In memoriam: A 2003 conversation

with ex-Sox catcher Ed Herrmann

By Mark Liptak
Posted Friday, December 27th, 2013

(Editor’s note: With the passing of former
White Sox catcher Ed Herrmann of pros-
tate cancer complications at 67 on Dec.
22, the Chicago Baseball Museum takes a
look back at his career. The author’s fol-
lowing interview with Ed took place in
Aug. 2003, and Ed is remembered with
great fondness because of his humor and
honesty.)

His nickname was "Fort" as in "Fort
Herrmann."

True, Ed Herrmann wasn’t a Johnny
Bench, a Carlton Fisk or a Thurman Mun-
son... but then none of those highly re- .
garded catchers was as good at blocking ! -
the plate as Herrmann. He used a football =~ Ed Herrmann poses with his swing in the early
player’s mentality when it came to the art ~ 1970s at old Comiskey Park.

of knocking down and blocking off run-

ners at home plate.

While Ed overall wasn’t on par with those three contemporaries, he still was better than
75 percent of the catchers in the major leagues. He reversed the White Sox trend of hav-
ing great fielding, no-hit catchers. Ed averaged in double figures in home runs for the
Sox between 1970 and 1974 while providing stellar defense. He was also good enough to
make the 1974 All Star Team. He was a small part of the 1967 club that almost won the
pennant and then played a major part in the South Side revival that took place in 1971
and 1972.

Mark Liptak: You signed with and came up through the Braves organization. How did
the White Sox get your contract?

Ed Herrmann: "Before the major-league draft was started a player had options. My
grandfather had played with the Braves and I thought that would be a good organization
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for me. The Braves actually offered me $12,000 less than the Cubs did, but I signed an-
yway. I signed as a right-handed hitting pitcher. I was forced to give up hitting from the
right side when I hurt my ankle. Hollis Thurston remembered me when my name came
up in discussion among the Sox. He knew that I could do some different things so the
Sox took me and put me on their Triple-A roster in 1964 as a catcher. In 1965 I went to
Sarasota, Fla. for spring training for the first time."

ML: In 1967 you got into two games
and went two-for-three. Do you re-
member your first at bat?

EH: "The Sox were in Boston. My first
at bat I drove a ball the other way off
the ‘Green Monster’ for an RBI dou-
ble. It was off Jose Santiago. I re-
member thinking ‘this is easy...””

ML: What was it like for a rookie to
be involved in that incredible pennant
race?

EH: "I thought it was great. Every day
you’d get to the ballpark and be ready
to play. I quickly learned that Eddie
Stanky was a tough manager. He was
very harsh on the everyday players.
He used to really get on Ken Boyer be-
cause he expected Kenny to be the
leader and to produce. Eddie used to
want you in the game at all times, re-

gardless of if you were playing or not. Ed H blocks off Oakland's C c .
) errmann blocks off Oakland's Campy Campaneris
He'd walk up and down the dugout from scoring. Herrmann's only regret on the play was

and just stop and get right in your face Campernis' spikes ripping the catcher's new $8 long
and ask you ‘What’s the count?” or johns.

‘How many outs are there?’ I'd think

‘Geez, just relax and let us watch the

game.’ I always wonder if he eventually turned the guys off. Those last few weeks it
looked like we weren’t playing as hard. We weren’t making a hard turn around first
base. We weren’t looking to go from first to third on a hit as much."

ML: Even though you were a rookie do you remember the feelings in the clubhouse
that last week when the Sox lost a chance at the World Series?

EH: "I know the team was in shock. I don’t remember exactly what was said in the
locker room afterwards but we lost that double header to Kansas City because of
Stanky. He screwed it up by changing the lineup and the rotation. Remember we had
gotten rained out the night before and instead of going with the same lineup he
changed things."
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ML: You caught or tried to catch, the knuckleballs of Wilbur Wood, Eddie Fisher and
Hoyt Wilhelm. What were their knuckleballs like... was each one unique?

