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Clarence Raith: Softball to Sailor 
 

Softball has a long history in La Crosse. It was originally played in the city about 1908, but it was not on a 
grass ball field under a warm summer sun. The first softball games were played indoors at the Y.M.C.A.1 
In fact, one of the early names for the game was "indoor baseball."2 
 
The game flourished in our city after it moved outside. Early newspaper articles refer to the game as "D-
ball, " which was short for "Diamondball" or "Diamond Ball."3 Various business establishments 
sponsored teams in leagues as one way of advertising. The Bodega Lunch Club was one of those 
sponsors. 
 
For La Crosse softball fans before World War II, the Bodega team of the 1930s was the local equivalent 
of the New York Yankees. The 1931 team amassed a record of 38 wins, four losses, and one tie before 
advancing to the national softball tournament at Minneapolis.4 
 
Although they did not win the tournament in 1931, Manager Erwin "Petsy" Voss and the Bodega team 
came back for another try in 1932. Members of that team were: Paul "Pip" Wuest, Erwin "Petsy" Voss, 
George "Yip" Christopher, Benjamin "Mooney" Vondrashek, Emil "Punts" Temp, Fritz Raith, George 
Mekvold, Zig Wateski, Claire Raith (catcher), Clarence "Swish" Beranek (pitcher), Johnny Nekola, Frankie 
Smith, Clarence "Batch" Christopher, and Joe Frisch.5 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1932 September 6, page 7) 
 
In front of a crowd of 10,000 at Wausau, the Bodegas edged out Sather of Minneapolis despite only 
getting three hits off the Minneapolis pitcher. They put together a single, a walk, a passed ball, a 
fielder's choice, and another single to score two runs in the top of the first inning. Sather managed a run 
in the bottom of the 6th inning to make the final score 2-1 in favor of the team from La Crosse. Although 
he was hitless in the championship game, Claire Raith had two hits and scored a run in their semi-final 
win over Hammond, Indiana.6 
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La Crosse put on a celebration for the championship team that "started at 10:30 p.m. and lasted until far 
into the night." The team bus was met at the State Street entrance to the La Crosse Interstate 
Fairgrounds (now part of the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse campus) by cars that formed a parade on 
both sides of the bus. The procession of several hundred fans proceeded downtown to the Bodega 
Lunch Club where Mayor Verchota welcomed them. Every member of the team, who had each received 
a trophy after the game, said a few words about the successful tournament. Their trophies and a huge 
banner were to be displayed in the Bodega.7 
 
Most of that Bodega team stayed together through the years, sponsored at different times by the 
Bodega, Peerless, Cavalier Inn, and Heileman Brewing , to win eight straight city championships.8 
 
Claire Raith continued to play and manage in the city softball leagues into the late 1930s and early 
1940s. Raith was working for the softball team's sponsor, Heileman Brewing Company, when he had to 
register for the draft in 1940. 
 

 
 

Clarence Raith's draft registration card 
(Ancestry.com) 

 
The back of his form shows that the 30-year-old Raith was 5 feet, 11 inches tall, and weighed 165 
pounds.9 
 
Clarence Raith entered the United States Navy on May 23, 1943. After basic training at the Great Lakes 
naval training center in Chicago, he had further training in Washington D.C.; Norfolk, Virginia; and 
California before going to sea in February 1944 on a destroyer escort.10 

https://www.cnic.navy.mil/regions/cnrma/installations/ns_great_lakes.html
http://destroyerhistory.org/de/
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1944 September 4, page 10) 
 

Destroyers and destroyer escorts were versatile warships that performed a variety of duties, but they 
were especially needed to escort convoys and protect larger ships. Built to destroy shore targets, other 
ships, aircraft, and submarines, their weaponry included smaller naval guns, anti-aircraft guns, 
torpedoes, and depth charges. There were several categories: 
DD = Destroyer 
DDE = Destroyers converted to destroyer escorts 
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DE = Destroyer escort (antisubmarine) 
DER = Destroyer escort picket 
DL = Destroyer leader (large) 
They were all named after dead Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard personnel.11 
 
Sailors called destroyers "tin cans." The smaller, slower, and more lightly-armed destroyer escorts could 
have aptly been called "tuna cans." 
 
With the necessity to ship men and supplies all over the world through waters infested with German and 
Japanese submarines, there was a great need for a large number of armed escorts to protect the cargo 
ships and troop carriers. Over 480 destroyer escorts were built during World War II by the United States. 
They required a crew of 170 to 200 men.12 There were six classes of prefabricated, mass-produced 
destroyer escorts that  ranged from 289 feet to 306 feet long and featured different combinations of 
machinery and armaments. Although smaller and slower than full-size destroyers, their maneuverability 
made them well-suited for anti-submarine operations. Some of them also transported raiding parties 
and underwater demolition teams. 13 
 

 
   

An example of a Destroyer Escort 
(Destroyer Escort Historical Museum, Albany NY) 

 

https://www.ussslater.org/history/dehistory/history_escorts.html
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When American forces invaded Okinawa on April 1, 1945, it was with the largest invasion fleet ever 
assembled in the Pacific Theater. One of the 1,300 warships in that fleet, supporting 180,000 combat 
troops, was Clarence Raith's destroyer escort. Because Okinawa was considered by Japan to be part of 
its homeland, it was heavily defended and conquering the island was expected to be very costly. The 
Americans saw it as the last stepping stone to the eventual invasion of Japan itself.14 Because of waves 
of Japanese kamikaze aircraft that crashed into U.S. ships, the Navy suffered some of its most severe 
losses of the war. 
 
One of those losses was a well-known softball player from La Crosse, Wisconsin. 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 April 27, page 1) 
 

In the late summer of 1951, an old-timers softball game featured most of the national championship 
Bodega team playing against a group of old-timers from Winona. The names of the Bodega old-timers 
brought back memories for area softball fans: Mooney Vondrashek, Cully Johnson, Yip Christopher, 
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Petsy Voss, Fritz Raith, Punts Temp, Pip Wuest, and Sig Wateski. Swish Beranek was on the mound, but 
Batch Christopherson was behind the plate instead of the national championship catcher from 1932, 
Claire Raith, who had been killed while serving in World War II. During a special ceremony on that 
Saturday night, Mrs. Joseph Raith presented the Claire Raith Memorial Trophy to a current softball 
player who best exemplified the athletic ability and character of  her son.15 
 
The Claire Raith Memorial award was presented annually in the La Crosse city softball league for many 
years after that. We hope the young men who were so honored took the time to learn about the man 
who was its namesake.  

 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 
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