5-foot-6 ‘No Neck’ Williams stands tall
in post-baseball life in Texas

By Mark Liptak
Posted Friday, November 29th, 2013

He was all of 5-foot-6, giving rise to
his one-of-a-kind baseball nickname:
“No Neck.” Yet his heart was as big as
a man 6-foot-5. That heart and his un-
willingness to settle for anything less
than his best were the reasons why
Walt Williams was able to carve him-
self out a solid 10-year career in the
big leagues, six of which were spent
with the White Sox.

He was part of two of the best-known Rl SRR T b

Sox teams ever... the 1967 “near-miss”  Walt Williams slides into third base at Comiskey Park

Sox and the 1972 “outhouse to pent- on May 17, 1967. Williams Iiked playing under manag-

house” Sox. He was also one of the bet- e Eddie Stanky. Photo credit
www.bobmcwhitesox.blogspot.com.

ter players on the dreary clubs that had

some of the worst years in franchise

history during the period from 1968 through 1970.

Williams was loved by Sox fans that identified with his hustle and his drive to be great.
His style wasn’t an act; he was the American League’s version of Pete Rose. Williams ran
to first base on a walk, he ran to his position in the outfield, he ran from his position
back to the dugout, he ran out every ground ball, every pop out. He played every game
like it would be his last and did it with a joy that appealed to Sox fans that often had to
work hard themselves for their livings. They identified with Williams and his fight just
to get to the big leagues, let alone stay in it.

Walt is now living in Texas and has stayed busy; he’s a scratch golfer, plays practically
every morning, then goes off to work in the afternoon as the head of the Brownwood rec-
reation center. Life is good for the man Sox Hall of Fame broadcaster, Bob Elson used
to call with respect, “little Walter...”
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Mark Liptak: You played a few games with Houston, got traded to the Cardinals and
never played a game in the major leagues for them. Then you’re traded to the White
Sox before the start of the 1967 season. Tell me about your reaction to the deal.

Walt Williams: “I vaguely remember hearing about the deal when I was in my apart-
ment. It didn’t matter to me where I went, because the Cardinals had guys like Lou
Brock and Curt Flood in the outfield and I wasn’t going to get a real chance. I was look-
ing forward to the opportunity with the White Sox. I knew they needed some outfield-
ers and I felt the way I played the game would give me the chance to make the club.”

ML: Obviously you did something right that spring training because manager Eddie
Stanky had you on the Opening Day roster despite the fact you had very little experi-
ence in the big leagues. What was it that you did to impress him?

WW: “Being around Eddie was such a blessing for me. I think what it was, was that he
played the game the way I did. He was a hard-nosed player, a guy who did everything
he could to win a game and I think he saw the same things in me. I liked talking to him
about the game; he really taught me about baseball...he was the first person to take the
time to do that. He put me in the right place and allowed me to get the best out of my
abilities.

“When I was growing up in San Francisco I never thought I'd have the chance to make
it in the game, baseball wasn’t even my favorite sport as a kid. I played it because it was
the thing to do at the time. I grew up poor, I was the youngest of nine kids, I didn’t have
a dad growing up and I had to compete for everything that I got. It was the same way
when I played. Anybody that I was working for was going to get 100 percent of my best
effort...that’s the way I was when I played and I'm still that way.”

ML: I've heard so many things about Stanky. Ed Herrmann told me he thought Eddie
cost the Sox the 1967 pennant. Gary Peters said he never had any problems with him
and liked playing for him. He seemed to be a complex guy...what was he like to play
for?

WW: “I can understand where Ed was coming from with his comment. The Sox traded
for guys like Rocky Colavito, Jim King and Kenny Boyer and when that happened, guys
like Ed Stroud and me were sent to the bench. It’s like the Sox wanted to get more pow-
er but the guys that sat down, me and Ed Stroud, were hitting the ball pretty good. We
were the ignition to the offense, they took the bat out of our hands and it seemed like
we just didn’t play as quite as well afterwards.

“That being said, however, Stanky was a genius in that he got the absolute best out of
his players and he was always a step or two, or an inning or two, ahead of the other
managers. He taught me the game like no other manager ever did.”

ML: That season was so unreal for Sox fans. Despite not a lot of hitting the team was
right there until the final week when it all came apart in Kansas City and then when
you hosted the Senators. That double header loss to the Athletics just seemed to pull
the rug out from the team. Do you remember that night and what happened?
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WW: “I'm not a guy who makes excuses and maybe I shouldn’t be saying this but it’s
an interview so I will. I remember that night at batting practice in Kansas City; guys
looked to me to be overconfident. They’'d take swings and then run to first base while
still holding the bat... things like that. We weren’t hungry. You have to have that desire
to win every game, we didn’t and they stuck it right up our behinds.”

