Baseball memory 1957: Meeting Ted Williams
by Stan Durkee        
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On a September night in 1957 at Griffiths Stadium in front of 20,000 baseball fans, I walked alone out onto the field to present a check to the winners of the home run hitting contest, held before the Washington Senators/Boston Red Sox game.  

My father had been asked to make the award on behalf of his brokerage firm and, thus, the opportunity was handed to me, a GW freshman.  I don’t recall the amount of the check or even the source of the funds but the moment stands out clear as a bell. 

The winners were Roy Sievers, Nats, for right handed hitters (this was appropriate since the night was officially designated “Roy Sievers night” in his honor) and Ted Williams, Red Sox, for leftys.  I shook hands with Williams first, stared into his eyes, grasping his big hand in mine; he seemed much taller than I had imagined. It was a brief frozen moment.  Then, still dazed, I shook Sievers’s hand.  As I walked up the stairs to my seat, from the darkened stands from over to my left, an upraised arm waved at me with a big face attached.  Someone whispered “the Vice President.” I paused: sure enough it was Richard Nixon. I was deeply impressed even if, even then, I wasn’t much of Nixon fan. 
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I had always loved baseball; there is no feeling like that when you hit a ball way out for a home run.  But I was a lousy hitter - in baseball, you’re a good hitter if you fail two thirds of the time, that is, hit .300.  My failure rate was much greater.  I was an even worse fielder...so bad that the notion of trying out/practicing for a team didn’t ever suggest itself in the conscious realm of possibility. I admired guys at GW who could actually play. I could be a fan, at least, for the major leagues and indeed, for years, I was.  

And so here I was on this night. I liked and respected Sievers, who generally hit maybe 26 home runs each year for the Senators.  But as I shook Williams’ hand, I was in awe. He – known as the “splendid splinter,” “the kid” and (much later) “Teddy Ballgame” – was the last guy to have hit .400 and maybe the greatest hitter (certainly among ‘em) who ever lived.  But for me, he was more; he was a guy to look up to, to emulate.  His attitude of striving for and achieving excellence while refusing to bow to conventional authority and still serving the greater team gave me direction.  I was impressed that he had given five years - in his prime -  as a combat pilot during WWII and the Korean War. My fascination with his character never wavered even as my interest in baseball waned. 

Williams retired in 1960, went on to manage the Nats in the late ‘60s, and was a shoo-in for the Hall of Fame.  Sievers had a good career, retiring in 1965. A recent net search revealed that Williams will be honored with a postage stamp in 2012 and that Sievers is still kicking, living in St Louis.
