Aaron loved Cooperstown and the Hall loved him

dan Schlossberg
pecial to USA TODAY Sports

[Editor’s note: The following article is
xcerpted with permission of the author
fHome Run King: the Remarkable Rec-
rd of Hank Aaron, published this

pring by Skyhorse.]

It took awhile but Hank Aaron finally
ot the recognition he deserved from
he Baseball Hall of Fame.

The “Chasing the Dream” exhibit,
hich dominates the museum’s second
oor, is all things Hank Aaron - from his
umble beginnings in Mobile semipro
all to his worldwide acclaim as a rec-
rd-breaking athlete and respected hu-
anitarian.

It is also one of only two Cooper-
town exhibits devoted to a single play-
1. The other salutes Babe Ruth.

“He was always a fan favorite in Coo-
erstown,” said former longtime Hall of
ame president Jeff Idelson. “His legacy

as national, not regional.

“Henry loved being inside the Hall of
ame. He was very proud of it and loved
eing in that setting.”

Even afterhe slipped onicein front of
is Atlantahomein 2014, he still came to
ooperstown five months later, leaning
n wife Billye and a cane.

At the dawn of the 21st century, Aar- 8 B s _ , S e e . -
ndecided to donate allhis memorabilia Hank Aaron made it to Cooperstown in the summer of 2014, just months after a fall on the ice in Atlanta. He couldn’t stay
> the museum, Idelson said. “He be- away from a number of former Braves like Joe Torre, right, getting inducted. GREGORY FISHER/USA TODAY SPORTS
eved what we did was supportive of
im, the Negro Leagues, baseball in
eneral, and the game's role in elevating
ociety.
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George W. Bush in 2002; and enlarged
quotations from Mickey Mantle and
Muhammad Ali.

“As far as 'm concerned,” Mantle said
in 1970, “Henry Aaron is the best base-
ball player of my era”

Ali’s quote reads, “Hank Aaron is the
only man I idolize more than myself.”

Not all of the writers who voted for
Hall of Fame candidates in the cold win-
ter 0f1982 agreed. Nine of them — nine! —
decided to omit the lifetime home run
leader from their 10-name ballots.

Those omissions deprived Aaron of
his wish to become the first unanimous
inductee and suggested that the malig-
nant tumor of racism that had dogged
the slugger throughout his career had
shrunken only slightly.

With 97.8 percent of the vote, Henry
Aaron ranked second at the time only to
Ty Cobb’s 98.2 percent in1936, when the
first Hall of Fame class was selected.
The percentage was also higher than
anyone — including his idol Jackie Rob-
inson —received since the end of the col-
or line in 1947,

“I'd belying ifIsaid I didn’t want to be
unanimous,” Aaron told writer Howard
Bryant, author of The Last Hero, “but I
realize nobodyhas been. I'm happy with
the number of votes I received.”

With 406 of 415 ballots cast, the quiet
‘man from Mobile not only finished
ahead of Willie Mays, Mickey Mantle
|and Duke Snider but also ahead of Babe
‘Ruth, the legend whose shadow seemed

to follow Aaron everywhere.

Another shadow Aaron had sought to
escape was cast by the 6-foot-5-inch
Commissioner of Baseball, Bowie Kuhn.

There was no congratulatory tele-
gram after his 700th home run, no per-
sonal appearance on the night of his
715th, but plenty of interference in 1974
after the team announced it wanted
Aaron to hit the historic home run at
home — and not in the Braves’ opening
three-game series in Cincinnati.

Now it was eight years later and tem-
pers had cooled, though maybe not
memories. After touring the Hall of
Fame with his family on Friday, July 30,
Aaron had breakfast with Kuhn Satur-
day, discussed their differences, and
settled matters on the Otesaga Hotel’s
tennis court. The younger, more athletic
Aaron won.

Hank Aaron bats in 1970, one of 20 seasons in which he hit 20 or more home runs.
He hit 40 or more homers eight times. MALCOLM EMMONS/USA TODAY SPORTS



Relieving the hurt

The next morning, Aaron filled the
nervous hours before his induction with
a friendlier tennis match, against for-
they were finished, Aaron showered,
dressed, and polished up his induction
speech.

His audience that afternoon would
include his parents, Estelle and Herbert
Aaron, and wife Billye, as well as their
five children, several siblings, and nu-
merous baseball colleagues, including
Kuhn, the two league presidents, Braves
owmner Tad Tiirner and an Al Qéar vrme

years ago Jackie Robinson and Roy
Campanella paved the way and made it
possible for Frank [Robinson] and me
and for other blacks hopeful in baseball.
They proved to the world that a man’s
ability is limited only by his lack of op-
portunity.”

The Class of 1982 included not only
Aaron and Robinson but former Base-
ball Commissioner Happy Chandler and
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bly be. I grew up in a home where th
was little in the way of material goo
But there was an abundance oflove a
discipline.”

Before thanking those in attendan
as well as his admirers in Atlanta a
Milwaukee, Aaron added, “The she
majesty of this occasion and its sign
icance overwhelms me. For truly I ;
flect on my life and particularly on 1
23 years in baseball. I am reminded o
statement I once read and I quote, ‘T
way to fame is like the way to heave
Through much tribulation’”

His trials and tribulation extend
beyond the bigotry he endured, first a:
Black man and secondly as a Black m:
who dared to challenge records lo;
held by white men. There were also pe
ceived slights suffered at the hands
writers voting for postseason awar
and even by the Hall of Fame, whe
Aaron’s name was not always prom
nent and items he donated were not ¢
ways displayed properly — if at all.

He also bristled when he saw tl
statues of Babe Ruth and Ted Williams
two white men - greeting visitors to tl
Hall of Fame Gallery, where plaques
the greats are posted in perpetuity.

The hurt remained even after Aarc
was informed that the museum display
onlylpercent of the items in its vast an
rotating collection at any given tim.
But the sting lessened after he saw h
first pro contract, an old locker donate
by the Braves and photographs of hi
taken some 30 years earlier. All are pa
of “Chasing the Dream,” a rare exhib
with permanent status.

Although there was a significant ga
in Aaron’s attendance at the annu:
midsummer inductions, he returned fc
the wave of former Braves who dom
inated the ceremonies from 2014-2018

Even after he fell on the ice outsid
his Atlanta home in February of 201
Aaron felt well enough to come to Coc
perstown on a cane to witness the in
ductions of Bobby Cox, Tom Glavine
Greg Maddux and Joe Torre in 2014. H
was back a year later for John Smolt:
theninlater years for Chipper Jones an
John Schuerholz.

When introduced to the vast crow
outside Clark Sports Center, where in
duction ceremonies were held durin;

Y Y



