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“Turning the pages of The Uncommon Life of Danny O’Connell will take you back to unwrapping a wax-pack of baseball cards. Surprise, delight, nostalgia, and discovery await. The bonus is better than a pink plank of gum. Where Steve Wiegand succeeds is not just in the telling of the beautiful story of Danny O’Connell. He also causes us to reflect on how we baseball fans connect so deeply and uniquely to our sport.”
—TOM VERDUCCI, NY TIMES BEST-SELLING AUTHOR, AND FOX & MLBN ANALYST

“The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell is a compelling and whimsical journey through the short but intriguing life of a scrappy MLB player, featuring many great behind-the-scenes baseball tales—served with a side of baseball cards. A great read indeed.”
—JOHN NEWMAN, HOST OF SPORTS CARD NATION AND COLUMNIST, SPORTS COLLECTORS DIGEST

“Being an 'average' Major League Baseball player, especially if you maintain that standing for several years, means you’re a better ball player than 99 percent of all those who ever swung a bat or picked up a glove. It also means that even if your name most often appeared in agate type, you’ve crossed paths with many of the game's headline names. And it may just mean that your story is much richer than your  'average' stats suggest.” 
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“Steve Wiegand has written a thoroughly enjoyable book about the joys of baseball, and the pleasures of collecting baseball cards. I wish I still had the cards I carefully collected in my youth. Alas, my mother threw my collection away when I went off to college.”
—DAVID M. RUBINSTEIN, LAWYER, PHILANTHROPIST, FORMER GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL, AUTHOR, BUSINESSMAN (CARLYLE GROUP), AND CO-OWNER OF THE BALTIMORE ORIOLES BASEBALL TEAM

“For baseball buffs, this deep dive into the life of Major League Baseball player Danny O’Connell (1929-1969) is a reminder of the game’s reliance on unsung heroes.”
—KIRKUS REVIEWS

“The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell is not only a masterclass in storytelling—an illuminating narrative of one of the unheralded heroes of the game. It also informs and entertains by offering social and baseball history and the business of baseball cards to give context to O’Connell’s career. A must read for both fans and followers of baseball.”
—RON SHAPIRO, LEGENDARY SPORTS AGENT AND NEW YORK TIMES BEST-SELLING AUTHOR
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OVERVIEW
In late August 2022, a roughly 9.4-square-inch cardboard rectangle bearing the likeness of a baseball player sold at auction for $12.6 million. About the same time, a similar-sized card could be had for $3, without having to bid on it.
	The distinction, aside from the obvious $12,599,997 difference in price tags, was that the former card bore the visage of the immortal Mickey Mantle, while the latter was that of the very mortal Daniel Francis O’Connell III. The question, prize-winning U.S. history writer Steve Wiegand raises in The Uncommon Life of Danny O’Connell, is which player, and which baseball card, more truly represents the heart and soul of America’s Grand Old Game?
	Wiegand makes a convincing argument for O’Connell. In a first-of-its-kind biography of what in baseball card collecting parlance is a “common” player, the author points out that “common” does not mean “average” — and there is nothing average about anyone who can survive as a Major League ballplayer for a decade or more.
	Danny O’Connell was born to play baseball. From the sandlots of Depression-era Paterson, New Jersey, through five years of minor league apprenticeship, to a dozen years of playing and coaching in the big leagues, O’Connell was consumed by his desire to play the game he loved the best he could.
	His best was not much, measured by the statistical standards of a Mantle, a Willie Mays, a Babe Ruth or any of the other icons that are ordinarily the subjects of baseball biographies: a .260 lifetime batting average, 39 career homers, no All-Star Game appearances, no World Series rings. On the other hand, he played more seasons and amassed more hits than 90 percent of all the men who have played in the major leagues since 1876. He was the most valuable player on his first team, and his last. He was greatly admired by teammates and opponents alike for his baseball smarts, his fielding skills and his razor wit, all of which allowed him to survive in a profession to which millions of American boys aspired in the 1940s, ’50s and ’60s but very few achieved.
	Woven into O’Connell’s story is the story of how baseball uncannily mirrored America itself in the years following World War II, from its adjustments as the world’s undisputed economic superpower to its ongoing struggle to achieve racial equality. It traces the evolution of baseball players from the equivalent of indentured servants to entrepreneurial millionaires – and of baseball cards from the objects of children’s dreams to instruments of Wall Street speculators.
	Most of all, The Uncommon Life of Danny O’Connell reveals the multidimensional man behind a flat—and mostly forgotten—cardboard image. It’s a love letter to not only the “common” players of baseball’s “Golden Age” but to all of life’s “average” folks who achieve heroism by doing their best at something they love. And if they’re lucky, getting their picture on a baseball card.
	Whether you’re a baseball fanatic, an American history buff, or someone who just loves a good story about a good man, this book is for you.