EH: "Hoyt was the dean...his pitch never had a natural movement. His pitch could go
in any direction at anytime. When I caught him I had to have a very high concentration
level. Wilbur’s pitch had natural movement. It usually went down and in to a right
handed hitter. Eddie’s had natural movement as well, but his usually broke down and
away from a right-handed hitter. With those two guys I could usually react in a certain
way. You just couldn’t do that with Hoyt. Even with the oversized glove that we were
able to use before it got outlawed, it was tough."

ML: The time period from 1968 through 1970 may have been the three worst years in
the history of the franchise. I know you were happy to be in the big leagues, but the
constant losing had to get old.

EH: "It was eating away at us. It was tough to get up every day and go out to the park
and know somebody was going to screw up and we were going to lose. We just knew we
were going to lose the game, we just didn’t know how it was going to happen. And
that’s not normal for an athlete to go into a game knowing he was going to get beat."

ML: Personally you started to develop, taking the job away from Duane Josephson. In
1970 you had 19 home runs in only 96 games. Why the new-found power?

EH: “Sox hitting coach Deacon
Jones had me change some things
in my stance. He changed the po-
sition of my hands and how I
shifted my weight. I had ankle
surgery a few years earlier and I
knew I wasn’t going to be beating
out any infield hits so I had to go
for power."

ML: 1970 was also the year of
"The Big White Machine." I know
you love working on cars so tell
me how that all came about.

. . EH: "Bill Melton and I were living
Ed Herrmann helped rig up an old jalopy to serve as the

"Big White Machine" circling the fringes of old Comiskey 1n. Oak I.,awn and we became
Park's field in 1970. friends with a guy named Tom

Buffo, who was the GM of Haw-

kinson Ford. One day he talks to
me and says we need to do something to promote the Sox. At the time Cincinnati’s ‘Big
Red Machine’ was just starting up and he had the idea for a ‘Big White Machine.’ I told
him I didn’t have the time to get into a rebuilding project, but he said he knew where
there was a shell of an old Ford roadster and it wouldn’t take a lot of work. So he and I
and one of his mechanics pick up this car body and start working on it. We completely
cut the back off and put wood-painted panels around it. We left the front end open. The
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inside was just a seat and a gear shift and whenever we won a home game they’d fire it
up and drive it around the park. Gene Bossard, the head groundskeeper, would go nuts
because he was worried about it tearing up the field but it was only driven along the
edges of the stands and on the warning track. His son Roger would drive it and every-
body loved it. The front office though didn’t like it at all... they thought we were making
fun of the organization because we were so bad."

ML: The franchise came back from the dead starting in 1971 when Roland Hemond
and Chuck Tanner came on the scene. Tell us about those guys.

EH: "Coming to the Sox gave Roland a new lease on life. One of the first things he told
us was ‘We’re here to win; we’ve got to bring back the days of the ‘Go-Go Sox.” Chuck
told us that the ‘Only thing that matters is what you do between the white lines. When
you are on your own, it’s your own time.” I remember thinking that this was great, now
if I was in a restaurant eating with my family and someone came up to our table I could
tell them that I'm eating but would be happy to sign or speak with them later. The Sox
organization wouldn’t let us do that before. I and a lot of other guys would still visit
fans, sign autographs and try to promote the team but it was because we wanted to do
it, we weren’t being forced to."

ML: What was Chuck like as a manager?

EH: "He was the best I ever played for. He was honest; he stood up for his players. He
was a motivator, he knew there were 25 different personalities on the club... that’s what
made him good. Some guys needed a slap on the back; some guys needed a kick in the
rear end. Chuck knew who to do what to whom."

"I had long hair during that time
and I remember him playfully
grabbing the hair and almost
pulling me straight off the
ground. I mean when he pulls
your hair you’ve got to go some-
where!"

"I was in his office a few times
with the door shut and, believe
me, you could hear his yelling
through the walls and into the
clubhouse. He could really give . & s
it to you, but when that door \yeicoming Herrmann at home plate at old Comiskey Park

Opened he never -carried a after his Aug. 5, 1970 grand-slam homer were famous and
grudge, it was forgotten, He ex- not-so-famous Sox: Luis Aparacio, Bill Melton and Bob

pected you to play hard and he  Spence.
made you do it."

