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Into Thin Air
By Scott Simkus
      @scottsimkus1

In 1954, Roswell Rockets first baseman Joe Bauman batted .400 
with 72 home runs and 224 RBI, winning the Triple Crown in the Class 
C Longhorn League. His slugging percentage of .916 remains the high-
est single-season figure ever recorded in Organized Baseball, and he ac-
complished all of this in only 138 games.  During his previous two cam-
paigns, the burly, 6’5” 235-pounder busted 50 and 53 round-trippers, 
respectively, making him the first man in professional baseball history 
to top the half-century mark in three consecutive seasons. And yet he 
never so much as sniffed a major league ballpark.
 During his nine seasons in minor league baseball, Joe Bauman av-
eraged .337, 37 HR, and 117 RBI, so how is it this man never even got a 
cup of coffee at the game’s highest level? What the hell happened here? 
There’s been a lot written about Bauman over the years, he lived long 
enough to see Barry Bonds top his record back in 2001 and was inter-
viewed dozens of times over the years.
 The familiar narrative includes a career interrupted by the war, 
some bad decisions (Bauman walked away from the Boston Braves or-
ganization after the 1948 season, when they didn’t offer him what he 
considered a fair contract for the next season), and his age. By the time 
he clubbed 72 homers, Bauman was already 32 years old and a little 
long in the tooth by baseball prospect standards. He’d jumped the Or-
ganized Baseball ranks a couple times, to play semipro ball, invested in 
his own gas station and tire businesses, then opted not to play far from 
his home. 
 Certainly these were things which conspired against Bauman. But 
frankly, if you review the man’s story, I’m not sure he had had any real 
desire to make the sacrifices needed to play in the big leagues. Born in 
Welch, Oklahoma, and raised in Oklahoma City, he was mostly a home-
boy. His minor league debut took him to Arkansas for one season before 
the war brought him home to work in a factory. Then after the war he 
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Back in 1954, minor leaguer Joe 
Bauman crushed 72 home runs, 
while playing for the Roswell 
Rockets.



spent one year in Connecticut, playing for a Braves’ farm club in Hart-
ford. Other than that, seven of his nine seasons were spent relatively 
close to home, with clubs in his home state of Oklahoma (semipro), 
Texas and New Mexico. At 30, his career brought him to Artesia, New 
Mexico, then in 1954 (the year of the 72 home runs), he landed in Ro-
swell, near where those UFOs supposedly crashed.
 Joe Bauman spent the rest of his life in Roswell, New Mexico, 
passing away at age of 83. It was in Roswell that a place called Fair 
Park Field would kill him---twice.

*  *  *  *  *
 Last week, OBB columnist David Lawrence wrote an excellent 
piece about the 2008 Golden League, an independent operation where 
one team, the St. George (UT) Roadrunners, averaged 8.3 runs per con-
test, but still finished two games under .500, owing mostly to their 
team’s abysmal 8.00 earned run average. The entire Golden League 
itself was bizarre, in that the circuit-wide batting average was .307 
and team earned run averages hovered near 6.50. During its six years 
of existence, the Golden League was always an EXTREME offensive 
environment. From the 2005 to 2010, six men batted over .400 in the 
GL, with thirty-one exceeding the .360 plateau.
 The league folded after 2010, with some of its teams transferring 
into the independent Northern League. People living in homes outside 
the ballparks in St. George, Calgary, and Tucson could sleep a little 
easier, with the fear of missile-launched baseballs shattering their win-
dows a thing of the past.
 David posed a very straight-forward question: Can we tell if the 
hitting was outstanding in the Golden League, or was the pitching sim-
ply atrocious? 
 I’ll provide a straight-forward answer: We can’t tell.
 There’s a more meaningful explanation, but we need to jump back 
into the time machine.