SEVEN COMPELLING REASONS TO READ OR REVIEW THE BOOK
THE UNCOMMON LIFE OF DANNY O’CONNELL
1. Inspirational Story: Follows the journey of Danny O’Connell, an "average" hero whose life offers relatable and inspiring lessons on perseverance, dedication, and the value of hard work in achieving one's dreams.
2. Historical Insights: Provides a vivid glimpse into America's past, particularly the post-World War II era, showcasing the evolution of baseball alongside societal changes and the racial integration of the sport.
3. Baseball and American Culture: Offers an in-depth look at how baseball mirrors broader societal trends and values, highlighting its significance beyond just a sport.
4. Personal Growth and Challenges: Chronicles the personal growth and challenges faced by O’Connell, from his humble beginnings to his struggles and achievements in the major leagues, making for a compelling human story.
5. Behind-the-Scenes Look at Major League Baseball: Gives readers a behind-the-scenes look at the life of a major league baseball player during baseball's "Golden Era," including the highs and lows, the camaraderie, and the day-to-day life of athletes.
6. Exploration of Baseball Cards: Explores the evolution of baseball cards from simple collectibles to valuable commodities, weaving this narrative thread through O'Connell's life story and connecting it to broader economic and cultural trends.
7. Detailed Research and Authenticity: The author's meticulous research and authentic storytelling provide a rich, detailed account of O'Connell's life and times, making it a valuable read for baseball enthusiasts, historians, and anyone interested in American culture. "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" is more than just a sports biography; it's a reflection on the American dream, the nature of heroism, and the enduring appeal of baseball as part of the country's cultural heritage.


20 Insights from the Book
1. Danny O’Connell’s Early Introduction to Baseball: His first encounter with baseball was through a card found in a liquor store, setting off a lifelong passion for the game.
2. The Significance of a .260 Batting Average: O’Connell’s career average symbolizes the value of consistency and the unsung heroes in the sport.
3. Baseball Cards as Cultural Artifacts: The evolution of baseball cards from tobacco package inserts to valuable collectibles reflects broader societal changes.
4. The Move West: O’Connell’s transition from the New York Giants to the San Francisco Giants mirrors the broader migration patterns and cultural shifts in mid-20th century America.
5. Integration and Its Impact on Players: O’Connell played during the critical era of baseball’s racial integration, offering insights into the challenges and changes within the locker room and on the field.
6. Economic Realities for Mid-Century Ballplayers: Despite appearing financially well-off, O’Connell and his contemporaries faced financial uncertainties common to athletes of the era.
7. The Unpredictability of Trades: O’Connell’s experiences with being traded reveal the personal and professional instability faced by players before free agency.
8. The Community Impact of Baseball’s Golden Era: Baseball served as a communal and unifying force, with players like O’Connell at the center of local and national narratives.
9. The Changing Landscape of Baseball Memorabilia: The shift from personal keepsakes to high-stakes investments reflects changing attitudes toward sports memorabilia.
10. The Role of Statistics in Baseball's Evolution: O’Connell’s career, analyzed through modern sabermetrics, offers new perspectives on his contributions to the game.
11. Veteran Presence and Leadership: O’Connell’s role as a seasoned professional highlights the importance of veteran leadership in sports teams.
12. The Golden Age of Baseball from a Player’s Perspective: Insights into what the so-called Golden Age was really like for the players, beyond the romanticized narratives.
13. Family Life of a Baseball Player: The book reveals the challenges and dynamics of maintaining family life amidst the demands of professional baseball.
14. Baseball and American Warfare: O’Connell’s career interruptions due to military service highlight the intersections between sports careers and national service.
15. Fan Culture and Engagement: How fan interactions and the culture of baseball fandom have evolved since O’Connell’s time.
16. Paterson, NJ, as a Microcosm of Baseball Talent: The surprising number of notable baseball figures from Paterson, including O’Connell, showcases the city’s contribution to the sport.
17. Baseball’s Technological Evolution: The book touches on how the technology of broadcasting games and player training has evolved since O’Connell’s days.
18. Baseball as a Reflection of the American Experience: O’Connell’s life and career mirror broader American themes of aspiration, resilience, and community.
19. The Role of Baseball in Promoting the American Dream: O’Connell’s journey from humble beginnings to professional baseball epitomizes the American Dream within the sports context.
20. Post-Career Transitions for Athletes: The book explores the seldom-discussed challenges faced by players like O’Connell in adapting to life after baseball.
These revelations not only shed light on Danny O’Connell’s personal and professional life but also offer a window into the cultural, social, and economic fabric of mid-20th century America through the lens of baseball.