ML: In 1971 you had an emergency appendectomy and never seemed to have as much
power as before. Was there a connection?
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EH: "Not only did I have an appendectomy, but gangrene set in. The doctors wanted
me to sit out the rest of the season but I couldn’t. I came back with a tube in my side.
The reason for the drop in power though was that Chuck wanted me to just make con-
tact. He wanted me to put the ball in play, move runners along and such. I never
thought that hitting in the seventh spot was right for a catcher or for me. I wasn’t going
to be able to run the bases; I needed to hit sixth to drive in runs."

ML: 1972 completed the Sox amazing
turnaround and a big part of that was
the MVP season of Dick Allen. What
was he like as a teammate?

EH: "The Sox traded Tommy John for
Dick and that was hard for me because
I was good friends with him. It was
tough until the first day. Bill (Melton)
and I came in early and Dick was al-
ready in the batting cage. All he was
doing was standing in his stance and
getting hit by pitches! Bill and I asked
what he was doing and Dick said ‘T'm
getting used to getting pitched inside.’
Right then I knew this man was serious
about winning,.

"He was one of the best teammates I
ever had. He was always there for you.
The other 24 guys looked at him as the
guy who was going to take us to where
we wanted to go. No one on the Sox '
hated him or didn’t get along with him.  gox owner John Allyn (left) joins Herrmann in spring
I sat with him many times on airplanes training in Sarasota, Fla.

and he was always great.

-

"Dick took some criticism because he didn’t always take batting practice. He took it the
first month of the season and the last month. The rest of the time he was saving his
strength. He also told me that the reason he didn’t usually take BP was because he
wanted to come back to the park and remember the pitches that he saw when he left
it."

ML: When Dick did things that year like get two inside-the-park home runs in the
same game or drive a ball into the center-field bleachers did you think you were wit-
nessing something that may never happen again?

EH: "At the time I didn’t, but then in 1986 or 1987 I saw him at an Old Timers Game in
Toronto and realized that he was a very special player. I know Dick came under fire for
being different. But, remember, there were 25 different personalities on the club and
Chuck knew how to manage them. Chuck did everything he could to shield Dick, espe-
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cially at times from the media, when things were getting out of hand. A few times he’d
have Dick and me off in a different hotel so that he wouldn’t have to face them.

"There was no reason for Dick to get criticized, say, for not taking batting practice.
Here’s something people don’t know. Chuck would let Wilbur Wood fly home a few
times when he wasn’t pitching! Nobody ever said anything about it. Chuck had differ-
ent rules for different players."

ML: On July 4, 1972, in a 2-1 loss to the Orioles, you set a major-league record by
throwing out three base runners on the back end of a strike em’ out, throw em’ out dou-
ble play. How were you able to do something like that?

EH: "This is something that I tell the players that I coach, ‘Every pitch of every game
has a meaning.’ I anticipated a runner going every time. I always tried to get a good
jump and be ready to throw. That’s the only reason I was able to do something like
that. When I played it was expected if you were a starting catcher that you’d throw out
38 to 42 per cent of all baserunners. It’s not like that today."

ML: The Sox almost won the division title in 1972 despite losing Bill Melton to an inju-
ry after June. Perhaps the greatest example of the guts of that team was the series in
Oakland from Aug. 10 to 13. First place was at stake and to say every pitch had a playoff
atmosphere would be an understatement. What do you remember about that series?

EH: “After that suspended Friday game I met an old friend of mine, Dave Duncan, who
was a catcher with the A’s. I'd known him since high school. We were talking and I still
remember Dunc saying, ‘The winner of this series is going to win the league.” He was
right; the A’s had the lead and hung on to it. What we really needed was a sweep or to
take three of four. We expended a lot of emotion just to get a split. That really drained
us. We battled them. We didn’t have the talent that they did, but we played hard and
Chuck (Tanner) was right there with us.”

ML: I'm going to toss out a few names of some of your teammates. Tell me the first
thing that pops into your mind about them...

EH: Stan Bahnsen -- "Hard-luck pitcher. Should have had a no-hitter." (Author’s Note:
On Aug. 21, 1973 in Cleveland, Bahnsen lost a no hitter with two out in the ninth in-
ning, when former Sox player Walt "No Neck" Williams ground a single to left just past
Bill Melton.)

