Blast From The Past: Vic Power: An All-Time Tribe First Baseman

Written by {ga=googleeph2}
Wednesday, August 24 2011 12:00 AM - Last Updated Wednesday, August 24 2011 7:21 AM

Cleveland
Indians

The story has been shared from time to time by ex-Tribe pitcher and broadcaster Jim “Mudcat”
Grant.l He and Cleveland Indians roommate Vic Power were soaking in the Cooperstown
environs.ll The Indians were about to play theifl Hall of Fame exhibition ballgame,l and the two
players noticed the presence of legendary hitter Ty Cobb. They knew of his reputation as a
racist, but hey- this was Ty Cobb. An all-time ballplayer. They wanted to meet him. They
approached Cobb and Power introduced the pair. The Georgia Peach looked at them and
replied, “Hey, how are you two n----- boys doing?” This enraged Power, who began screaming
at Cobb. As Mudcat tells it, Cobb was soon seen trying to slip out of the stadium.

Vic Power didn’t look for racial tension as a ballplayer. As a Puerto Rican, he wasn’t even
accustomed to it- unlike U.S. ballplayers who were black. Back in his homeland, people of
various skin color mixed freely. But in the major leagues, he endured the indignities of 1950s
America: racially segregated restaurants, hotels, cabs and drinking fountains.

Power’s style would not permit him to blend in with the scenery, either. Ted Williams and Stan
Musial had their own distinctive flair; Willie Mays had the basket catch. Vic Power played with
his own signature style- only in his case, he revolutionized the way the first base position would
be played by future generations.
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There was the one-handed catch. Power knew the ‘right’ way to catch was with two hands- he
even taught the two-handed catch when he coached young players in retirement. But he had
learned to catch with one hand as a youngster himself, and his throwing hand only got in the
way. Even as a veteran, fans would hoot and holler when he’d make a one-handed catch. Then
there was the sweeping motion he would use when catching throws at first. And when fielding a
sacrifice bunt, he was highly successful in cutting down the lead runner at second or third base-
even though many batters bunted away from him, to the third base side of the infield. He would
also play the first base position well behind the bag, instructing the infielders to throw to the bag:
Power would arrive in time to catch the throw.
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Today, all first basemen catch throws with one hand stretching to shdrten the distance of the
throw. They also field their position several feet behind first base, giving them more range to
field ground balls. Mays’ basket catch was nice, but he didn’t alter the way the game was
played.
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Born Victor Felipe Pellot Pove, the ballplayer known in the U.S. as Vic Power originally was
forbidden to play baseball as a child by his father. He did not intend to give up the game, and he
eventually turned professional, playing for a minor league team in Quebec. The
French-speaking fans there laughed at his name- ‘Pellot’ sounded very similar to a crude
French slang word for a private female body part- so he changed his name. When his mother
had attended grade school, a teacher had mistakenly recorded her name- Pove- as ‘Power’. He
began to assume this as his professional surname. (He kept the name ‘Pellot’ when playing in
the Winter leagues south of the border; some Puerto Ricans who did not understand the
situation considered him a sell-out).

Power was an exceptional ballplayer while in Canada, and the New York Yankees signed him.
By all objective measures, he’d earned a spot on the Yankees roster, and looked to be on track
to join them along with New York'’s other black prospect, Elston Howard. The Yankees, who still
had not had a black player on the roster six years after the big league debut of Jackie Robinson,
decided not to invite Power to Spring training. The rumors were that Power enjoyed dating
women of all skin colors, and that he was a flashy dresser who did not back down from a fight.
Upon hearing the news of the Yankees’ decision, many protesters rallied in front of Yankee
stadium since it seemed obvious that the motivation was racially fueled. Power should have
become a big leaguer in his early 20s, but was held back for a few years in a sign of the times.

The Philadelphia Athletics signed Power, and he had some success there (and in Kansas City,
to where the franchise soon moved). Again, he was confronted with racism, especially in Florida
in the Spring. Once, he differed with a store clerk over the proper refund on an empty pop
bottle. Upon hitting the road with the team, the local police stopped him. They intended to haul
him in, until Power’s teammates stepped up and vouched for him. One of the officers was said
to have declared that if Power had been arrested, he would have been lynched.

Famously, Power once entered a Florida restaurant and was informed by a waitress that they
did not serve “Negroes”. He replied that she was not to worry: he did not eat “Negroes”, and that
he only wanted some rice and beans.
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