	







20 Topics the Author Can Expertly Talk About
1. The Evolution of Baseball Cards: The transformation from simple game memorabilia to high-value collectibles and investment assets.
2. The Cultural Impact of Baseball in America: How the sport reflects societal changes and influences American culture.
3. The Role of Minor Leagues in Developing Major League Talent: Using Danny O’Connell’s journey as a case study.
4. The Historical Significance of Baseball’s Integration Era: Highlighting O’Connell’s career overlap with baseball's integration and what it signified for the sport and America.
5. The Economic Dynamics of Baseball in the 1950s and 1960s: Analyzing players' earnings, team revenues, and the financial aspects of the sport during O’Connell’s career.
6. The Psychological Impact of Being Traded: Exploring the personal and professional implications for players during an era of less mobility.
7. Baseball's Golden Era: Debunking myths and exploring what made this period (including O’Connell’s playing days) so special.
8. The Transition from Player to Retiree: Challenges faced by players like O’Connell in adjusting to life after baseball.
9. The Influence of Baseball on Local Economies: Examining the move of the Giants to San Francisco and its economic impact through the lens of O’Connell’s career.
10. The Role of Baseball in the American Dream: How the sport provides a pathway for social mobility and achieving the American Dream.
11. Baseball and American Identity: How the sport mirrors American values and societal shifts during the mid-20th century.
12. The Importance of Role Players in Baseball: The significance of "average" heroes like O’Connell in the sport’s history.
13. Sports Collectibles as an Investment: The rise of sports memorabilia, including baseball cards, as a significant investment category.
14. The Shift in Baseball’s Popularity and Cultural Significance: How baseball has evolved from America's pastime to its current status.
15. The Personal Lives of Baseball Players in the 1950s and 1960s: Insight into the family and personal dynamics of players during O’Connell’s era.
16. The Impact of Military Service on Athletic Careers: Examining how military drafts and service affected players’ careers, using O’Connell as an example.
17. Innovations in Baseball Strategy and Management: Analyzing how strategies and team management have changed since O’Connell’s playing days.
18. Baseball’s Integration with Technology and Media: The evolution of broadcasting and technology in baseball from the mid-20th century to today.
19. Fan Engagement and Loyalty in Baseball: How fan culture and engagement with baseball teams have evolved over the decades.
20. Historic Baseball Stadiums and Their Cultural Significance: The story of iconic stadiums and their impact on communities, with a focus on O’Connell’s experiences in different ballparks.



Steve Wiegand’s Media Experience
Wiegand appeared on various C-Span shows from the ’70s through the ’00s, as a talking-head "expert" on various aspects and personalities having to do with California politics, particularly Jerry Brown, Pete Wilson, and Arnold Schwarzenegger, different ballot propositions, and state government finances. 
Because of his “Dummies” history books (he’\s written two), he was also part of a panel on one of the C-Span book shows about teaching U.S. history. 
He also did some NPR appearances on shows such as "All Things Considered" on various breaking news topics that ranged from the politics of California wildfires to the wrongful death lawsuit against the heavy metal group Judas Priest, in which two families claimed their kids killed themselves after the band suggested it when the kids played an album backwards. 
Wiegand is in the top ten percent of authors when it comes to handling himself with television and radio.
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“Turning the pages of The Uncommon Life of Danny O’Connell will take you back to unwrapping a wax-pack of baseball cards. Surprise, delight, nostalgia, and discovery await. The bonus is better than a pink plank of gum. Where Steve Wiegand succeeds is not just in the telling of the beautiful story of Danny O’Connell. He also causes us to reflect on how we baseball fans connect so deeply and uniquely to our sport.”
—TOM VERDUCCI, NY TIMES BEST-SELLING AUTHOR, AND FOX & MLBN ANALYST
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Bancroft Press Announces the Release of "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" During the MLB All-Star Game
[Los Angeles, April 17, 2024] — Bancroft Press, a leading independent publisher, is thrilled to announce the release of "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell: A Tale of Baseball Cards, 'Average' Players, and The True Value of America’s Game" by celebrated author Steve Wiegand. This extraordinary book will be officially launched on July 16, 2024, coinciding with the excitement of the MLB All-Star game, celebrating the spirit of baseball and the extraordinary stories of its unsung heroes.
"The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" delves deep into the life of Danny O’Connell, a player often labeled as "common" in the world of baseball card collecting, but whose story reveals the rich tapestry of character, perseverance, and the human spirit that defines the true value of America’s favorite pastime. Steve Wiegand, with his prolific background in American history and storytelling, brings to life a narrative that transcends the game of baseball, offering readers a compelling look into the heart and soul of the sport.
Praise for the Book
The book has already received high praise from notable figures in the world of sports, literature, and history. John Newman, host of Sports Card Nation, hails it as "a compelling and whimsical journey," while Tom Verducci, NY Times Best-Selling Author, commends Wiegand for capturing the connection fans have with the sport. Kirkus Reviews and legendary sports agent Ron Shapiro have also lauded the book for its deep dive into the life of an unsung hero and its masterful storytelling.
A Must-Read for Baseball Fans and History Buffs
Set against the backdrop of post-World War II America, "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" is more than just a sports biography. It is a reflection on the American dream, the essence of heroism, and the enduring appeal of baseball as an integral part of the country's cultural heritage. From the sandlots of Depression-era New Jersey to the major leagues, O’Connell’s journey is a testament to the spirit of dedication and hard work.
Book Launch Event
To celebrate the launch, Bancroft Press has planned a series of events around the MLB All-Star game, inviting fans, historians, and sports enthusiasts to delve into the world of Danny O’Connell. Readers will get an inside look at the era of baseball’s "Golden Age," the evolution of baseball cards, and the extraordinary within the ordinary lives of players like O’Connell.
Availability
"The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" is available in hardcover for $33.00 and as an ebook for $9.99. It can be purchased through major retailers and directly from Bancroft Press. With 342 pages, a professional index, and a 16-page photographic insert, this book is a valuable addition to the libraries of baseball fans, historians, and anyone interested in the compelling stories of American culture.
For more information about the book and the author, or to request a review copy, please contact:
Bruce L. Bortz
Publisher, Bancroft Press
4527 Glenwood Ave., La Crescenta, CA 91214
bruceb@bancroftpress.com
www.bancroftpress.com
Join us in celebrating the launch of "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" and rediscover the magic of baseball and the stories of its average heroes who embody the true spirit of the game.
About Bancroft Press
Bancroft Press has been a leading independent publisher since 1992, publishing a wide range of works from memoirs to mysteries, young adult novels to history and biography. Known for its commitment to quality and innovation, Bancroft Press brings to the forefront stories that inspire, entertain, and enlighten.
For further inquiries, please contact:
Bruce L. Bortz
Publisher, Bancroft Press
bruceb@bancroftpress.com
www.bancroftpress.com
410-627-0608
Top of Form



