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			“If people don’t want to come to the ballpark, how are you going to stop them.”


			—Yogi Berra


			 


			Yogi, of course, never envisioned COVID-19 would force the 2020 season if — the longest word in the English language — played will be crowd-less.











			“It’s unbelievable how much you don’t know about the game you’ve been playing your whole life.”


			— Mickey Mantle


			“Every day is a new opportunity.


			You can build on yesterday’s success


			or put its failures behind and start over again.


			That’s the way life is, with a new game every day,


			and that’s the way baseball is.”


			— Bullet Bob Feller


			“Well it took me 17 years to get 3,000 hits in baseball, and I did it one afternoon on the golf course.”


			— Hank Aaron
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			I remember hearing John Wooden, The Wizard of Basketball say, “Of all the sports, basketball has by far the biggest ball, lending itself to television viewing.” This was back in the 1970s when the NBA was still in its infancy, and Wooden was sure basketball would become the number-one sports in the USA.


			That may still happen, after all the guy was a visionary and a legend. While he was at UCLA he won 620 games in 27 seasons and 10 NCAA titles during his last 12 seasons, including seven in a row from 1967 to 1973. His UCLA teams also established a NCAA men’s basketball record winning streak of 88 games and four perfect 30–0 seasons.









Introduction


			I have written several well received all-sports history books dating to 1999 and was planning to publish a new text focusing solely on baseball. I have given myself the title of Old School Sports Junkie as I am both old in the tooth (80 years young) and a believer in corny sports traditions-“take me out to the ballgame” for example is my ringtone. While researching the subject and writing the preface pre-COVID-19 it became apparent that baseball was floundering losing the game both on and off the field. My response was to change directions, and utilize my meager skill set for a more noble pursuit: Saving Baseball from Itself. This white paper is my version of a “Tell-All Book” but unlike Jim Bouton’s Ball Four, I first take the game apart for failure to read the strike zone, then I put “Humpty Dumpty” together again.


			The NFL is now the most popular sport in the country, baseball a distant second, and in the rear-view mirror third place NBA closing. MLB seems confused as to what to do to take back that number-one spot, apart from playing the 2020 condensed season at all costs. The sign stealing scandal has hurt the sport but is just a short-term distraction that will go away by the 2021 season. The issue with MLB management is either: their inability to recognize the seriousness of the problem, hiding behind yearly revenue growth and franchise value appreciation, or a deep down feeling the game is no longer viable for today’s 21th Century 24/7 consumer.


			











			My question is two part: Does MLB in its gut believe in the future of baseball, and do the empty suits at MLB headquarters on Park Avenue really love the game?


			I wish I knew the answer to this question. Instead, MLB deals with the margins and plays defense. There should be no sacred cows, including baseball as our “National Pastime.”


			









Chapter One


			HOOKED ON BASEBALL SINCE THE VERY BEGINNING


			I have loved baseball since my dad took me to Yankee Stadium to see the home team in 1947 when I was eight years old. About that same time, I was enchanted by “Casey at the Bat: A Ballad of the Republic Sung in the Year 1888.” I was heartsick when I came to the same ending after each read; I always hoped that Casey would be the hero. “But there is no joy in Mudville — mighty Casey has struck out.”


			According to my parents, my first spoken word was ball, not Mom. My memories of baseball are as vivid today as they were when I was making them. Each year of my boyhood, adolescence, and even early adulthood, is filled with visits to the stadium. I have lots of fond memories, including touching the monuments at Memorial Park in center field. I loved seeing the list of names: Manager Miller Huggins, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig and Joe DiMaggio, Owner George Steinbrenner and Mantle added later; Jeter will be next.


			George Will, known as a high-brow political commentator and baseball lover, said it most eloquently: “Baseball, it is said, is only a game. True. And the Grand Canyon is only a hole in Arizona (my home state).


			Not all holes, or games, are created equal.”I had so many cherished moments at Yankee Stadium, “The Cathedral of Baseball


•Waiting for the bell then leading the Yankees out of their first base dugout with the game about to start


			•Forcing postage paid self-addressed postcards through players’ car windows in the hopes of getting them autographed. (They parked alongside the ballpark on the first base side.)
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			•Losing a souvenir to an elderly woman who caught the ball in her lap with the skirt of her dress.


			•Eating cold leftover hamburger sandwiches made and packed by my Yiddish grandmother after taking a bus and subway. (I was just 12 years old when I started this practice of leaving at 10 a.m. and returning around 9 p.m. without any worries about something bad happening to me on these solo outings.)


			•Watching reliever Ryne Duren, who wore “Coke bottle” glasses, throw warm-up pitches to the backstop and flatten 6’4” 240-lb. Indians first sacker Luke Easter, who was frozen at the plate.


			•Catching a bag of peanuts thrown accurately from a far-away “celebrity” vendor.


			•Sneaking in and not paying for a reserved seat ticket because Patty, one of my Dad’s wartime pals, was a ticket taker. (We shook his hand and he pretended to take our ticket.)


