' ' T — il S————— —— - e ——————————————
" . . - . ¥ T B e, e LT r. ; =
v e hrog i A gt il by A ¥l ? L e P T utp 4 g B - :
- 3 u i AR <k e S - )
A I 'El' : rr" -“5"".. , X T‘« R nt Tafthy i k ¥ ‘;'—i" E A - :Bl' y -- ;
L] ; '1.1 . T | o B I i '{ e ol ‘_ﬁ "E ; = vk = l ‘b_- ! [ J

g I E
[ " ek
ot AR ST B
;1 I;"I-I .J'! i i

T

ol
ok i."‘i"-"-" 1 E]

i

L g

L AA

':.'-Jf: h % -]
et

e ey LR

pme iy
RS

e Ll
Loh o 'ﬁm
AT X EE .

g _“: e 2 = L
. e e I "||
= |
b ”

,,'.-pn.q-rr_rl'-".""'

et AN g e
e & P el Ehelps




By EARL LAWSON

CINCINNATI, O. — The Reds
flew into Atlanta winless in their
first four games of the season.

What’s more, Johnny Bench, the
National League’s Most Valuable
Player and the major leagues’ hom-
er and RBI champ for 1970, hadn’t
hit one ball out of the park or
driven one run across the plate.

So, as the Reds opened a three-
game series with the Braves in At-
lanta April 12, Tommy Helms had
a suggestion for Bench.

“Why don’t you use that bat?"
Tommy asked Bench. “You know,
the bat the guy decorated for you
in Florida . . . the one with the red
velvet or whatever the stuff is on
the handle.”

The suggestion appealed to Bench,
especially since Johnny remember-
ed that the first time he used the

bat with the velvet grip in spring .

training he had socked a homer.

‘““The guy who put the stuff on
Bench’s bat in Florida calls it
‘frocking,” *’ said Bernie Stowe, the
Reds’ equipment man. “He even
covered a batting helmet with the
stuff . . . really dresses them up.”

Stowe admitted the helmets might
become a little gaudy, but there's
no denying they also become eye-
catching,

It’s Perfectly Legal

“The guy in Florida even had the
stuff lining the roof of his car,”
pointed out Stowe. ‘“‘Only it was
green, not red. He wanted to cover
a pair of baseball shoes with the
stuff, too. You know, just to let
me see how good it looked.”

“Sure, it's legal putting the stuff
on the bat handle,” said Bench.
“Guys use pine tar, don’t they?
Others use tape. What's the differ-
ence? You don’t hit the balls with
the bat handle.”

Coincidence or not, the first night
Bench used the bat with the red vel-
vet grip, he slammed a pair of hom-
ers, his first of the season, as the
Reds took the series opener from
the Braves, 7-3.

The first of Bench’s two homers
came off Ron Reed with a runner
aboard in the first inning,

Red pitcher Jim McGlothlin
matched the homer leading off the
fifth inning.

«“There 1 was tied for the club
lead in homers,” said McGlothlin,
feigning disgust, ‘“‘and Bench has
to go and hit a second homer.”

Bench’s second homer, also com-
ing with a runner aboard, climaxed
the three-run fifth inning in that se-
ries opener with the Braves.

T knew I wasn't gonna stay tied
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for the club's home-run lead very
long,” McGlothlin later admitted.
“If that ever happened," he add-
ed grinning, “I'd say our club
would be in all kinds of trouble.”
The next day, April 13, Bench,
again swinging the bat with the red
velvet touch, socked his third hom-
er of the season and added a single
as the Reds eked out a 5-4 victory.
And, as the Reds completed a
sweep of the three-game series with
an 8-3 triumph April 14, Bench lash-
ed out two singles and a two-run
homer in the ninth, his fourth of the
season and fourth in a three-day

n.
“Like 1 say,” said Bench, “I

" don’t know the guy who ‘frocked’

the bat, but Bernie does.

“T've told Bernie to get in touch
with the guy and have him fix me
up a couple of spares just in case
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Campanella and Stengel
To Manage Old-Timers

CINCINNATI, O.—Hall of Famers ROy Campanella and Casey
Stengel have accepted invitations to manage opposing teams for an Old-
Timers’ game, scheduled June 19 at Riverfront Stadium.