Ten Book Launch Events Planned for Houston’s All-Star Game in July 2024
1. Danny O'Connell Legacy Exhibition: A curated exhibition showcasing memorabilia, photographs, and personal items from Danny O'Connell's career and life. This interactive exhibit at a local museum or in the ballpark itself would offer fans a tangible connection to the era and the man behind the book's story.
2. Author Meet and Greet at Minute Maid Park: Host a signing event with Steve Wiegand at Minute Maid Park before the All-Star game. This allows fans to meet the author, get their books signed, and possibly include a short talk or Q&A session about O'Connell's impact on baseball.
3. Panel Discussion on Baseball History: Organize a panel discussion featuring Steve Wiegand, baseball historians, former players, and possibly family members or individuals connected to Danny O'Connell. This event, held at a local university or cultural center, would explore the themes of the book and O'Connell's place in baseball history.
4. Baseball Card Collecting Workshop: Partner with local sports memorabilia shops to host a workshop on the history and art of baseball card collecting, highlighting the role of cards in preserving the legacy of players like O'Connell. This could also include a showcase of rare and valuable cards.
5. Youth Baseball Clinic: Collaborate with local youth baseball leagues to hold a clinic that emphasizes the values of hard work, perseverance, and love for the game that Danny O'Connell embodied. Special guest speakers could include local MLB players or coaches.
6. Storytelling Night: Tales from the Diamond: Invite baseball fans, former players, and sportswriters to share their stories and memories related to baseball, focusing on the "Golden Era" and the unsung heroes of the sport. This event could be held at a local bookstore, library, or bar.
7. Baseball Movie Night: Organize an outdoor movie night featuring classic baseball films, with a pre-show talk by Steve Wiegand about how these films capture the spirit of baseball as reflected in O'Connell's life.
8. Scavenger Hunt: Create a baseball-themed scavenger hunt around Houston, incorporating locations significant to baseball history as well as places connected to Danny O'Connell’s life or that inspired scenes in the book. Participants could win copies of the book, baseball memorabilia, or tickets to the All-Star game.
9. Library Exhibit and Talk: Set up a display at local libraries featuring the book, along with a collection of baseball literature and memorabilia. Accompany the exhibit with a series of talks by Steve Wiegand and other baseball historians.
10. Special All-Star Game Booth: Secure a booth or table at the All-Star Game fan festivities where copies of "The Uncommon Life of Danny O'Connell" can be sold. Include interactive elements like a trivia contest about baseball history, a photo booth with vintage baseball props, and a video loop showing highlights of O'Connell’s career and interviews with the author.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Steve Wiegand is a lifelong baseball fan even though his own prowess in the game peaked at age 11, when he hit a real over-the-fence home run for the immortal Robin’s Frosties Little League team. It was the only homer of his career and probably an accident. 
[image: ]Destined for indoor work, he spent 35 years as a reporter and columnist for the San Diego Evening Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the Sacramento Bee.
He is the author, co-author or contributing author of 10 books, including 1876: Year of the Gun; The Dancer, the Dreamers and the Queen of Romania; U.S. History for Dummies; the Mental Floss History of the World; The American Revolution for Dummies and Lessons from the Great Depression for Dummies.
Wiegand is a member of the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR.) When not watching the San Francisco Giants fall short of his completely reasonable expectations, he enjoys playing poker and the harmonica, although usually not at the same time. 
He lives in Arizona.
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INTRODUCTION,
OR
“WHO IN THE HELL IS DANNY 0'CONNELL
AND WHY SHOULD WE CARE?”

“Next to religion, baseball has a greater impact on our American
way of life than any other American institution.”
— American president Herbert C. Hoover

“Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America
had better learn baseball.”