Mike Andrews -- “The best fundamentally sound second baseman I ever saw, and an
inspiration to the other guys on the team.”

Jay Johnstone -- “Moon Man! You know as crazy as he was, his objective was always to
win. He was crazy / smart.”

Goose Gossage -- “Feared. Both he and Terry Forster had a demeanor that scared hit-
ters.”
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ML: Probably your best ever single game was in 1973 when you had seven RBIs against
the A’s. Tell me about that day. (Author’s Note: On June 24, 1973, Herrmann went
three-for-four with a two-run single, two-run double and a three-run home run.)

EH: "It was one of those days. The baseball was as big as a beach ball and I had guys
on base all day. It was a special game. Some days are like that; maybe you had three or
four good nights of sleep in a row. Other days, no matter what you try, you just can’t
see the ball."

ML: That 1973 season was one which started with high hopes and ended in tremen-
dous disappointment and frustration. After mid-June, injuries hammered the Sox, but
there also was a ton of dissension towards the front office, specifically then-GM Stu
Holcomb. A number of players were released if they didn’t agree to the White Sox con-
tract offer. Talk about that situation.

EH: "The Sox had always been a team that hadn’t spent a lot of money. Dick (Allen)
got a nice contract, but I guess they wanted to hold the line on everyone else. Every-
thing that everyone worked to build up over the previous two years took Holcomb only
four months to destroy."

ML: You were selected to the 1974 All Star Team, but wasn’t able to play. How big of a
thrill was that for you?

EH: "It was fun, something I'll always remember. I was on crutches for the three days
because I had a bad ankle. I wound up taking those three days off."

ML: You had a reputation as being fearless behind the plate. What was the secret to
your ability to block off runners, take the hit and make the tag?

EH: "It was 51 scholarship offers to be a football player. (laughing) I treated every run-
ner trying to score like a running back. I enjoyed catching because in some ways it was
like I was back playing football. I was there, I saw everything and I was directing traffic.
It was like I was a middle linebacker again. There’s a famous picture of Bert Campaner-
is trying to score on me, actually it’s a series of three pictures, but he’s coming in with
his spikes high. I made the play, he didn’t cut me or anything. But as I was going back
to the dugout I noticed that he ripped apart a brand new pair of long johns I was wear-
ing. That really bothered me; I just paid eight bucks for them! (laughing.)”

ML: Before the 1975 season the Sox traded you to the Yankees. Did that come as a
shock to you?

EH: "It really hurt me. It gave me the feeling that I was unwanted. The Sox wanted me
to sign a contract for the same money I made the previous season. I said I wasn’t going
to sign for that, I wanted a $2,000 raise just because if I signed for the same amount,
I'd be losing money because the cost of living went up. They basically wanted me to
take a cut and I wasn’t going to do that. I told them they better trade me, so they did. I
know that wasn’t Roland Hemond’s doing, it was the people above him."
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ML: After you retired in 1978 what did you do in the "real" world?

EH: "When I retired I couldn’t throw a ball anymore. I was pretty beat up so I took off
about a year and got a lot healthier. Then my dad and I bought some gas stations in the
area. Then I got into owning some liquor stores, which wasn’t the smartest thing in the
world to do. One day I ran into Mike Epstein and he asked me if I'd be interested in
taking over his 18-and-under baseball team that was in the area. That was about nine
years ago and I got back into coaching."

ML: Can you sum up your time spent in Chicago?

EH: "I loved Chicago. I still love it. Chicago is the town. I come back and I can still see
friends and people I met 30 years ago. The Sox organization always has taken care of
me, brought me around to participate in their events and I remain close to the guys
who are in the White Sox Alumni Association. They have the best fans going. "

(A memorial service to honor Herrmann's memory is scheduled for 1 p.m. Pacific
Time Jan. 6 at the Rock Church El Cajon, 808 Jackman St., El Cajon, CA. A reception
will be held immediately following at Randy Jones' All-American Sports Grill, 7510
Hazard Center Drive, No. 215. In lieu of flowers please consider a donation in his hon-
or to one of Herrmann's favorite charities: Christian Motorcyclists Assoc. Run for the
Son www.cmausa.org or The Greatest Save www.thegreatestsave.org.)
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