Stengel, whose baseball career dates back to 1912 when he played
17 games as a rookie with the old Brooklyn Dodgers, remains close to
the game as vice-president of the Mets. Now 80 and president of a
bank in Glendale. Calif., Stengel managed the Yankees to 10 pennants
in 12 seasons between 1949 and 1960. He also managed the Dodgers, the

old Boston Braves and the Mets.
Campanella’s career ended

when an automobile accident in 1958

left him paralyzed. Still confined to a wheelchair, Campanella spends
much of his time making personal appearances and attending games.

Campy was a catcher for 10 years, with the Dodgers, compiling a
976 lifetime batting average. He was voted Most Valuable Player in
the National League in 1951, 1933 and 1955.

Stengel will manage the East

team and Campanella the West in

the Old-Timers’ game, a three-inning contest which is to precede the

Reds’ June 19 date with the Braves.

Sach prominent figures as Enos Slaughter, Johnny Mize, Pee Wee
Reese, Eddie Mathews and Don Drysdale will join at least 10 former
Reds for the game, Former Reds who already have agreed to play are
Ed Bailey, Gus Bell, Ewell Blackwell, Alex Grammas, Grady Hatton,

Ted Kluszewski,
Sisler.

Don Newcombe, Joe Nuxhall, Wally Post and Dick
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Homer-Hitting Johnny Bench Receives Congratulations From Tony Perez.
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this one gets broken,’” Johnny added.

Then, grinning, the Red catcher
went on, ‘““And 1 told Bernie that if
he has any trouble locating the guy,
send out an all-points bulletin.”

Even though the Reds dropped
their first four games of the sea-
son, Manager Sparky Anderson was
not fretting.

“If we're gonna win’" said
Sparky, ‘‘Bench and Tony Perez
have to hit homers and drive home
runs.”

And it was lack of hitting, not
pitching, that left the Reds winless
going into Atlanta, -

“Three of those four games we
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lost by one run,”’ pointed out Bench.
“And two of the losses, both to
the Mets, came in 11 innings.”

It's not disturbing—yet. But it is
a little surprising. Perez, the Reds’
slugging third baseman, hasn’t blast-
ed off to his usual good start with
the bat.

Last year, Perez socked a record-
tying 10 homers during April. The

homers were 10 of 35 hits Tony:

pounded out in 77 trips to the plate,
a .455 average. The Cuban slugger
also drove home 26 runs the first
month of the season.

In fact, at the All-Star Game
break, Perez was being tabbed as

Red Velvet Bat Puts TNT in Benchs Swing

a leading candidate for the Nation-
al League’s Triple Crown. He not
only owned a .356 average at the
time, but he also had 29 homers
and 90 RBIs.

Bench wound up with the home
run and RBI titles. Perez’ consola-
tion was the team batting title, a
317 mark.

Don’t Worry About Tony

Still, there’s no knocking 40 hom-
ers and 129 RBIs, which were Pe-
rez' contribution toward the Reds’
drive to the National League pen-
nant.

“Tony’s gonna get his share of
homers and RBIs,”” said an uncon-
cerned Anderson. “He always has.”

Red Hots: Don Gullett, making
his first start of the season, picked
up his first victory in the April 13
game with the Braves. . . . Red
relief hurler Wayne Granger took
three of the Reds’ first four losses.
. . . Clay Carroll, Granger’s bull-
pen buddy, carries the nickname
“Hawk.” Clay appeared in each of
the Reds’ first five games. ‘‘One day
in the tree and the Hawk will be
ready to fly again,” cracked Car-
roll after his fifth straight appear-
ance. Anderson didn’t use Clay in
the sixth game. In the seventh, the
Hawk, true to his prediction, came
out of his tree and turned in a
scoreless 22%-inning relief stint to
preserve Tony Cloninger's victory
over the Braves.