— American historian Jacques Barzun

“I always wanted to see my picture on a bubble gum card.”
— American baseball player Al “The Bull” Ferrara

first met Danny O’Connell in the late spring of 1960. It was at the Par

Liquor Store, which was part of an unremarkable strip mall, about a

half-mile from my unremarkable tract house in an unremarkable San
Diego suburb called Serra Mesa.

To launch this book on a reasonably accurate level, I should here point
out that I did not actually meet Danny O’Connell at the liquor store. What 1
encountered was his photographic image, on the front of a 2.5” by 3.5” piece
of cardboard. In the color photo, he is holding a baseball bat behind his head
and above his right shoulder. He has something of a world-weary look on
his handsome, if slightly jowly, face. He is sporting a five o’clock shadow,
which judging from most of the other photos I"ve seen of him apparently
began sprouting about ten minutes after he finished shaving each morning.
The color photo is flanked on the left by a smaller black-and-white picture
of a crouching O’Connell, wearing an infielder’s glove on his left hand and a

facial expression that suggests the imminent arrival of a bouncing baseball.
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On the back of the card, I learned that Danny O’Connell was 31 years old,
57117 tall, 185 pounds in weight and hailed from Paterson, New Jersey. The
card back listed his major league batting statistics, and sported a cartoon of
a player sliding into third base and a caption reporting “Danny once hit three
triples in one game.” It also offered the cheerfully apologetic observation that
“although Danny did not sce too much action last season, he’s still a great
man to have around. He is a real seasoned pro on defense and adds stability
to the lineup.”

I did not like Danny O’Connell. T was not impressed that, at least
according to the baseball card writer, he was stable and “a real seasoned
pro.” I didn’t even care that he was wearing the uniform of the San Francisco
Giants. which was then, is now, and always will be my favorite major league
baseball team. T did not like Danny O’Connell because during the spring and
summer of 1960, I saw way too much of him.

I was eight years old, going on nine, tall and skinny. with a shock of
unruly curly hair and ears big enough to embarrass a small flying elephant.
My parents had only recently begun giving me an allowance of 25 cents per
week, and T used much of it to buy baseball cards. 1 collected them with an
avidity I devoted later in life only to avoiding meaningful labor. Once a week
1 would traverse the half-mile to the liquor store. which at eight-going-on-nine
seemed like 10 miles cach way, with both directions uphill. I would buy two
packs of cards for a nickel each, and spend another dime on a can of BigTime
cherry cola. The last nickel invariably became the subject of a mental tug-of-
war: spend it on a third pack of cards, or buy one of the maddening multitudes
of candy bars taunting me from the store’s endless array. I don’t recall that last
nickel ever accompanying me home.

Qutside the store. [ would quickly rip open the packs, reflexively stuff a
hard pink siab of what [ assumed was bubble gum into my mouth, and eagerly
thumb through the cards. The dream was to find at least one of my beloved
Giants among them.

It was an ofi-shattered dream. There were 572 different cards in the
complete set, which was manufactured by a Brooklyn-based company called
Topps. Of that 572, only 36—or toughly 6.3 percent—featured Giants, and

that included the manager, coaches and team card, on the last of which the
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individuals werce so small as to be unrecognizable. The total of 36 Giants did
not include the card of Gordon Jones, a Baltimore Orioles pitcher who was
depicted wearing a Giants cap. Jones had been traded by the Giants after the
1959 season, and apparently no one at Topps noticed he was still sporting last
season’s chapeau. My point is that even if you counted Jones as halfa Giant, the
odds still weren’t great I’d see any of my favorite team’s players when I pulled
off those wax paper wrappings.

But on those rare occasions when I did get a card of someone wearing an
SF cap (not counting Gordon Jones), it was invariably No. 192, which bore the
likeness of—you guessed it—Danny O’Connell. This was made all the more
vexing when I eventually learned O’Connell didn’t even play for the Giants in
1960. He was cut in the last days of Spring Training, after the Topps cards had
been produced, and spent the season playing for Tacoma, the Giants’ Triple-A
farm team in the Pacific Coast League.

I 'was thus piling up card after card of a player who was only masquerading
as a big leaguer. So 1 did not like Danny O’Connell. It took six decades, but I
eventually changed my mind.

S~

I®\

My re-encounter with Danny O’Connell, again indirectly, came in early
2022, this time in the form of a spate of news stories about a gold-rush-like
boom in what had once been a kids” hobby of sports card collecting. Ostensibly
sane people were paying staggering sums not only for rare “vintage” cards of
icons such as Babe Ruth, but also for untested teenagers who had yet to play a
single inning in the major leagues.

A 1909 card featuring Honus Wagner, for example, sold for $6.6 million
in August, 2021. Wagner, for the uninitiated, is considered one of the greatest
shortstops ever, and was part of the inaugural class in the Baseball Hall of
Fame. Five months later, a 2021 card featuring Jasson Dominguez sold at auc-

tion for $474,000. At the time, Dominguez an [8-year-old prospect who

had played just 49 games of professional baseball at its lowest level, and not
exactly sparkled. Even a 1958 Danny O’Connell card that was graded in “gem
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mint” condition was being offered on eBay in late 2022 for a hefty $13,125.
Seriously.

