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Carl Erskine was affectionately known as “Oisk” to 
Brooklyn Dodgers fans, who applied their dialect 
to his last name (Los Angeles Dodgers photo).
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By Tom Schuman

Carl Erskine Stands Tall in Game, Hometown

In 1953, Anderson native Carl Erskine won 20 
games (losing six) for the Brooklyn Dodgers. He was 
going to get three starts, if necessary, in the World 
Series against the nemesis New York Yankees. 

After a rare poor performance in the opener, Erskine 
came back two days later in Game 3 (no travel time 
required). The result was a then-World Series record 
14 strikeouts, including four K’s against Yankee 
legend Mickey Mantle. It was October 2, 1953 
(remember that date).

In recounting the story of that game in late November, a few 
weeks prior to his 92nd birthday, Erskine rattled off the names of the 
pinch-hitters he faced in the ninth inning, how many pitches – and 
what they were – required to record the final two strikeouts and his 
nervousness in facing the final batter of the game, knowing that one 
swing of the bat could turn victory into defeat. 

In the day between those two games, Erskine recalls, “I told Duke 
(Snider, his roommate), ‘I’ve got to pitch like there is no tomorrow. I 
was counted on for three starts in this series. I already blew one and 
we’re behind two games.’ ”

Sixty-five years later, sitting in a quiet area of the retirement 
community where he and his wife, Betty, now live, Erskine recounts 
the lesson from that day.

“I tell kids: Don’t ever get bothered by failure. If you handle it 
right, it’s the greatest motivator you will ever have not to do it again. 
When you’re given a responsibility and you don’t come up to it,” he 
continues, “you’ve got to deal with it in a way that says, ‘I can’t let 
that happen again.’

“That failure, I think, was the biggest motivator in my baseball 

EDITOR’S NOTE: First of a 2019 series on people and organizations that have made a dramatic impact on Indiana.
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Erskine, whose statue stands outside the Carl D. Erskine Rehabilitation Center 
that is part of the St. Vincent medical system in Anderson, rose quickly through 
a Dodgers minor league system that included 26 teams, 800 players and 
200 pitchers (photos in this story courtesy of The Herald Bulletin in Anderson 
and Anderson University).
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days. Down deep in my gut, I just bitterly 
hated how I pitched that opening game and 
disappointed (manager Chuck) Dressen.”

(Oh, that October 2 date. Ten years later, 
Erskine would be in the stands to see Dodger 
legend Sandy Koufax break his World Series 
strikeout record with 15. And five years later, 
to the day, Erskine witnessed Bob Gibson of 
the Cardinals fan 17 against the Detroit Tigers.)

What really matters
Only one more story – of the many 

Erskine shares – is necessary to understand 
the man who returned to his hometown after 
his baseball career and excelled as a coach, in 

business, as a community pillar. But maybe 
most of all, with Betty, as parents. 

Their fourth child, son Jimmy, was born 
in 1960 with Down’s Syndrome, then known 
as mongolism. It was an “ugly” term, with a 
dim future for those inflicted with the disease. 

We pick up the story years later when 
Eunice Kennedy Shriver, founder of the 
Special Olympics, asked Erskine to come to 
the nation’s capital to make a presentation on 
behalf of the program. Before leaving home, 
he grabbed two items.

At the Kennedy Center in Washington, 
he made this greatest “pitch” of all. He recalls 
the words.

“I wore my World Series ring today because 
this is a major event, so I got it out of my 
lockbox. I remember when I got this ring. We 
were like little boys; we couldn’t stand still. 
We were all so excited. What could be more 
achievable than owning a World Series ring!”

Then Erskine reached in the pocket of 
his blazer and pulled out a gold medal. 

“Let me show you something else,” he 
shares with the audience. “This is my son 
Jimmy’s championship medal in the state 
games in Terre Haute, Indiana, in the 
50-meter freestyle. Now, this ring represents 
Hall of Famers, superstars, gifted athletes – 
we’re supposed to win. But was anybody 
ever expecting a special needs kid to be 
competitive and win a gold medal. So I ask 
you, ‘Which is the greater achievement?’ ”

Shriver was so moved that she asked 
Erskine to appear at other events around the 
country to repeat his story. He did over the 
course of several years.

Jackie and Jimmy
I lied. One more example of how baseball 

was just part of the larger life of Erskine. It 
starts with Jackie Robinson and ends with 
Jimmy Erskine.

Many books have been written about 
Robinson (including What I Learned From Jackie 
Robinson, authored by Erskine), the player 
who integrated the game of baseball. 
Robinson broke the color barrier in 1947. A 

Life in his hometown for Erskine after his baseball 
career included banking, volunteer efforts with the 
Special Olympics (among many other initiatives) 
and coaching at Anderson College.
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year later, Erskine was in the Dodgers’ minor 
league system in Fort Worth, Texas, and 
faced Robinson twice in an exhibition game.

“(After the game) he came across the 
field, called my out by name and said, “Young 
man, I hit against you twice today. You’re 
not going to be here very long.” 