Wayne Simpson, Jim Merritt and
Dave Concepcion rejoined the Reds
in Atlanta after being left at the
minor league complex in Tampa
when the Reds broke camp. Concep-
cion, who suffered a torn ligament
in his right thumb in the Reds’ sec-
ond exhibition game, is ready to
come off the disabled list. Ander-
son plans to test the arms of Simp-
son and Merritt real soon. Both
were on the ailing list at the end of
the 1970 season and have been nurs-
ed along this spring. ‘“We’ve got to
make some decisions soon,’”’ re-
marked Sparky. He didn’t have to
elaborate. . . . The Reds opened
the season with 11 pitchers on the
95-man roster. Three of their regu-
lars—Lee May, Bobby Tolan and
Concepcion—were on the disabled
list. Two, Concepcion and May, are
ready to return to the active list,
So, as Anderson remarked, ‘“We've
got to make a decision soon.” If
two players are added, two will
have to be dropped. It’s that simple.

Almost everyone knows what
the 7 Crown stands for.
Unquestionable good taste.
Consistent quality. And a
flavor that is always smooth.

Say Seagram’s 7 Crown
and Be Sure.
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By EARL LAWSON

CINCINNATI, O. — The Reds
flew into Atlanta winless in their
first four games of the season.

What’s more, Johnny Bench, the
National League’s Most Valuable
Player and the major leagues’ hom-
er and RBI champ for 1970, hadn’t
hit one ball out of the park or
driven one run across the plate.

So, as the Reds opened a three-
game series with the Braves in At-
lanta April 12, Tommy Helms had
a suggestion for Bench.

“Why don’t you use that bat?"
Tommy asked Bench. “You know,
the bat the guy decorated for you
in Florida . . . the one with the red
velvet or whatever the stuff is on
the handle.”

The suggestion appealed to Bench,
especially since Johnny remember-
ed that the first time he used the

bat with the velvet grip in spring .

training he had socked a homer.

‘““The guy who put the stuff on
Bench’s bat in Florida calls it
‘frocking,” *’ said Bernie Stowe, the
Reds’ equipment man. “He even
covered a batting helmet with the
stuff . . . really dresses them up.”

Stowe admitted the helmets might
become a little gaudy, but there's
no denying they also become eye-
catching,

It’s Perfectly Legal

“The guy in Florida even had the
stuff lining the roof of his car,”
pointed out Stowe. ‘“‘Only it was
green, not red. He wanted to cover
a pair of baseball shoes with the
stuff, too. You know, just to let
me see how good it looked.”

“Sure, it's legal putting the stuff
on the bat handle,” said Bench.
“Guys use pine tar, don’t they?
Others use tape. What's the differ-
ence? You don’t hit the balls with
the bat handle.”

Coincidence or not, the first night
Bench used the bat with the red vel-
vet grip, he slammed a pair of hom-
ers, his first of the season, as the
Reds took the series opener from
the Braves, 7-3.

The first of Bench’s two homers
came off Ron Reed with a runner
aboard in the first inning,

Red pitcher Jim McGlothlin
matched the homer leading off the
fifth inning.

«“There 1 was tied for the club
lead in homers,” said McGlothlin,
feigning disgust, ‘“‘and Bench has
to go and hit a second homer.”

Bench’s second homer, also com-
ing with a runner aboard, climaxed
the three-run fifth inning in that se-
ries opener with the Braves.

T knew I wasn't gonna stay tied
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for the club's home-run lead very
long,” McGlothlin later admitted.
“If that ever happened," he add-
ed grinning, “I'd say our club
would be in all kinds of trouble.”
The next day, April 13, Bench,
again swinging the bat with the red
velvet touch, socked his third hom-
er of the season and added a single
as the Reds eked out a 5-4 victory.
And, as the Reds completed a
sweep of the three-game series with
an 8-3 triumph April 14, Bench lash-
ed out two singles and a two-run
homer in the ninth, his fourth of the
season and fourth in a three-day

n.
“Like 1 say,” said Bench, “I

" don’t know the guy who ‘frocked’

the bat, but Bernie does.