American free enterprise adroitly adapted to the influx of big bucks into
baseball card collecting. A slew of auxiliary cottage industries sprang up to get
a piece of the action. As [ write this in the fall of 2023, there are companies to
appraise your cards’ condition; auction your cards; insure your cards, and store
your cards in vaults secured by around-the-clock armed guards. Seriously.

Baseball cards, T learned, had become valid components of Wall Street
investment portfolios. Investors with shallower pockets could pool their
resources with their pals or even strangers and buy a percentage of a particular
card or collection. You could also buy a card that exists only as data in a digital
blockchain. In March 2022, a 1952 Mickey Mantle NFT-—or non-fungible
token--sold for $470,000. The proud owner can brag about it, gaze upon it
online and with any luck sell it for more than he paid. But he can never ever
touch it, flip it or put it in his bicycle spokes to make that neat clicking sound,
unless he owns a virtual bicycle.

There were apparently a lot of people with enough money and interest
to invest in small pieces of very expensive cardboard. “The industry is at its
hottest point in my 40-year history,” the founder of a major sports collectibles
auction house told The New York Times. “It is nearly impossible to keep up with
demand from buyers.”

This was clearly not the hobby of my distant and largely misspent youth.
Back then, baseball card collecting basically consisted of collecting baseball
cards. You paid your nickel, opened the pack, tried to chew the gum or else
saved it for replacing roof shingles on the tool shed, and did stuff with the cards.
For instance, you could spread them on the living room floor and play a game
using a marble as a ball and a pencil as a bat. If the marble rolled over a card,
it was an out. If not, it was a single, double, triple or homer, depending on how
far the marble went.

You could stick them in your bicycle’s tire spokes so the wheels made
a clicking noise, just like the big kids® bikes, which had real gears and ball-
bearing derailleurs. My bike spokes featured cards of which I had doubles, or

those bearing the likenesses of the hated Los Angeles Dodgers.

You could gamble with them. One game consisted of betting on whether
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two cards flipped in the air would both land face-up or face-down, or one of
each. The winner got to keep the cards. Another game was to toss the cards
Frisbee-like at a wall. The card closest to the wall was the winner, and the card’s
owner thus entitled to all the other tossed cards.

And you could trade them. I learned a lot about human nature trading base-
ball cards. One of the kids I traded with, coincidentally enough, was named
Danny O’Connell. A nice kid, but hopelessly naive when it came to trading
cards. He would part with a Rocky Colavito, a six-time All-Star who once
hit four homers in a single game, for a Rocky Nelson, a zero-time All-Star
who once hit five homers in an entire season, on the theory that after all they
were both nicknamed Rocky. It was very hard not to take advantage of Danny.
Sometimes I didn’t.

On the other hand, there was John Shaw. He was a kid from New York who
stubbornly insisted Micky Mantle was better than Willie Mays. Despite this
character defect, he was one shrewd card trader. His acumen served him well
when he grew up and got a chance to trade real people in his role as president
of the Los Angeles Rams pro football team.

At no time in my youth did money enter into card transactions, except
once. I sold a 1956 Roy Campanella, a Dodger that a relative had given me,
to Frankie Till, a kid across the street, for one dollar. He threw in two 1960
Giants: Hobie Landrith, a catcher who was best known for being the first player
selected to play for the legendarily bad 1962 New York Mets and for having
a cool first name, and Andre Rodgers, a shortstop from the Bahamas who was
better at playing cricket than baseball. The Landrith and Rodgers cards are
worth maybe $3 cach as I write this. Campanella is in the Hall of Fame, and his
1956 card is worth maybe $200 today. Frankie Till went on to earn a doctorate
in mathematics and became superintendent of two major U.S. urban school dis-
tricts. I majored in English and became a newspaper reporter. So, there you go.

In the parlance of baseball card collecting, Landrith, Rodgers and yes,
O’Connell, are known as “commons.” It means they are players that few peo-
ple, even ardent fans, remember. In baseball card price guides, they often aren’t
even listed by name. They are just “commons” for a particular year’s set, all
fetching the same low price. And they are seldom if ever the subjects of biogra-

phies. Baseball biographies are reserved for the sport’s luminaries—Aaron and

[
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Gehrig, Koufax and Williams, Cobb and Clemente. But the stories about ram-
pant speculation and fabulous riches in the brave new world of card collecting
spurred in me memories of my long-ago quest for Giants cards. I remembered
Danny O’Connell. And after a bit of digging into who he was and what he did,
I found that “common” and “average” are not necessarily the same thing.

I learned that during his 10-year big league carecer, Danny O’Connell
scored the first run ever in a major league game on the West Coast, and also
made the last out ever in a venerable major league stadium on the East Coast.
He was the most valuable player for the first big league team he played for,
and also the last. He held one team’s modern single-season consecutive-game
hitting streak for more than 60 years. He still shares a major league record for
most triples in one game. And he once played for two different clubs in games
that started on the same day.