*  *  *  *  *
 If you scan the digital newspapers archives from the winter of 
1954-55, you’ll discover several letters to sports editors, from fans 
who were wondering why there weren’t any major league clubs giv-
ing Joe Bauman a chance. He had just hit 72 home runs and driven in 
224 runs, after all! The left-handed slugger had received quite a bit of 
national attention for his exploits. Yes, he was 32 years old, wrote one 
man to The Sporting News, but that wasn’t “too old.” Why not sign 
him up? Give him an opportunity?
 Interestingly, I don’t recall seeing any of the editors themselves 
offering an opinion on the issue. They’d simply print the letters and 
leave it open-ended. It’s 2013, so we’ll go ahead and take a stab at it: 
He might have been good enough, but because of the league he played 
in, it was virtually impossible to confirm this one way or the other. Like 
the men who participated in the 2005-2010 Golden League, Joe Bau-
man was performing his amazing in an EXTREME offense-oriented 
environment, the Longhorn League of the 1950s.  
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 During a six-year span (1950-1955), the Longhorn League had 
four men hit over .400 (including Bauman, once), with thirty-four oth-
ers topping the .360 mark during this same period. This is roughly the 
same as the latter day Golden League. The median earned run averages 
in the Longhorn hovered in the mid-5.00s, and some pitchers, such 
as poor Evelio Ortega, saw his ERA balloon to 9.51 in 150 innings of 
work. Such were the adverse conditions hurlers found themselves in, 
on the diamonds of west Texas and New Mexico.
 Although part of Organized Baseball, only one club was affiliated 
with a major league franchise in 1954. In previous seasons, none of 
the Longhorn clubs had working arrangements with big league teams. 
Why not? My guess is the environment these clubs played in made 
it nearly impossible to evaluate talent. For one thing, they were far 
away from major league cities. For another, what they  played out there 
wasn’t quite baseball as we know it.
 Because of altitude (the eight cities in the league averaged 2,650 
square feet above sea level), and short fences – several ballparks had 
power alleys in the 330-foot range – the game being played during 
Bauman’s time was sort of a distorted facsimile of the National Pas-
time. The delicate balance needed between pitching and hitting was 
ripped from its mooring, due to low air density and short fences. The 
ball skyrocketed off the bat in this league. One source even suggest-
ed the evening winds in several of the league cities often gusted at a 
steady 15-20 miles per hour and that the parks had been positioned in 
a manner benefitting the hitters. I mean, add these three things together 
and your pitching staff is in trouble.

*  *  *  *  *
 Coors Field in Denver is approximately 5,200 feet above sea level, 
by far the highest altitude park-- and before they began sticking balls 
in a humidor-- one of the craziest offensive environments in big league 
history. To give a little context, Wrigley Field in Chicago is situated at 
about 597 feet above sea level, St. Louis is at 466, Milwaukee is 617, 
while the New York ballparks check in at about 35 to 40 above the sea 
level, as they are basically near the coast.
 In the 1954 National League, the average elevation of the eight 
ballparks was roughly 413 feet above sea level. There wasn’t a ballpark 
above 1,000. In the 1954 Longhorn League, where Joe Bauman hit 72 
home runs, the average elevation of the eight cities was 2,645 feet. 
There was only one ballpark below 1,000, and that was Wichita Falls 
at 948. There wasn’t a city in the National League (or the Longhorn) 
approaching the elevation of today’s Coors Field, but combined with 
short fences and friendly breezes, the Longhorn League was a mighty 
friendly place to hit.
 The highest elevation in the league? Roswell, New Mexico, at 
3,655 feet. People have known for years that the right field fence was 
only 329 feet down the line. Short, even at sea level. When you adjust 
for the thing air, Joe Bauman was taking aim at a very friendly target. 
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Interestingly, in all of my research, I’ve never been able to uncover the 
dimensions for the remainder of the park. I’ve checked all the SABR pub-
lications, newspaper articles, online databases, which have proved all for 
naught. Everybody writes about the 329-foot right field line, but nothing 
else. 
 Until today.
 You see: the field still exists. Thanks to Google Earth, we can hover 
over good old “Fair Park Field” and take a peek. Apparently, the bleachers 
and such have been changed since Bauman played there, but the footprint 
of the diamond is apparently identical to what it had been in the 1950s. 
As evidence, I used the Google measuring tool to calculate the distance 
from home plate to the right field fence---and sure enough it’s around 328. 
It’s within a foot of the old official distance of 329, which is about par for 
the course with the digital tape measure. And when you 
see how the park is situated, it’s difficult to imagine the 
fence was ever configured any differently.
 The rest of park’s dimensions? LF-340 CF-380 
RC-368 RF-340 RFL-329. At any elevation, this is a 
band box. It’s a nice high school field. You can see how 
a 6’5” 240 pound man could muscle up 72 times during 
a short, 138-game season.
 If Joe Bauman had had a burning desire to play big 
league ball-- and I’m not sure he did-- he was playing 
in a league and in a ballpark that would have effectively 
killed his dreams. Scouts weren’t going to be able to 
make heads or tails of a prospect.

