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n this age of rampant deconstructionism and resurgent snuff-dipping, the 
integral role of the sign in the game of baseball is accepted as a given. There 

was a time, however, when this was not so. As Jacques "Lefty" Lacan reminds us 
in The Bounded Scorecard: "How many people today realize that there was a 
time when pitchers and catchers had to meet on the mound between each pitch, 
when coaches had to whisper instructions in their batters' ears, and indeed when 
fans had to pass written notes to vendors just to get a hotdog?" Baseball of one 
hundred years ago would be unrecognizable to today's fan, who sees intricate 
signing patterns, computer-analyzed batting orders, and videotaped 
crotch-tugging as basic to the game. 

Few nineteenth century critics could appreciate the magnitude of that first great 
signing innovation, "One finger, fastball; two fingers, curve," introduced by 
Susquehanna Salmons' catcher Irv "Two-Hands" Dink (not, as many historians 
have it, the Red Stockings' Honus "Honest Honus" Gibb, who actually only 
modified Dink's maneuver by using two fingers on the same hand). With the 
notable exception of William Dean "Wild Bill" Howells, who remarked, "I have 
seen the future, and it is Dink," the young catcher's achievement was largely 
ignored. Incredibly, fifteen summers were to pass before baseball signing took 
the next step from "two fingers, curve," to "three fingers, change." 

The sign might have languished forever in the hands of dull-witted catchers had 
it not been for the legendary third base coach Goose "Bob" Gander. More than 
any other figure, "The Old Fat Guy Who Waves His Hands Like Some Kind of 
Nut" (as he was affectionately known by fans) was responsible for propelling 
America's Pastime virtually into the twentieth century. 
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Gander made signing history during a tightly contested game with the Cleveland 
Indians. With two men out and the bases loaded, batter Smitty Snerdlick stepped 
out of the box for instructions from his coach. Unfortunately, Gander had just 
won a bet by consuming twelve chili dogs during seventh inning stretch, and was 
unable to speak. Instead, he clutched his stomach and groaned. Confused, 
Snerdlick failed to swing at the next pitch and was called out on strikes. The 
"take" sign was born. 

Gander used his new sign at every opportunity, although he eventually dropped 
the groaning, which he felt bordered on melodrama. The Belly Clutch, as the 
maneuver came to be known, was misunderstood by critics on both sides of the 
Atlantic. Marxists hailed it as a biting satire on bourgeois values. Henry James 
denounced "this vulgar kneading of the abdomen," and promptly fled back to 
England. And Nietzsche, who normally preferred soccer, declared the new sign 
to be "the Dionysian quintessence of cheese," a statement which is perhaps more 
significant in retrospect. 

It was Edmund "Happy" Husserl who finally put the Belly Clutch in its proper 
perspective in The Phenomenology of Postindustrial Bat-Corking when he 
observed, "So now the coaches are fiddling with their fingers?" More recently, 
Jacques "Don't Call Me Frenchy" Derrida has identified this "shifting of the 
center" from catcher to coach as baseball's first deconstructionist event. 

A former batting great and Neo-Platonist, "Bob" Gander was a colorful character 
who wore spats over his cleats and professed to enjoy chewing gag gum. He was 
known in both leagues for his elegant use of metaphor and for sitting on third 
base and making "whoopee" sounds. His most famous signing innovation was 
the Cap Tweak, which, during his minimalist period, he used even to the exclusion 
of everyday speech. 

Gander's signing career began when he pointed out to a fellow coach that hiding 
his lips with his hands did little to deceive the opposing team, since they could 
easily intercept his shouted signals by merely listening. With the challenge, 
"Let's see you do better," ringing in his ears, Gander stepped into the coach's box. 
He quickly found out that whispering the signals, while successful in confusing 
his opponents, caused his own players to repeatedly cup their ears and shout, 
"What?" His next attempt—hand-lettered signs inscribed "unt-bay" or 
"ing-sway"—also proved unsuccessful when he found he could not trust the 
opposing teams' promises not to "eek-pay." 
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Gander then took the quantum leap to hand gestures, a brainstorm which came to 
him while playing charades at the annual Coaches' Nite Out. Hoping to make a 
splash with his innovation in a game against the New York Yankees, he 
unfortunately appropriated the rules of charades wholesale, making even his own 
players guess his meanings. The players' concentration was often disrupted by 
well-meaning fans shouting hints such as "sounds like punt!" and by fifth inning 
the contest had degenerated into a massive parlor game. It was another failure, but 
Gander knew he was getting close. 