O’ Connell’s likeness (on a baseball card) can be found in the collections of
the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art. At various times he was his team’s
best singer, golfer, shuffleboard player, card sharp, pool hustler, comedian and
public speaker. And when it came to baseball, he was very, very smart. “He
has one attribute that every good ball player must have,” said Fred Haney, who
managed O’Connell on two different clubs. “He thinks.”

As an example. Haney recalled a game against the New York Giants in
1953, when he was manager of the Pittsburgh Pirates and O’Connell was his
third baseman. Giants shortstop Alvin Dark was on first base late in the game
when Bobby Thomson smacked a sharp single into right field. Dark raced to
third ahead of the throw, whereupon Thomson took off for second. With no
chance to get Thomson, O’Connell faked a throw then whirled and tagged
out Dark, who had taken a step toward home. “You can’t fool with that kid,”
acknowledged Giants manager Leo Durocher, who was not widely known for
complimenting anyone, especially opposing players. “He’s the kind of player
who’s always thinking one play ahead.”

While thinking might help keep a player in the big leagues for a decade,
it doesn’t show up in the box scores. Baseball is a numbers game, and to put it
charitably, Danny O’Connell’s career statistics -- .260 lifetime batting average,
.333 on-base percentage, .975 fielding average, 39 homers—were not the stuff’
of legends. But if there are lots—and lots—of numbers in baseball, there are

also lots of ways to look at them.
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An axiom often attributed to Mark Twain (née Samuel L. Clemens) is

that there are three kinds of falschoods: lics; damned lies, and statistics. Twain

himself rather vaguely attributed the origin of the aphorism to the eminent
British statesman Benjamin Disracli. I choose to stick with Twain, as he was
an ardent baseball fan, and Disraeli, insofar as T know, was not. Disraeli might
have liked cricket. That should not be allowed to detract from his prominent
place in British history.

Evidence of Twain’s status as a baseball fan, on the other hand, is abun-
dant. While a resident of Hartford, Connecticut, he often attended games at the
town’s 2,000-seat ballpark to cheer on the hometown Dark Blues, and some-
times took copious notes about the games on his personal stationery. For one
season, Twain/Clemens was even part-owner of the local club.

I digress from my point, which is that no other human endeavor proves the
truth of Twain’s statement about lies and statistics as much as baseball. Even
casual fans are obsessed with various calculations, permutations and formulas
that buttress their arguments, based on those numbers alone, about who is a
player worthy of one’s admiration and who is a bum that should be quickly
exiled to the low minors.

“If philately (stamp collecting) attracts perforation counters, and sumo
wrestling favors the weighty,” observed the eminent evolutionary biologist
and self-described baseball nut Stephen Jay Gould, “then baseball is the great
magnet for statistical mavens and trivia hounds.”

The obsession with statistics in baseball has only gotten more pronounced
in recent years. The 21st century onslaught on most of the world by endless
combinations of ones and zeroes—the Digital Age—has led in tumn to an
onslaught of new baseball-related statistics that breed like so many computer-
ized rabbits. There is, for example. a new statistic called “Rdp,” which as I
understand it measures how well a player does at helping his team score runs

by not hitting into double plays. For the record, Danny O’Connell’s lifetime
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Rdp was 1, which is exactly the same as Hall of Famer Stan Musial and twice
as good as those of Hall of Famers Orlando Cepeda, Ernie Banks and Bill
Mazeroski, among others.

The fellow I think most responsible for this obsession with esoteric data is
Bill James, a statistician, historian and baseball nut who began analyzing and
writing about the game while working as a security guard at a pork and beans
cannery. James went on to: write more than 20 books; be named in 2006 by
Time magazine as one of the 100 most influential people in the world; help the
Boston Red Sox win four World Series as a senior advisor to the club, and coin
the term “Sabermetrics.” It’s James’ name for the science of mathematically
scrutinizing everything that happens in and around a baseball game to the point
that you seriously consider watching professional lawn bowling or pickle ball
instead.

James adapted his term from a group of statistics-obsessed followers of
baseball that in 1971 formed a serious, scholarly - and frankly pretty nerdy

-- organization called the Society for American Baseball Research, or SABR.
At the risk of being charged with gross hypocrisy for grumping about the intru-
sion of silly numbers into the game of baseball, I must acknowledge that T am a
proud dues-paying SABR member. So there.

All of this leads us back in a perhaps-regrettably convoluted way to Danny
O’Connell, and the dismissive designation of him as an “average” player whose
baseball cards are worthy only of “common” status. [ beg to differ, and here are
some statistics to support my position:

¢ The U.S. Census Bureau reports that there were 1,114,814 male human
beings born in America in 1929, one of whom was Danny O’Connell. Of
those, according to the Baseball Almanac, just 93-—or 0.0000834 per-
cent-—grew up to play major league baseball. Some of those 93 were hardly
in The Show long enough to get their jerseys dirty. Bill Abemathie, for
example, pitched two innings for the Cleveland Indians on Sept. 27, 1952,
gave up two singles, a triple and a home run, and never appeared in the
big leagues again. In fact, only 27 of the 93 (that’s a miniscule 0.0000242
percent of all of America’s 1929 baby boys) played parts or all of at least

10 years in the majors. Danny O’Connell was one of them.
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* According to Baseball-Reference.com, the leading oracle of baseball sta-
tistics, 20,272 players made it to the big leagues from the founding of the
National League in 1876 through the 2022 season. Of that number, fewer
than 10 percent lasted as long in the majors as Danny O’Connell.