“T've told Bernie to get in touch
with the guy and have him fix me
up a couple of spares just in case
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Campanella and Stengel
To Manage Old-Timers

CINCINNATI, O.—Hall of Famers ROy Campanella and Casey
Stengel have accepted invitations to manage opposing teams for an Old-
Timers’ game, scheduled June 19 at Riverfront Stadium.

Stengel, whose baseball career dates back to 1912 when he played
17 games as a rookie with the old Brooklyn Dodgers, remains close to
the game as vice-president of the Mets. Now 80 and president of a
bank in Glendale. Calif., Stengel managed the Yankees to 10 pennants
in 12 seasons between 1949 and 1960. He also managed the Dodgers, the

old Boston Braves and the Mets.
Campanella’s career ended

when an automobile accident in 1958

left him paralyzed. Still confined to a wheelchair, Campanella spends
much of his time making personal appearances and attending games.

Campy was a catcher for 10 years, with the Dodgers, compiling a
976 lifetime batting average. He was voted Most Valuable Player in
the National League in 1951, 1933 and 1955.

Stengel will manage the East

team and Campanella the West in

the Old-Timers’ game, a three-inning contest which is to precede the

Reds’ June 19 date with the Braves.

Sach prominent figures as Enos Slaughter, Johnny Mize, Pee Wee
Reese, Eddie Mathews and Don Drysdale will join at least 10 former
Reds for the game, Former Reds who already have agreed to play are
Ed Bailey, Gus Bell, Ewell Blackwell, Alex Grammas, Grady Hatton,

Ted Kluszewski,
Sisler.

Don Newcombe, Joe Nuxhall, Wally Post and Dick
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this one gets broken,’” Johnny added.

Then, grinning, the Red catcher
went on, ‘““And 1 told Bernie that if
he has any trouble locating the guy,
send out an all-points bulletin.”

Even though the Reds dropped
their first four games of the sea-
son, Manager Sparky Anderson was
not fretting.

“If we're gonna win’" said
Sparky, ‘‘Bench and Tony Perez
have to hit homers and drive home
runs.”

And it was lack of hitting, not
pitching, that left the Reds winless
going into Atlanta, -

“Three of those four games we
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lost by one run,”’ pointed out Bench.
“And two of the losses, both to
the Mets, came in 11 innings.”

It's not disturbing—yet. But it is
a little surprising. Perez, the Reds’
slugging third baseman, hasn’t blast-
ed off to his usual good start with
the bat.

Last year, Perez socked a record-
tying 10 homers during April. The

homers were 10 of 35 hits Tony:

pounded out in 77 trips to the plate,
a .455 average. The Cuban slugger
also drove home 26 runs the first
month of the season.

In fact, at the All-Star Game
break, Perez was being tabbed as

Red Velvet Bat Puts TNT in Benchs Swing

a leading candidate for the Nation-
al League’s Triple Crown. He not
only owned a .356 average at the
time, but he also had 29 homers
and 90 RBIs.

Bench wound up with the home
run and RBI titles. Perez’ consola-
tion was the team batting title, a
317 mark.

Don’t Worry About Tony

Still, there’s no knocking 40 hom-
ers and 129 RBIs, which were Pe-
rez' contribution toward the Reds’
drive to the National League pen-
nant.

“Tony’s gonna get his share of
homers and RBIs,”” said an uncon-
cerned Anderson. “He always has.”

Red Hots: Don Gullett, making
his first start of the season, picked
up his first victory in the April 13
game with the Braves. . . . Red
relief hurler Wayne Granger took
three of the Reds’ first four losses.
. . . Clay Carroll, Granger’s bull-
pen buddy, carries the nickname
“Hawk.” Clay appeared in each of
the Reds’ first five games. ‘‘One day
in the tree and the Hawk will be
ready to fly again,” cracked Car-
roll after his fifth straight appear-
ance. Anderson didn’t use Clay in
the sixth game. In the seventh, the
Hawk, true to his prediction, came
out of his tree and turned in a
scoreless 22%-inning relief stint to
preserve Tony Cloninger's victory
over the Braves.