Erskine was called up to the big leagues 
a few months later and the two began a 
friendship that extended well beyond the 
baseball field. He was an eyewitness to 
history, noting Robinson’s “biggest skill was 
self-control. You can’t imagine what he went 
through and never fought back.”

With his son Jimmy, Erskine and his 
family were active participants in another 
form of evolutionary progress. He wrote 
about the two in The Parallel.

“My nine seasons as a teammate and friend 
of Jackie Robinson gave me a close-up 
experience watching this super talented black 
athlete beat segregation. And then in the 
same lifetime experience a parallel journey 
with my son, Jimmy, born with Down 
syndrome who would face prejudice, 
exclusion and rejection similar in many ways 
to Jackie’s.” 

In our recent conversation, he adds, 
“There’s dignity involved where dignity 
didn’t exist. What really mattered in my 
career was the cultural change that Jackie 
caused and the population change in what my 
son Jimmy benefited from.”

Coming home
Erskine won 122 games between 1948 

and 1959. He appeared in 11 games in five 
different World Series (earning two rings) 
and pitched two no-hitters (see sidebar for 
more). Shoulder problems helped end his 
career in 1959 at the age of 32.

He came home to Anderson and 
re-enrolled in classes at Anderson College. 
(He had money from the GI Bill in 1948 after 
serving in the Navy and attempted to take 
college classes but could not make it work 
around his developing baseball career.) 

“It was not to get a degree necessarily, 
but to get prepared (for a career). I was 32 
and already turned gray. When I walked into 
class the first morning, it got real quiet. They 
thought I was the professor,” he exclaims 
with a smile and chuckle.

Asked to be the interim baseball coach, 
he agreed to do so for one season. He stayed 
for 12, winning four conference 
championships and advancing to the 1965 
NAIA World Series. “That was a rich 
experience for me, to teach these young 
guys. They were so eager, so disciplined.”

Erskine also began a successful business 

From the Dugout and Beyond
If storytelling is an art, Carl 

Erskine rivals the Pablo Picassos and 
Vincent van Goghs of the world. A 
few more that he outlines in 
extensive detail (edited for space).

Many baseball fans (and others) 
know about the “Shot Heard ’Round 
the World,” Bobby Thompson’s 
1951 game-winning playoff home 
run off Ralph Branca. This was after 
the Dodgers had led the National 
League by 13½ games in August. 
Erskine was the other Dodger pitcher 
warming up in the bullpen.

He is famous for saying the best 
pitch he ever threw was bouncing a 
curveball while warming up. That 
was among the reasons manager 
Chuck Dressen went with Branca.

Years later, a Wall Street Journal 
writer exposed that the Giants were 
stealing opponents’ pitching signs 
down the stretch during their amazing streak. The conclusion in the book, in the words of 
Erskine.

“After exposure, actually (Giants player) Thompson was the “dodger” (he dodged the 
truth, he lived the life of a hero and never said one word about getting the sign). Branca 
suffered the loss and all the indignities that went with it. He never alibied, never blamed 
anybody. He suffered the loss of dignity. He was really the “giant.” That is a literary jewel.”

In 1956, Erskine and the Dodgers were struggling. He was scheduled to pitch on 
Saturday, May 12, in what would be the televised Game of the Week, allowing friends back 
home to see him in action. On the way to the ballpark that day, a newspaper headline 
proclaimed the “Dodgers Are Over the Hill” and the chief scout for the Giants was quoted as 
saying Jackie Robinson was too old, Roy Campanella can’t catch and Erskine can’t win with 
the garbage he has been throwing.

Erskine had a cortisone shot the night before the game and was unsure how well he 
would fare. As it turned out, Robinson, playing third base that day, made an outstanding play 
in the middle of the game on a hard shot by Willie Mays and Erskine pitched the second of 
his two no-hitters.

“The irony of all that was Campy (Campanella) caught the no-hitter, Jackie saved the 
no-hitter and I pitched the no-hitter.”

Another teammate of Erskine’s was hard hitting first baseman Gil Hodges, a Princeton, 
Indiana native. Home runs from Hodges and pitching performances from Erskine resulted in 
organist Gladys Gooding playing Back Home Again in Indiana. 

Erskine maintains that “in the 1950s, in New York, in Ebbets Field, beside the national 
anthem, Back Home Again in Indiana was played more than any other song.”

Erskine saw many changes in the game in the 1950s, including the first national 
television contract ($6 million over five years to broadcast the World Series and All-Star 
Game). Personally, he was paid $18,000 in 1953 when he went a league-best 20-6. His 
goal was to earn a raise to $30,000.

“They said $28,500 is it, we’re not going a nickel over that.” Eventually, the team 
agreed to pay his family expenses for spring training. “I was still $500 or $600 short (of his 
desired $30,000), so I asked them if they would fix my teeth – and they did.”