¢ According to Stathead, another sports statistics research website, of the
20,272 major league players from 1876 through 2022, 1,346, or 6.6 per-
cent, compiled at least 1,000 hits in their careers. Danny O’Connell had
1,049 career hits, or more than 93 percent of all big-league ballplayers.
Ever.

* Homing in a bit more, between 1950 and 1962, the span encompassing
O’Connell’s career, 1,926 men played in the big leagues. Of those, only 72,
or a paltry 3.7 percent, had more hits than O’Connell’s career lotal.

* And as for his major league record-tying three triples in one game, it’s
true that through 2022, 43 other players—or 0.00195 percent of all big
leaguers -- had also hit three triples in a game. But just two of those hit all
of their three-baggers against a Hall of Fame pitcher. O’Connell was one of
them. He did it in 1956, against Robin Roberts of the Philadelphia Phillies,
who was one of the most dominant pitchers of the era. (The other fellow
to hit three triples off a Hall of Famer was Ray Powell, a Boston Braves
outfielder. Powell hit his in 1921 against Brooklyn spitballer Burleigh “Old
Stubblebeard” Grimes. Neither Powell nor Grimes appears clsewhere in
this book.)

There’s more. From 1954 to 1958, O’Connell was second three times,
third once and fourth once among National League second basemen in fielding
percentage, despite persistent suggestions in the press that he was not especially
adept at the position. In “Range Factor” (putouts plus assists), he led the league
in 1953 at third base and in 1955 at second base. In one season or another
during his career, he was in his league’s top 10 in singles, doubles, triples,
walks, stolen bases, sacrifices and being hit by pitches. And for a guy who
neither hit for power nor was particularly fast, he even finished in the top 10 in
1957 in the National League’s “Power-Speed#” stats, which factors home runs
and stolen bases. (Admittedly, O’Connell’s 1oth place number was 8.5; Willie
Mays’ league-leading number was 36.4.)
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Having thus proved the appropriatencss of Twain’s (or Disraeli’s) axiom
when it comes to the hasty and often misguided designation of some major
league ballplayers as “common,” I present to you the story of Danny O’Connell,
a North New Jersey kid who grew up during the Great Depression and World
War 11, and for whom life was baseball and baseball was life.

This is also a book that touches on the evolution of baseball cards, from
their birth as lures to entice young boys to take up cigarette smoking to their
ascension, however transitory it may prove to be, as commodities that at least
fiscally rival the artistic masterpieces of Michaelangelo and Monet, artifacts
from ancient civilizations, and almost anything they show you on Anfigues
Roadshow.

But it’s mostly about the life of a “common” player during what is often
referred to—with a great deal of both nostalgia and nonsense——as baseball’s
“Golden Era.” Danny O’Connell’s career perfectly mirrored the period, begin-
ning as it did in the year after World War Il ended and ending with the expansion
years of the early 1960s. It was a time when baseball was still the country’s
dominant team sport and still truly an American obsession, when even aver-
age players were lionized, while performing under an employment system
reminiscent of mediaeval serfdom. It was a profession that at its highest level
had a total of just 400 jobs each year. Moreover, O’Connell’s career coincided
precisely with the long-overdue racial integration of the game. As talented
African-American players finally got a chance to compete in the National
Pastime, competition for major league jobs got that much tougher.

Like other big leaguers, O’Connell made more money than most Americans
of his generation. But he also lived with far greater uncertainty about his Jong-
term financial future, and labored—or played if you prefer — in a profession
with a much shorter lifespan than almost any other. He never strayed far from
his North Jersey roots, but also lived much of his adult life out of suitcases. His
career was marked by an almost unbroken string of bad timing, tough breaks
and missed chances. And he died tragically, and far too soon.

Still, for most of his life he got to play a game he loved. “I can’t figure a
guy not liking to play ball for a living,” O’Connell told a sportswriter early in
his big-league career. “Maybe after I’ve been in this game a long, long time 1
won't love it so much, but the way I look at it now, I can’t get too much of it.”

10
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So this is a book about a man who had a devoted and loving wife, and
four children who all grew up to be good people. It’s about 2 hometown hero
in post-war America who for a decade routinely got his name in newspapers
across the country, and his visage on pieces of cardboard that brought pleasure
to millions of kids.

And maybe it’s also about how, if we’re lucky, our childhood dreams
and aspirations never really die. They just adapt to the real world. At 10, for
example, T would gladly have given two fingers of my left hand to see my photo

on a major league baseball card. At 72, probably no more than one.

A
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