. Playoffs, of course, 

might open those possibili-

ties.  

And still, after 73 years, 

fewer than one in 10 on 

those fields will be a man 

of color, although the team 

on the field today comes far 

closer to reflecting the face 

of the fans in the stands that 

it did on the April day back 

in ‘47. 

Steve Warden, a fine writer 

late of The Journal Gazette 

in Fort Wayne, wrote a little 

lamentation that brings per-

spective to all this:  

“Of course, we cannot com-

pare the absence of baseball 

or any leisure activity, for 

that matter,  to the loss of 

tens of thousands of souls 

and millions of jobs.  

COVID has mercilessly cut 

short so many lives that 

began this year with hope 

and the innocence and ad-

ventures yet to be discov-

ered. And the year has 

turned to this. If only 

we had 2020 vision,” 

he wrote, saying he 

preferred those days 

when “Doc Gooden 

was better known than 

Dr. Fauci.” 

And in a final irony in 

these ironic times, the 

13-24 Drive-in Theater 

in Wabash, a creature 

of the Honeywell 

Foundation, is catering 

to COVID-ic needs by 

giving us movies with 

open air and social dis-

tancing.  

Over the weekend, a 

glorious summer 

evening showing on the 

big screen of “Field of 

Dreams,” which in-

cluded the very finest of all 

tributes to baseball deliv-

ered by James Earl Jones:  

 “The one constant through 

all the years has been base-

ball. America has rolled by 

like an army of steam-

rollers. It’s been erased like 

a blackboard, rebuilt and 

erased again. But baseball 

has marked the time. This 

field, this game, is a part of 

our past. It reminds us of all 

that once was good, and 

that could be again . . .” 
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