Wayne Simpson, Jim Merritt and
Dave Concepcion rejoined the Reds
in Atlanta after being left at the
minor league complex in Tampa
when the Reds broke camp. Concep-
cion, who suffered a torn ligament
in his right thumb in the Reds’ sec-
ond exhibition game, is ready to
come off the disabled list. Ander-
son plans to test the arms of Simp-
son and Merritt real soon. Both
were on the ailing list at the end of
the 1970 season and have been nurs-
ed along this spring. ‘“We’ve got to
make some decisions soon,’”’ re-
marked Sparky. He didn’t have to
elaborate. . . . The Reds opened
the season with 11 pitchers on the
95-man roster. Three of their regu-
lars—Lee May, Bobby Tolan and
Concepcion—were on the disabled
list. Two, Concepcion and May, are
ready to return to the active list,
So, as Anderson remarked, ‘“We've
got to make a decision soon.” If
two players are added, two will
have to be dropped. It’s that simple.

Almost everyone knows what
the 7 Crown stands for.
Unquestionable good taste.
Consistent quality. And a
flavor that is always smooth.

Say Seagram’s 7 Crown
and Be Sure.
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Fans' Support Thrills All-Star Benc

- CINCINNATI-Even before the announc-

er booms out the names of the players
who'll start for the National League All-
Stars at Veterans Stadium, Johnny Bench

can hear the thunderous boos of the irate

Philadelphia fans. |
“And,” said Bench, ‘I can’t say I'll blame
the Phillie fans. When you're having a good
year, you feel you should be recognized. The
fans in your city feel the same way.”
Bob Boone, the Phils’ catcher, is having
the type of year you’'d expect of an All-Star.

When the balloting ended, Boone was bat-

ting over .300 and was one of the prime rea-
sons the Phils were making it a runaway
‘race in the National League East.

MEANWHILE, Bench, experiencing what
for him is an off-season with the bat, was

trying to keep his batting average around
the .250 mark. | , )

Despite the discrepancy in batting aver-
ages between Bench and Boone, the tally of
the votes by the nation’s baseball fans left
no doubt as to whom they considered the
better of the two. | |

““Sure the vote of the fans means a lot to
me,”’ said Bench. |

Everyone is susceptible to flattery, and
Bench is no exception. |

“It’s a real feather in your cap when you
get the fans’ vote,” said Bench. “I've got to
be honest. It means a lot to me to know that
when the fans think of a catcher, they think
of me.” .

Bench figures he's not the only player
whose name will be greeted by boos when
the All-Star lineups are announced.

“It’s going to be the same way with Pete
Rose if he beats out Mike Schmidt at third
base,”’ said Bench. *And judging from the
last returns I've seen, Rose will,”

THERE WAS A time when boos bothered
Bench.

“Those days are gone now,” said the
Reds’ catcher. "‘But though you can under-
stand the reaction of the fans, you still hate
not to be appreciated.”’ |
" When Bench squats behind the plate to
signal for the first pitch of the 1976 All-Star
Game, he'll be appearing in his ninth
straight midsummer classic.

His first was back in 1968, his rookie sea-
son with the Reds.

“It now seems years and years ago ... a
lot more than just nine,” said Bench,

As the Red catcher talked, a listener-was
remembering a prediction Preston Gomez,
now a coach for the Cardinals, made at the
beginning of that 1968 season.

Gomez had seen Bench play in Puerto

Rico the winter of 1967.

““I tell you something,” Gomez remarked
early that spring of 1968. ‘“That Bench, he
just a babynow...only 19. .. butl can tell
you now he gonna be the All-Star catcher in
this league for at least the next 10 years,
You mark my words.”

A LISTENER, too, couldn't suppress a
smile remembering a similar compliment
paid Bench by Atlanta Braves' Manager
Dave Bristol, who gave Johnny his first
chance to play. for the Reds.

“When did you first realize Bench was a
major leaguer?’’ someone asked Bristol not
too long ago.

**The first time I saw him play,’’ was Bris-
tol’s answer. |

The first time Bristol had seen Bench play
was in the fall of 1865 in the Florida Instruc-
tional League, where Johnny had been as-
signed after catching for the Reds’ Tampa
farm club in the Florida State League.