It was during a road game with the Washington Senators, at the field known 
affectionately as "The Old Swampground," that Gander was struck by the 
peculiar motion of players swatting at mosquitoes. He immediately set to work 
on a "swing away" sign based on what he had observed. He labored day and night 
to perfect the sign, experimenting with forehand swats, backhand swats, ear 
waves, and neck slaps before finally settling on a cross-eyed nose-swipe. But it 
was all for naught. In one of those heartbreaking coincidences so peculiar to 
creative endeavor, Gander learned that Connie Mack had just developed his own 
swing away sign by putting his fists together and swinging them as if holding a 
bat. Shaken, Gander rightly dismissed the sign as "obvious," but the damage had 
been done. In despair, he went into self-imposed exile. 

It was three years later that the great St. Louis Browns manager Shortcake 
Traynor spotted Gander working as a batboy in an amateur arcade baseball 
league. Traynor (who as a scout had dismissed a young Babe Ruth as "no glove") 
was at that time looking for new blood for his coaching staff. His team was in the 
cellar and had been unable to develop a single effective sign at a time when even 
umpires were using hand gestures to signal for balls and redhots. His staff’s one 
effort at a "steal" sign—one thumb in each ear while touching the nose to one 
knee—had been ridiculed by the critics as "unfocused." Desperate, Traynor asked 
Gander if he thought he could develop a steal sign for him. Unbowed by past 
failure, Gander haughtily replied, "As easily as I brush this dirt from my sleeve." 
The dirt was actually dried paint, but Gander's frantic wiping gave birth to his 
first great sign: the Left Shirtsleeve Brush. 

The Left Shirtsleeve Brush was a huge success which few believed could be 
duplicated. But in a brilliant piece of extrapolation, Gander followed only a 
month later with the Right Shirtsleeve Brush. Thus began a creative orgy the 
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like of which baseball had never seen. By the end of the season, Gander had 
added to his repertoire the Left and Right Leg Brush, the Backside Brush, the 
Chest Brush (both two handed and one-handed, left and right), and the Brow 
Mop. 

Although already assured of his place in the Hall of Fame, Gander was not 
content to rest on his laurels. Sensing that his so-called "dusting" family of signs 
was becoming conventional, he began searching for new territory to explore. His 
experiments in ear-tugging and nose pinching made him the darling of the 
Modernists, but were considered too radical for the general public. His infamous 
"pants-dropping" sign, first revealed at a Boston Braves exhibition, brought him 
to trial on obscenity charges a full year before Joyce's Ulysses. He was acquitted 
on all counts, but the incident haunted him until his death. 

Throughout his career Gander was alternately embraced and reviled by every 
recognized critical school. His condemnation of the home run as a "formalist 
aberration" delighted the bleacher-response critics; but he later drew their ire by 
declaring the squeeze-play esthetically superior to the vendor peanut-toss. His 
penchant for calling the hit-and-run with nobody on base drew criticism from 
traditionalists even as "new critic" Clete Brooks praised the maneuver in Irony as 
a Principle of Base Stealing. But it was Gander’s behavior off the field that most 
undermined his reputation. At first championed by Eliot, he earned the poet's 
lifelong enmity after an unfortunate towel-snapping incident. And once the toast 
of French academe, he was later hooted in bistros for the gastronomic faux pas of 
putting ketchup on de Gaulle. 

Today, Gander is known for his Derridian sense of play and his radical use of 
metaphor and spitting. But the essence of Gander is perhaps best summed up by 
an incident recounted in his unfinished memoir, I Was a Dugout Deconstructionist: 

It was during the '44 season in the rubber game of a series 
with K.C. They'd been stealing our signs for two days and 
the manager made it clear to me that it better not be three. So 
I hit on the idea of changing signs after every play. Well, the 
boys thought I was crazy, of course, but I asked them, "Is a 
sign fixed? What is a sign but a representation of a 
representation?" I didn't convince them—you gotta 
remember, most players in them days were downright 
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Aristotelian—but they agreed to give it a shot. Of course 
they couldn't keep up with my signs, and I had guys stealing 
first and pitching out with the bases empty, and by the third 
inning we were behind 13-zip. So old Ducky Delaney came 
up to me and pointed out that my strategy had put the team 
in the Sisyphean position of the absurd. Well, he thought he 
had me, but I turned the argument back on him with a 
Sartrean call to action. Oh, it was quite a speech. When I 
finished up with, "The creative at-bat aims at a total renewal 
of the game, so that each liner, each pop-up, is a recovery of 
the totality of being," I tell you, those boys had tears in their 
eyes! They took that field and played their hearts out! 
Unfortunately, we went on to lose that game 57 to 1. 

Despite the Browns' slow start that season they went on to win the American 
League Pennant and the World Series. Thus the modernist era of baseball came 
to a close and the post-structuralist, or "nutty," era began. Sadly, Gander missed 
what could have been his greatest triumph when he was drafted by the Army at 
the remarkable age of seventy-three, coincidentally just before the Browns' 
dramatic upswing. Shortly after the fall of Berlin, he defected to the Soviet 
Union, where his radical theories of borsht-making served as the catalyst for his 
tragic death during the notorious Minsk Beet Riots. 
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