*  *  *  *  *
 The 2008 Golden League shares some things in 
common with the old Longhorn League. First off, it was 
a low-level minor league where none of the teams were affiliated with ma-
jor league farm systems. And secondly, it had that extremely ridiculous 
imbalance between pitching and hitting, making it very difficult for talent-
evaluators to separate the legitimate prospects from the suspects.
 So let’s ask another question: Which league was better, Bauman’s 
1954 Longhorn League, or the 2008 Golden League? One quick-and-dirty 
method is to see how many men had played (or would play) in the major 
leagues. Both leagues had eight teams, and of the top 200 men, 7 had major 
league experience in the Longhorn League, while 22 had big league service 
time in the more recent Golden League. There are more big league teams 
today, so we’ll still take that at face value as a slight edge for the GL.
 One other trick is to look at age. Generally speaking, a league with 
younger players is typically less talented. On the other hand, the closer the 
league is to an average age of 28, the more guys you have reaching their 
athletic prime. As an example, almost throughout its entire history, the ma-
jor leagues league-wide average age is around 28. The average age of the 
1954 Longhorn League was about 24.5. The players in the Golden League 
were an average of 26.4, or closer to the typical ballplayer’s peak level of 
athleticism.

Joe Bauman crushes home run 
number 70, breaking Bob Crues’ 
then-minor league record of 69. 
Crues had established his mark 
just a few years earlier, in the same 
thin air of Texas and New Mexico.
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 Toss in the facts there were some relatively well-known ex-big leaguers man-
aging the GL teams (Hall of Famer Gary Carter, Steve Yeager, Mike Marshall, 
Cory Snyder and Jeffrey Leonard), compared to a gaggle of life-long bush leaguers 
in the Longhorn League; AND that the ballparks in the modern league were all of 
standard size and shape, I believe the Golden League was superior to the old LL.
 But what of the 2008 St. George Roadrunners, the team that batted .326 and 
had an ERA of 8.00? Well, St. George, Utah happens to be located 2,860 feet above 
sea level. It would have fit in well with the old Longhorn League, as would fellow 
Golden League cities Calgary (3,600 feet) and Tucson (2,389). It’s all about the 
elevation.

*  *  *  *  *
 In the fall of 2004, Joe Bauman was invited back to old Fair Park Field, on 
the outskirts of his adopted hometown of Roswell, New Mexico. The place was 
sponsored by a fast drink company at this point, but the local team was going to 
rededicate the place as “Joe Bauman Field,” in honor of the aging slugger. There 
would be speeches and beer and all manner of pomp and circumstance.
 Because of the Barry Bonds chase, Bauman had become a bit of a celebrity 
again and at the ceremony he answered questions and took photographs. The peo-
ple hosting the thing unveiled a stone marker commemorating the event. At one 
point near the end of the ceremony, Joe tripped and fell, shattering his pelvis. His 
health deteriorated quickly after this, and after many months in the hospital, the 
reigning single-season minor league home run chap passed away.
 The damn ballpark that may have conspired against his baseball career had 
gotten him again.

From Google Earth, here’s how Joe Bauman Stadium 
looks today. The rightfield line is only 329 feet away 
from home plate and center field is a cozy 380.
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During a recent visit to Los Angeles, I had an opportunity to catch 
up with my old friend Jeff Polman. Jeff and his wife Carmen invited my fam-
ily and I over to their lovely home for a Sunday brunch. We talked about 
Hollywood and Princess Diana and the pitfalls of living in LA. We even 
squeezed in a little baseball chit-chat. Besides good company, the highlight of 
my morning was a tour of Jeff ’s office, which is more a shrine to baseball his-
tory than anything. There were books, memorabilia, old photographs, and 
even some original art (Jeff ’s wife is an very talented painter). And oh, there 
were stacks of Strat-O-Matic cards hidden in every nook and cranny, like 
Easter eggs. This made my head swim: Jeff and I are longtime Strat-O nuts.
 Besides writing for newspapers and magazines, and having sold a 

few screenplays back in the day, Polman has carved 
out a little niche for himself, creating novel-length 
stories about reimagined baseball seasons from the 
past. We talked about this, and a few other things, 
after brunch:

Hey Jeff, “Dear Hank” is the fifth edition of your online, 
fictionalized baseball replays. One of your earlier blogs 
(1924: And You Are There!) has been turned into a paper-
back book, with another one on the way. For the uniniti-
ated, can you explain what you do?