““That was some experience, walking into
the clubhouse and suiting up for that 1968
All-Star Game . . . mingling with Willie
McCovey, Willie Mays, Bob Gibson and
Juan Marichal,” recalled Bench.

Of those he mentioned, only McCovey still

is active. .

“It’s a little sad, seeing players come and
go,” Bench added wistfully. It was as if he
were visualizing the day when someone
would speak of Bench’s career in the past
tense,

SOME PLAYERS, Pete Rose, for exam-
ple, can remember practically every game

they've played, how they fared and which

pitchers they hit best.
“I can't,” said Bench. ““But I know I've

By EARL LAWSON

had good success hitting in the All-Star
games most years."”

Statistics support Bench’s remark.

The Reds’ catcher has made 22 official
trips to the plate in the eight All-Star games

- in which he has participated. His batting av-
‘erage going into this year's game is .409,

Bench’s nine All-Star hits include three
homers. He has scored five runs and driven
home six. |

Around May 1 of his rookie 1968 season,
Bench was floundering along, barely hitting
over .100. His chances of remaining the
Reds’ No. 1 catcher seemed slim. As for

- winding up on the All-Star team, the mere

suggestion seemed absurd.

“But,” recalled Bench, “after that first
week of May, everything seemed to fall into
place.” |

AS BENCH'’S average climbed, so did his

confidence. And, when ‘it came time to
name alternates to complete the National
League squad, Bench had statistics to merit
his selection. |

“I didn't get a chance to bat in that 1968
game,’’ "said Bench, *but I did catch the
ninth inning."” |

Bench was voted a starting berth on the
1969 All-Star team and has been a repeater
ever since, |

I guess I'll never forget my first at-bat in
an All-Star Game,” said Bench. There's
good reason. He hit a home run.

“The game was in Washington that
year,” said Bench. *'I hit my homer off Mel
Stottlemyre, the Yankee pitcher.”

McCovey, though, hit two homers in that
game,

“ So Will,” said Bench, "“wound up as the
game'’s Most Valuable Player.”

The 1970 All-Star Game was played in Cin-
cinnati's new Riverfront Stadium, which
only a couple of weeks earlier had been bap-
tized by a homer off the bat of Hank Aaron,
who then was still in pursuit of Babe Ruth'’s
record. L

IRONICALLY, that 1970 All-Star Game,
played before a hometown audience, is one
that Bench would just as soon forget.

“If you'li remember,”’ said Bench, *I struck
out three straight times."” |

The pitcher who humiliated Bench was
Sam McDowell, then the pitching ace of the
Indians and the American League’s strike-
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Johnny Bench . . . Still No. 1 at the Ballo |
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out king. - |

““He was a fast-ball pitcher.” said Bench,
“and all he threw me were slow curves and
change-ups.

"'So,"”’ continued Bench, ‘I guess I'd have
to say McDowell was the best pitcher I ever
faced in an All-Star Game." .

“The best pitchers I've caught in an All-
Star Game?" o

Bench paused a moment.

“I guess I'd have to say one was Tom Sea-
ver in the 1970 game at Cincinnati,” said
Bench. “Then there was Jon Matlack in the
All-Star Game at Milwaukee last year. Both
of them were overpowering."

SOMEONE WONDERED aloud how long
Bench thought he'd continue playing.

“I'd say,” he replied, '‘that it depends
urun how long my body permits me to
p E}F." ,

Squatting behind the plate year after year
and game after game is beginning to take its
toll. Bench’s aches and pains are increasing
each year,

But while Bench admittedly is having his
troubles at the plate, he's still the best

-.catcher defensively in the game., He has
- eight Gold Gloves, one for each of his full
~ seasons in the majors, to offer as proof.

He has no equal when it comes to tucking
away foul pop-ups. Some of his catches over
the years have been incredible.

Few, if any, catchers can match his agili-
ty when it comes to fielding taps in front of
the plate. And Joe Namath at his best never
had a quicker release than Bench when it
comes to heading off base runners bent
upon larceny.