ML: How hard is it to play under that kind of pressure in the first place? There was a
lot at stake that final week, how did you keep your sanity?

WW: “Gary Peters helped me keep my sanity down the stretch. I remember a game
against Detroit, we were winning by a run and they had a couple guys on with two out.
Someone hit a fly ball to me and I misjudged it, they scored a couple runs to take the
lead. I'm sitting there in the dugout with my head in my hands when Peters slapped me
on the back and told me not to worry about it. He said, and I'll always be grateful to
him for this, that he knew I was the kind of player who always gave 100 percent, I al-
ways tried and that if he was to lose the game, that’s the way it was. To make a long sto-
ry short I hit a home run to wind up winning the game. I still remember Gary coming
up to me; he was a good teammate and a great, great pitcher.”

ML: Do you still think about how close you came to a World Series? Does it bother
you?

WW: “No, not really. I don’t think about it much. I always felt like because they moved
me to the bench when they got those other guys that it was out of my hands. When I
played I gave it everything I could but I
wasn’t playing down the stretch so what
could I do?”

ML: After that 1967 season the Sox went
into the worst three-year stretch in fran-
chise history. They lost 295 games in that
period, there was talk of them moving to
Milwaukee, and fans didn’t show up or
care. It was a chaotic time, yet for you, it
seemed that you were evolving as a player.
You hit .304 in 1969, for example, and
started to establish yourself as a
“legitimate” big leaguer.

WW: “I never understood the finer points
of the game, I just played. Growing up I
always thought I was just as good a player
as anybody else and when someone said,
‘He’s too short,” or ‘He can’t hit,” I took
that as a challenge. I always felt I could hit,
Walt Williams had his playing time cut in 1970 I had one of the quicker bats around and
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ers I faced, like Nolan Ryan, and he’ll tell you the same thing. When I hit .300 I honest-
ly was like, ‘I should be hitting .400.”

ML: I guess it was right after you hit .300 you got into a contract dispute with then Sox
GM Ed Short. Tell me about that.

WW: “I was the type of player when the club sent me a contract I signed it. I never
wanted any trouble. After I hit .300 I was talking with Jerome Holtzman of the Sun-
Times and he asked me what I was making. When I told him, he didn’t believe it; he
thought I was kidding him. When he realized I wasn’t, he said I should be getting paid
what other guys who hit .300 were getting and we talked about what I should do when
the Sox sent me my contract.

“I was making $12,000 and the Sox offered me $14,000. I didn’t sign the contract. Eve-
ryone else signed and by now the newspapers with guys like Holtzman and Dave Night-
ingale were writing, ‘Why can’t the

Sox sign their only .300 hitter?’ n 1‘ 3 - ,&
2 N B 8 W i
“Ed Short called me in to his office i3 i W2 4‘ A ﬁ

and just cursed me out. He called
me things that you couldn’t do today
and to be honest when I left that
meeting I was crying but I told him I
wanted a 100 percent raise on what I
made. Short finally said that I had a
choice. I could take the Sox offer of
$14,000 or I could have my 100 per-
cent raise but he promised I would-
n’t play a lot, maybe once a week
against a tough right-handed pitcher
and that next season he’d cut me the
maximum amount, which at that
time was 20 percent.

“I told him I wanted the 100 percent
raise. He said fine, I signed the con-
tract and I didn’t play a lot, I wasn’t
in the lineup much and it was an un-
pleasant year.” (Author’s Note: In
1970 Walt hit .251 with 315 at-bats.
In 1969 he hit .304 with 471 at-bats.
Short never got the chance to cut
Williams’ in 1971 because he, along

with mOSt of the front Offlce’ V.vas Walt Williams sported a new red pinstriped uniform in
fired in Sept. 1970. In 1971 playing 1971 and better treatment from the management duo
under manager Chuck Tanner, Walt  of Chuck Tanner and Roland Hemond. Photo credit
hit .294.) www.ootpdevelopments.com.
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ML: Starting in 1971 Chuck Tanner and
Roland Hemond took over and the for-
tunes of the team changed dramatically.
The Sox had one of the greatest turna-
rounds in baseball history going from 56
wins to 79. Tell me about Chuck and Ro-
land and what they meant to the club.

WW: “Those were two guys who had the
same idea about how a baseball team
should be run. You liked both of them
from Jump Street, right from the begin-
ning. They were gentlemen, they treated
you like a man, gave you respect and
talked with you, not to you. I never got the
sense when I talked to them that it was a
situation of a boss talking to a worker.
Chuck was a real motivator.”