Catcher Roy Campanella and Jackie Robinson rush 
to congratulate Erskine after the second no-hit 
game of his career in 1956.
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career in insurance. When a new bank came 
to town, he was asked to be a director. His 
reputation and strong engagement in the 
community helped bring in new business. 
Eventually, he was put on the payroll, 
learned on the job and became president of 
STAR Financial Bank for more than a decade. 

And that career move can be traced back 
to his baseball days. STAR executives had 
attended a banking convention in California, 
where local bankers talked about their 
relationship with San Francisco Giants star 
Willie Mays.

STAR was getting ready to open the 

Anderson bank and leaders knew of Erskine’s 
past career and stature in his hometown. 

Erskine: “I told Willie one time, ‘I got 
you in the Hall of Fame; thanks for getting 
me into banking.’ ”

Leading … as a team player
While most famous for his 12 years as a 

major league pitcher, Erskine has been home 
helping make Anderson a better place for all 
for nearly 60 years. Name a community cause 
and he has been involved, often leading the 
way. Among the major beneficiaries of his 
passions:

• Anderson University, where he served to 
enhance the academic and athletic missions. 
He was a member of the board and trustees 
and among the first inductees to the 
school’s Athletic Hall of Fame

• The previous St. John’s (now St. Vincent 
Regional) Medical Center. A statue of 
Erskine sits outside the Erskine 
Rehabilitation & Sports Medicine Center

• Special Olympics, the Fellowship of Christian 
Athletes and many more organizations

There were opportunities to move on to 
bigger cities. A return to New York was even 
planned, but Erskine recalls sitting in church 
one Sunday morning, looking at all the people 
he had grown up with and remembering the 
support his family had received. 

“I whispered to Betty, ‘We’re not leaving.’ ”
And he kept another of baseball’s lessons 

top of mind.
“In this world, there may be some 

examples of individuals achieving a lot 
without a lot of help, without a lot of 
support,” offers Erskine, who just as easily 
could have been standing in front of a 
classroom as opposed to speaking to this one 
writer. “But I don’t think any chief executive 
officer can claim he runs the business by 
himself. It takes different levels of talent and 
degrees of commitment, and if you don’t 
surround yourself with those kinds of people, 
you’re probably not a good executive. 

“It’s the same thing in baseball or 
sports,” he continues. “There are positions 
certain people will specialize in, but without 
good people in those positions, as an 
executive (or manager) you are mediocre. 
What makes you achieve is the people you 

Erskine and lifelong friend Jumpin’ Johnny Wilson (Indiana’s Mr. Basketball in 1946) talk to elementary school students in Anderson about having respect for 
all people.

Erskine has played the harmonica for 28 consecutive years at a country jamboree that serves as a 
Special Olympics fundraiser. He still entertains residents monthly at a senior living facility in Anderson.
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have around you and supporting you.”
After discussion of the elements needed during the Indianapolis 

Colts winning streak at the time or the limitations of even a superstar 
like LeBron James to win a title by himself, Erskine adds: 

“Life requires discipline. You cannot play wide open all the time. 
You have to have, like Jackie did, control. What you are is oftentimes 
like a pitcher. A pitcher sets the tone for the game. The pitcher can 
help the defense because he pitches in a timely manner, doesn’t stall 
around a lot. The pitcher’s demeanor actually influences the other 

eight players. That’s kind of where it is in business. The leader sets the 
tone for everybody else. I don’t think I ever thought being an officer in 
the bank that I was the total leader. We just had levels of leadership.” 

Small stature, big impact
Erskine, of course, got his start in Anderson. Despite a 5-foot-

10½, 165-pound frame, he was a hard thrower with good movement 
on his fastball and a sharp-breaking overhand curve. He reflects on beating 
rival Muncie Central in high school and being stopped after the game by 
Delaware County legend Odie Barnett, who told him: “Son, let me tell 
you something. Don’t ever let anybody tell you you’re too small.”

During his career in Brooklyn, he was always proudly referred to 
by a writer from The New York Times as “the gentleman from Indiana.”

And asked now about the greatest honor he has ever received or 
what he is most proud of, it’s not too difficult to determine his answer 
in advance. 

“When you sort them all out, marrying my wife Betty ... we just 
celebrated our 71st anniversary. We have four children. The headlines, 
the trophies, the rings all pale in comparison to having a mate for life, 
a family. I know that’s a standard answer. Personally, Betty and I have 
had a good strong faith life. I think that’s basic to a full life. The 
personal achievements … they get to be less and less important. 

“I never dreamed ever of winning a World Series ring. But when it 
happened, I was proud of it. But what does that mean. Not too much. 
Playing in the majors is a rare experience. I got to do that with a great 
historic team. A skinny kid from the west side of Anderson; it’s been 
such an unbelievable ride for me. I’ve had good health for a long time, you 
can’t beat that. I think when it’s all said and done, I’d settle on family.”

Erskine, receiving the state’s Sachem Award in 2010 from then Indiana 
Gov. Mitch Daniels, learned long after his baseball career ended that 
legendary Dodgers owner Branch Rickey was quoted as saying, “What I 
like about this boy is that he can learn anything you can teach him.”