 Sure. Simply put, I take old seasons that 
Strat-O-Matic Baseball has released card sets for, 
replay them and create fictional characters and a 

story to wrap around the “on-field” action. Because I’m redoing the sea-
son, I have no idea how the pennant races will turn out, and this often 
dictates the direction of the plot and fate of the characters, giving it a 
fresh, “living novel” quality.  1924 illustrated this the best, because when 
I found myself saddled with two runaway races in late July, I used your 
fine set of Negro League all-stars to add an intriguing subplot: letting 
Oscar Charleston, Smokey Joe Williams, Biz Mackey and others become 
the “Black Phillies” for a few weeks. Play That Funky Baseball, which rei-
magined 1977 (and will be re-edited and published as Ball Nuts later this 
year), had an ensemble of six or seven baseball-mad characters traveling 
through time, and I had to jump through hoops to keep all their subplots 
connected. That one was also fun to write, but much more of a challenge.

“Dear Hank” represents a turning point of sorts in the series, as you direct your cre-
ative lens on one player, Hank Greenberg, and his relationship with a special fan 
overseas in 1938, just prior to World War II. This is a little bit different than how 
you’ve worked in the past. Also, I believe this is the first time that you’re not actually 

Get Out Your Hank-kerchiefs
A Q&A with Jeff Polman

By Scott Simkus
      @scottsimkus1

Scott Simkus (left) and Jeff Polman, 
down and out, near Beverly Hills.
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playing the games yourself, in terms of using the Strat-O-Matic game engine to help steer the 
narrative. Can you talk about the creative challenges and/or opportunities that have material-
ized in this latest “blogella”, and how did you team up with Paul Dylan?

 I was actually going to take a year off from these blogs to work on some 
other book ideas, and also because I couldn’t think of a suitable story for 1938, the 
new season Strat was about to release. Then I saw 42, the Jackie Robinson movie, 
and the concept pretty much fell into place. Greenberg played years before Jackie, 
and also had to endure racial abuse from the players, fans, and press. There have 
been books and a great documentary about Hank, but with Robinson’s story get-
ting vastly more attention, I thought the time was ripe for a Greenberg tale on my 
end. The only problem was that it normally takes me about a year to replay a sea-
son using cards and dice (never got the computer game because they don’t make it 
for the Mac, and I’ve always preferred playing manually), and the Greenberg story 

I wanted to tell just didn’t have enough plot points 
to warrant taking a full year to post it. The Bragging 
Rights League, my other “blogella” in which a team 
of white 1941 all-stars have to prove themselves in a 
fictitious Black Major League, didn’t have the same 
length issue because their season was only 60 games.
 Anyway, this is where Paul Dylan came in. Paul, a 
big Dodgers and Seattle Sounders soccer fan living 
up in Washington State, also has a fun game simula-
tions site called One for Five. We became friends on 
Twitter and Facebook, and he absentee co-managed 
the 1958 Phillies (rather well, I should add) for Mys-
tery Ball ’58. Anyway, I knew he had the Strat com-
puter version, so I contacted him and asked whether 
he’d be willing to run the 1938 season on comput-
er and feed me weekly stat reports. This would not 
only enable me to spend more time telling the Dear 
Hank story, but allow me to post the entire blog in 
six months of “real time” instead of stretching it out 
for a year. Thankfully, he agreed to help. I’ve since 
given him a P. DYLAN, STATISTICAL ENGINEER 
credit on the front of my weekly Baseball Gazette and 
Dope Sheet on the blog, and he’ll be making his first 
writerly contribution for that notorious imaginary 
publication soon.

What are some of your influences, in terms of baseball fiction? Any novels or movies that have 
had an impact on your own writing?

