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Play Ball! Baseball is America’s National Pastime  

This Is America Presents a Program of Baseball Songs and Poetry 

 

From VOA Learning English, welcome to This Is America.  I'm Steve Ember.  

Baseball is a sport that began in the eastern United States in the 1800s.  It 

became known as the "national pastime," a game that millions of people 

continue to enjoy each spring and summer.   

 

Major league baseball recently opened its new season.  So this is a good 

time to explore the influence of baseball on popular culture, including music 

and poetry.  Many songs and poems have been written about baseball, and 

today, Shirley Griffith and I will tell you about some of them.  

Baseball expert Warner Fusselle writes that there are probably more than 

1,000 songs about baseball.  The most popular is "Take Me Out to the Ball 

Game."  It was written in 1908 by Jack Norworth.  He wrote it after seeing a 

sign about baseball in an underground train in New York City. 

 

His friend, Albert Von Tilzer, put the words to music.  Mr. Norworth 

reportedly had never seen a major league baseball game.  He did not see 

one until 33 years after he wrote the song. 

  

Seventh Inning – Time for Stretching and Singing! 

 

People still sing "Take Me Out to the Ball Game" during baseball games.   
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[Seventh inning stretch at a Chicago Cubs game] 

Near the end of the game, people become tired of sitting on the hard seats.  

So, during a special time in the game, everyone stands up and stretches 

their arms and legs.  This tradition is called "the seventh inning stretch."  

Everyone sings a song together.  Most often, it is "Take Me Out to the Ball 

Game."  Here, it is sung by the National Pastime Orchestra and singers. 

Nelly Kelly loved baseball games, 

Knew the players, knew all their names, 

You could see her there ev'ry day, 

Shout "Hurray," when they'd play. 

Her boy friend by the name of Joe 

Said, "To Coney Isle, dear, let's go," 

Then Nelly started to fret and pout, 

And to him I heard her shout. 

"Take me out to the ball game, 

Take me out with the crowd. 

Buy me some peanuts and cracker jack, 

I don't care if I never get back, 

Let me root, root, root for the home team, 

If they don't win it's a shame. 

For it's one, two, three strikes, you're out, 

At the old ball game." 
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Baseball expert Richard Miller writes that many songs about other subjects -

- such as love -- use words and expressions from baseball.  For example, in 

a song written in 1912, a woman tells her boy friend that she will not like 

him unless he is a good baseball player.  The song is called "If You Can't 

Make a Hit in a Ball Game, You Can't Make a Hit with Me." 

 

In 1943, George Moriarty wrote a song designed to support American forces 

fighting in World War II.  Mister Moriarty was a former baseball player and 

manager for the Detroit Tigers team.  His song is called "You're Gonna Win 

That Ball Game, Uncle Sam."  It is performed here by the National Pastime 

Orchestra and singers. 

 

Many songs have been written about America's baseball teams.  These 

include the Brooklyn Dodgers, later the Los Angeles Dodgers, the 

Philadelphia Phillies and the Chicago Cubs.  Other songs have been written 

about famous baseball players: Babe Ruth, Jackie Robinson and Joe 

DiMaggio.  

Hello Joe, whatta you know? 

We need a hit so here I go. 

Ball one (Yea!) 

Ball two (Yea!) 

Strike one (Booo!) 

Strike two (Kill that umpire!) 

A case of Wheaties 
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Joltin’ Joe DiMaggio Gets His Own Song 

Some people think Joe DiMaggio was the greatest player in the history of 

baseball.  He hit safely in a record 56 games in a row for the New York 

Yankees in 1941.  This record never has been broken.  That same year, Les 

Brown and his band recorded the song "Joltin' Joe DiMaggio."  Betty Bonney 

sings about the way DiMaggio hit the ball very, very hard -- how he “jolted” 

it. 

He started baseball's famous streak 

That's got us all aglow 

He's just a man and not a freak, 

Joltin' Joe DiMaggio. 

Joe, Joe DiMaggio 

We want you on our side 

He tied the mark at forty-four 

July the 1st you know 

Since then he's hit a good twelve more 

Joltin' Joe DiMaggio 

Joe, Joe DiMaggio 

We want you on our side 

From coast to coast that's all you'll hear 

Of Joe the one man show 

He's glorified the horsehide sphere 

Joltin' Joe DiMaggio 
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Joe, Joe DiMaggio 

We want you on our side 

 

In 1955, a popular musical play about baseball opened on Broadway in New 

York.  It was called "Damn Yankees."  It was about a middle-aged man who 

gets a chance to play baseball for his team, the Washington Senators.  He 

plays against the best team in baseball, the New York Yankees. 