Roland Hemond thought enough of Walt Wil-

. liams to keep him around as a role-playing out-
Roland Hemond got Dick Allen. Later he fieider for the first two years of his Sox front-

and Chuck would say that Dick saved the office regime. Photo credit SABR.
franchise. Tell me about Dick as a player
and as a teammate.

ML: Then in 1972 at the winter meetings,

WW: “Dick and I spent a lot of time together. I think he liked the fact that I always
played hard and always tried to have a smile on my face. He was a great player, he had

a lot of talent and I admired him. He could be a little moody at times and I know some
folks didn’t like him but he knew baseball.

“Dick sort of took me under his wing and we’d talk a lot of baseball. He had a low voice
and when he’d tell you something it was short and to the point. When he spoke you lis-
tened to him.”

ML: Any stories about Dick?

WW: “(laughing) One I remember involved Milt Wilcox. He was pitching against us
and he threw one high and tight to Dick and he hit him. Dick picked up the baseball
and sort of walked it out to Milt as he was heading down the line and quietly said to
him, ‘T know you have to pitch inside but you better not hit me again.”

ML: 1972 was such a wonderful year for Sox fans, you guys fought the A’s tooth and
nail and if Bill Melton doesn’t get hurt perhaps the Athletics dynasty never happens.

WW: “It seemed like that season everybody picked up everybody else when it was
needed. We loved each other on that club... there weren’t any disputes on the field be-
tween us that I can remember. A break here or there and maybe we get to the playoffs,
it was an exciting season.”
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ML: Did it hurt when you were traded? (Author’s Note: Williams was dealt to Cleve-
land for shortstop Eddie Leon on Oct. 19, 1972.)

WW: “Not really. I understood it was part of the business and that the reason the Sox
traded me was because they needed something.”

ML: Your one significant moment with Cleveland involving the White Sox took place
in the ninth inning of a game in Cleveland on...

WW: “I know where you’re going with this!”

ML: Aug. 21, 1973. Stan Bahnsen took a no-hitter into the last of the ninth and with
two out you hit a ground single to break it up. Take me through the at-bat.”

WW: “To this day I never understood why the Sox were playing up on the infield. I
played with Stan, he was a former teammate. I wasn’t going to lay down a bunt to break
up a no-hitter! I had no intention of bunting in a situation like that and I was a great
bunter. I could lay down a bunt without sliding my hands up the bat. I guess the Sox
were going off the pregame scouting report but I was taught early in my career that you
don’t do something like that under those circumstances. (Author’s Note: Williams
stroked a ground single to the left of Bill Melton, who couldn’t get a good break on the
ball because he was playing in so tight. Bahnsen retired the next hitter to settle for a
one-hit, complete-game, 4-0 win.) When I got on base I was actually mad at myself be-
cause I had hit the ball well off Stan earlier in the game a couple of times and got noth-
ing for it. The way I was thinking I should have been four-for-four and Stan should
have never got into this situation in the first place.”

ML: I understand from talking to Stan that the Cleveland fans weren’t very happy with
you for spoiling history.

WW: “No, they weren’t. When I got back to my car after the game they had trashed it...
they left notes on it calling me names, calling my family names. I still have the notes. I
keep them in my closet and look at them occasionally.

ML: You've used that attitude of always giving your best throughout your life even af-
ter baseball it seems...in your work and in your hobbies.

WW: “I have. I've always said it doesn’t cost you anything to give 100 percent. I'm the
director of the recreation center here in Brownwood and I can basically teach kids how
to play anything. Here it’s usually basketball, but I have some baseball players that I
work with too. I tutor them in the game. And I love golf. I shot my age a few weeks ago
and won a tournament when I shot seven straight birdies down the stretch. Just last
week I won the club tournament here at the Bellwood Country Club, I've been a mem-
ber for about 30 years. I shot a two under and then even par to do it. You can do any-
thing if you give it your best.”

ML: You closed out your career with the Yankees in 1975, that’s 10 seasons in the big
leagues, not bad for a guy deemed “too small.” Can you sum up your time with the
White Sox for me?
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WW: “Chicago has always been my love, my heart. I still have friends that I met when
I played there. Some of my fans have kept in touch over the years from Chicago. It has
always been my favorite city. The people were always good to me. I was living in a fan-
tasy-land, playing a game for money in a nice city for people like Eddie Stanky and
Chuck Tanner. It was truly a blessing. Overall it was a fun time, although I do regret
that there were moments when it wasn'’t a lot of fun knowing that if you struck out you
weren’t going to play the next day because of some orders from the GM.”
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