 Well, I recently found Peter Schilling’s novel The End of Baseball to be an ab-
solute inspiration, but I had already written my 1924 blog by the time I discovered 
it. I’ve never really been a fan of baseball novels, because the drama inherent in the 
game’s actual history has been entertaining enough for me, but as far as published 
influences, I’d have to say that three books by G. H. Fleming—The Unforgettable 
Season, Murderers Row, and The Dizziest Season—in which he documents the 1908, 
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1927, and 1934 campaigns using nothing but old newspaper accounts, 
were a huge creative kickstarter. The best part about writing 1924, par-
ticularly Calvin Butterworth’s game stories, was being able to do it in the 
archaic language of the time period, and my accounts are basically goofy 
spinoffs of Fleming’s work. 
 As far as baseball movies go,  I’ll take Eight Men Out, Bull Dur-
ham, The Bad News Bears,  Moneyball, and the last scene of Field of 
Dreams. You can pretty much have the rest. The Time Machine (1960 
version with Rod Taylor and Yvette Mimieux) was definitely my favorite 
and most influential movie as a kid, so maybe I’ve unwittingly become a 

baseball version of George, the Time Traveler.

I know you’ve been playing Strat since the 1960s and have to 
ask you: Before blogs and the interwebs ever existed, did you 
approach your hobby in the same way? In other words, was 
there always a narrative unfolding in the background, as you 
replayed a series, or an entire season?

 Great question. I’d have to say no, not a fictional 
one. Obviously, what happened on my tabletop was 
fiction in a different way; like real baseball, a full sea-
son generates its own natural twists and turns, and 
the more games you play, the more relationships you 
start developing with individual players and teams. 
The “fictionalizing” idea, creating characters and a 
story, etc., didn’t come about until I was posting dai-
ly replay blurbs on the Strat Fan Forum site and was 
suddenly getting great feedback on them. Creating a 
more fully realized replay with my own site seemed 
like the right progression for me at the time, and it 
certainly has been.

In terms of the game, all of the Strat-O-Matic old time sea-
sons are interesting in their own way. What makes the 1938 
season and cards unique?

 Certainly the lack of any semblance of good pitch-
ing. Outside of the two Leftys (Gomez and Grove), 
Carl Hubbell and a few guys on Casey Stengel’s Bos-
ton Bees, it’s a freaking starting hurler’s wasteland 
with sky-high walk rates and the overall hitting is 
indicative of this. Bullpens are also basically non-

existent, so no team is ever out of a game. Of course, this doesn’t bother 
me because I really prefer slugfests, but one major concern has been the 
absurdly powerful start of the ’38 Red Sox. In reality they finished nine 
and a half games behind the juggernaut Yankees but are something like 
30-10 after the first 40 games. Of course, I was the one who supplied Paul 
with the initial lineups and rotations, so maybe it’s my fault, but in the 
two “dry run” weeks of the season I played before Paul re-started every-

A couple pics of Jeff ’s “baseball 
grotto” where much of his creative 
time is spent.
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thing on the computer, this wasn’t the case at all. Funny, but even though I’ve been 
a huge fan of the real Red Sox my whole life, for some reason I always tend to root 
for the good Yankees teams more in Strat. I think it may have to do with a strange 
compulsion to see races develop close to how they really happened. To finish an-
swering your question, though: The fielding in 1938 is much better and reliance on 
the stolen base far less evident than in the 1920 and 1911 seasons I’ve dabbled in. 
Also, the National League in 1938 is a way more interesting multi-team race. The 
Cubs could be playing a lot better, but as you know, that’s usually the case.

You’ve done your share of interviews and podcast appearances over the years. What’s the one 
question you’d love to answer, but never get asked?

Hmm…With all the Strat you play, how do you manage to also have a life? As of 
this year, I’ve been playing the game for about half a century, so I think by now I’ve 
found a way to seamlessly work it into my daily routine. I roll an average of at least 
four games a day, many more on the weekends, and can play them while I talk on 
the phone, watch TV, drink coffee in the morning, pet the dog or cat on my lap, 
whatever. As I’ve reminded my wife, it’s a much safer addiction than gambling, 
strippers, or heroin. And you do learn things in the process.

Baseball fans can check out Dear Hank at dearhank.wordpress.com. There haven’t too many 
posts yet, so it’s easy to catch up and subscribe for free to the rest of them. Where can they go to 
get the book based on the 1924 season?

 Just do a search on Amazon in books for 1924 and You Are There! There’s 
a Kindle version available, too, for those averse to printed paper. And be on the 
lookout for Ball Nuts!

Thanks for your time, Jeff!
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VIC HARRIS
Pittsburgh Crawfords

Infographic by David A. Lawrence

PART 24 OF A 26 PART SERIES

Pittsburgh Crawfords
CORRECTION: Last week’s APBA card had the in-
correct birth date for Bill Perkins. His correct birthday 
is January 26, 1906, Dawson, GA. Sorry for the error.