 

The Senators are not a very good team.  Their manager wants them to play 

better.  He urges them to play with all the feeling that is in their hearts.  

Here the cast of "Damn Yankees" sings "You Gotta Have Heart." 

 

You've gotta have heart 

All you really need is heart 

When the odds are sayin' you'll never win 

That's when the grin should start 

You've gotta have hope 

Mustn't sit around and mope 

Nothin's half as bad as it may appear 

Wait'll next year and hope 

When your luck is battin' zero 

Get your chin up off the floor 

Mister you can be a hero 

You can open any door, there's nothin' to it but to do it 

You've gotta have heart 
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Mighty Casey has a Bad Day at the Ball Park 

 

In addition to the many songs written about baseball, there is a famous 

poem about the game, too.  It is called "Casey at the Bat."  A young man 

named Ernest Thayer wrote the poem in 1888.  It was published in the San 

Francisco Examiner newspaper.  The poem still is popular today. 

  

"Casey at the Bat" is about a baseball team from a town called Mudville.  

The team is losing an important game.  The game is almost over.  Mudville 

is depending on its best player, Casey, to win the game.   

  

The outlook wasn’t brilliant for the Mudville nine that day; 

The score stood four to two with but one inning more to play. 

And then when Cooney died at first, and Barrows did the same, 

A sickly silence fell upon the patrons of the game. 

 

A straggling few got up to go in deep despair.  The rest 

Clung to that hope which springs eternal in the human breast; 

They thought if only Casey could but get a whack at that- 

We’d put up even money now with Casey at the bat. 

 

To the surprise of the crowd, two players hit the ball well.  They reach 

second and third base.  They are ready to score.  Then it is Casey's turn at 

bat.  He can win the game if he hits the ball hard enough so that he and the 

other players can cross home plate.  That will give their team more points 

than their opponent. 
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There was an ease in Casey’s manner as he stepped into his place; 

There was pride in Casey’s bearing and a smile on Casey’s face. 

And when, responding to the cheers, he lightly doffed his hat, 

No stranger in the crowd could doubt ‘twas Casey at the bat. 

 

Ten thousand eyes were on him as he rubbed his hands with dirt; 

Five thousand tongues applauded when he wiped them on his shirt. 

Then while the writhing pitcher ground the ball into his hip, 

Defiance gleamed in Casey’s eye, a sneer curled Casey’s lip. 

 

The opposing pitcher throws the ball.  But Casey does not try to hit it.  The 

pitcher throws the ball again.  Again, Casey does not try to hit it.  There are 

now two strikes against him.  One more strike and he will be out.  The game 

will be over.  Will Casey finally hit the ball?  Will he win the game?  The 

crowd is sure he will.  

 

The sneer is gone from Casey’s lip, his teeth are clenched in hate; 

He pounds with cruel violence his bat upon the plate. 

And now the pitcher holds the ball, and now he lets it go, 

And now the air is shattered by the force of Casey’s blow. 

 

Oh, somewhere in this favored land the sun is shining bright; 

The band is playing somewhere, and somewhere hearts are light, 

And somewhere men are laughing, and somewhere children shout; 

But there is no joy in Mudville – mighty Casey has struck out. 
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[Dave Frishberg sings] 

Heeney Majeski 

JohnnyGee 

Eddie Joost 

Johnny Pesky 

Thornton Lee 

Danny Gardella 

Van Lingle Mungo 

 

Dave Frishberg is a song writer and jazz pianist. And he loves baseball. In 

fact, he wrote a song in which the words are nothing but the names of 

famous and, perhaps, some not-so-famous baseball players. “Van Lingle 

Mungo” is the name of the song. 

Augie Bergamo, Sigmund Jakucki,  

Big Johnny Mize and Barney McCosky 

Hal Trosky, Augie Galan, and PinkyMay 

Stan Hack and Frenchie Bordagaray 

 

Phil Cavarretta, George McQuinn 

Howard Pollet and Early Wynn 

Roy Campanella, Van Lingle Mungo 
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Our program was written by Shelley Gollust.  Jim Tedder read portions of the 

poem “Casey at the Bat.”  I'm Steve Ember. Join us again next week for 

another This is America from VOA Learning English.  

 Big Johnny Mize and Barney McCosky 

Hal Trosky, John Antonelli, Ferris Fain 

Frankie Crosetti, Johnny Sain 

Harry Brecheen and Lou Boudreau 

Frankie Gusteen and Claude Passeau 

Eddie Basinski, Ernie Lombardi 

Huey Mulcahy, Van Lingle… 

Van Lingle Mungo 
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