“There are guys who play injured or
while enduring pain and there are guys who
don’t,” said Reds' Manager Sparky Ander-
son.

““The ones who do," he continued, "I call
‘gamers.’ "’

There was a pause. -

“BENCH AND ROSE,” said Anderson, *‘I
call ‘gamers.” "’

Bench has had more than his share of in-
juries since he first began playing ball,

- As a teen-ager playing for Binger (Okla.)
High School, he narrowly escaped death
when the brakes failed on the bus carrying
the school team. A couple of Bench's team-
mates on that high school team weren’t as
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“fortunate as he when the bus'went tumbling

down a hillside after failing to negotiate a
curve in the road. |

Then there was the 1966 season. Bench
had just been promoted by the Reds from
peninsula (Carolina) to Buffalo in the Inter-
national League. | .

In the first inning of the first game Bench
started for the Buffalo club, he suffered a
broken right thumb., |

His thumb mended, Bench was about to
Jjoin the Reds for the last month of the 1966
season when he narrowly escaped death in
an auto collision on a freeway on the out-
skirts of Oklahoma City, | S

““A guy turned onto the freeway headed in
the wrong direction,’” explained Bench,

And the wrong direction was right at the
car driven by Bench,

“l TRIED TO EVADE him," said Bench,
d me.”

Fortunately, a doctor was in the car im-
mediately behind Bench and quickly admin-

‘istered first aid to the Red catcher before he

was rushed to a hospital.

Today Bench carries an ugly scar on his
left shoulder as a constant reminder of his
near brush with death,
~It’s just speculation, but it could be that
some of his present shoulder problems stem

from that accident.

It was after the 1970 season that Bench re-
ceived the scare of his life, That was the
winter he underwent lung surgery.,

An MVP in 1970 when he batted .293, hit 45
homers and drove home 145 runs, Bench
was weakened by the surgery performed a
few months before the season opener. His
batting average dipped to .238 in 1971, his
home-run total to 27 and his RBIs to 61.

However, he still was a power behind the
plate and at the polls. He not only won the
starting berth as a catcher, but went 2-for-4
at the plate. And one of those two hits was a
homer.

IN 1972, BENCH, leading the Reds to their
second pennant within a three-year span,
again was nam 2d the loop's MVP after slug-
ging 40 homers and driving home 125 runs,
both top figures in the league.

Last year, Bench's left shoulder was in-
jured in an April collision at home plate
with the Giants' Gary Maithews., Enough
damage was done to require post-season
surgery. Still, Bench won the fans’ vote as
the All-Star catcher. He also contributed a
.283 batting average, 28 homers and 110
RBIs as the Reds piled up a club record 108
victories while making a runaway of the
N. L. West race.

Bench still remembers the day back in the
spring of 1968 when he met Hall of Famer
Ted Williams, then manager of the Wash-
ington Senators, at Pompano Beach,

And he cherishes the ball on which Wil-
liams wrotle the words: ‘“To Johnny Bench,
a Hall of Famer for sure.”

Bench, like all piayers, would like some
day to be enshrined in the Hall of Fame at
Cooperstown, N. Y.

“I’'VE READ WHERE 1 don’t have Hall of
Fame credentials,”” said Bench. A writer
in my home state pointed out I have yet to
hit over .300 and that a lot of catchers not in
the Hall of Fame caught a lot more games
than I have.

“I'm wondering,'’ said Bench, *‘if those
other catchers the writer was referring to
could have compiled their figures playing
the night-game schedules we have today
and traveling from coast to coast as we do."”

Bench wasn’t belittling the records of past
greats. He was merely pointing out that
times have changed and so have players,
their equipment, playing conditions and
traveling schedules.

“Naturally, I'd like to make the Hall of
Fame some day,” said Bench. “But 1 don’t
think it has the same luster it once did. 1 be-
lieve some players are getting into the Hall
of Fame who aren’t deserving. There's too
much politicking.” B

ONCE HE'’S eligible, Bench may not get
the writers’ vote. But he’'d be a cinch to
make the Hall if the fans did the voting.

No player in the game today is a better
vote-getter than the Reds’ catcher,

Count the votes!