			•Religiously filling out a scorecard with a shortened pencil with no eraser.
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			•I remember Frank “The Crow” Crosetti touching the 3rd base bag at the end of every home inning. He was 3rd base Coach for 20-consecutive seasons after 17 as the shortstop.
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			I remember seeing Yogi Berra tag out Jackie Robinson during game one of the 1955 World Series. (I had a great view behind the 3rd base dugout when he attempted to steal home only to be called safe — Berra had the plate blocked — but more importantly, the Yankees behind Whitey “The Chairman of the Board” Ford won.)
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			•And, waiting for reliever Joe Page to hop over the right field fence after leaving the pen and walk deliberately to the mound with his jacket over his shoulder, until the bat boy came out to take it.
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			I often would get into small weekly skirmishes with schoolmates and neighbors about who was the better position player among the 3 NYC teams — the Yankees, the Dodgers, and the Giants. I usually chose Mays, Snider or Mantle (Willie, Mickey and the Duke) as well as Campanella or Berra, Hodges vs. Skowron, Dark vs. Pee Wee Reese or Rizzuto. The only drawback of rooting for the Pinstripes was we won almost all of the time, not preparing me for life’s marathon roller coaster ride that included losses.


			The Polo Grounds, a short walk across the bridge from Yankee Stadium in Manhattan where the Giants played also has special meaning. I hated the Brooklyn Dodgers, so I rooted for their NL rival the New York Giants. I remember rushing home from middle school to catch Bobby Thomson’s 1951 walk-off home run, dubbed “The Little Miracle of Coogan’s Bluff.” It was the greatest finish in baseball history. Seconds before my schoolmate Howard Schwartz, a Dodgers fan and traitor residing in “Da Bronx,” called to exclaim his beloved bums were about to win the pennant. Schwartz was so upset about his team’s loss, he was not seen in class for several days and wouldn’t accept homework assignments.


			Another highlight was playing stick ball with “The Say Hey Kid” Willie Mays on Sugar Hill, the historic district behind the ballpark in Harlem. Stick ball was our favorite pastime. Hitting a pink Spalding punch ball over handball courts in the North quadrant in Parkchester, the community where we lived, was great fun. If you cleared four walls, you had hit a home run. Leroy, our building porter at 89 Metropolitan Oval, was kind enough to rescue would-be bats on their way to the garbage for my arsenal. These included brooms and carpet sweepers for my arsenal.
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			I also must admit to tearing-up every year as I watched Gary Cooper play “Ironman” Lou Gehrig in the 1942 MGM movie Pride of the Yankees. The tears really flowed when Gehrig delivered his July 4, 1939 Farewell Address; “…yet today, I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth.”









Chapter Two


			BASEBALL IS NO LONGER THE ONLY GAME IN TOWN


			Professional baseball started way back in 1886, and dominated through the 1920s because there was no other team sport competition, apart from college football which traces its origins to the 1869 Princeton vs. Rutgers game. (Knute Rockne’s 1924 Notre Dame team featuring “The Four Horseman of the Apocalypse” was a seminal moment historically popularized by Grantland Rice, the best sportswriter of his generation. Opening day of the college season didn’t begin until the leaves began falling.)


			Bart Giamatti, 7th MLB Commissioner in 1989 and a passionate advocate of the game, had this to say: “It breaks your heart. The game begins in the spring when everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.”


			 


			The spring and summer are no longer the exclusive property of MLB. Pre-COVID-19, the 2020 baseball season was scheduled to open March 26, with college basketball’s “March Madness” to run from March 17 to April 7. The NBA playoffs the ‘real’ season, when defense is actually played, was scheduled to run April 18 to June 21. Competition for hockey’s Stanley Cup with the lure of sudden-death overtime dramas normally begins in early April. Soccer’s MLS league is scheduled from February through October. Even the XFL, the football league from WWE, was planning to relaunch spring football starting in February.


			Additionally, there are a slew of classic top-tier individual events typically competing for attention in the Spring and Summer: the Kentucky Derby (part of Racing’s Triple Crown, along with the Preakness and the Belmont Stakes), the Indy 500, Nathan’s Hot Dog Eating Contest, The Masters, Wimbledon, and the United States Tennis Open. The NFL, literally the elephant in the room, has always started preseason games in late July, highlighted by the Hall of Fame game in Canton, Ohio on or about August 6, with opening day of the regular season is on the first Thursday in September.


			 


			When entering childhood as a fan in the Big Apple we had all of the sports in our ’hood. There were far fewer teams in the leagues but the seasons magically flowed seamlessly from one sport to another; baseball spring/summer, football in the fall, and basketball and hockey in the winter.


			Apart from baseball, the other professional leagues in post-WWII America struggled to gain traction. College basketball was huge at Madison Square Garden, with doubleheaders and sometimes triple headers, which ended in 1951 as a result of defending National Champion CCNY the neighborhood school succumbing to the point shaving scandal.


			The Knicks were relegated to the 69th Street Regiment Armory, a small venue with an even smaller two-digit scoreboard. (One hundred points by a team was rare in those days, but if that lofty number was reached, the scoreboard read 00.)


			The league was so weak that stars like the Celtics’ Bill Russell doubled as Player/Coaches to save salaries. NBA doubleheaders were standard fare with teams rotating staying in the same location.


			The Rangers hockey team was always in the cellar, one of the original six (1942). Since they played on Wednesday and Sunday evenings, school nights, we went instead to see the minor league New York Rovers playing Saturday matinees at Madison Square Garden (MSG).


			To watch a top-rated college football game, we had to journey north to see Army at West Point, New York. Army was a national powerhouse and it was thrilling to see Bill “The Lonesome End” Carpenter line up well outside of the huddle, a radical concept not previously seen. Football’s Giants, had to play in Yankee Stadium, which was configured for baseball and smallish crowds. All of that changed on December 28, 1958 during the NFL Championship Game when they lost to the Baltimore Colts in overtime. It became known as “The Greatest Game Ever Played.”


			I sat in the wooden center field bleachers setting them on fire with other fans to keep warm as Johnny Unitas marched his team down field toward my end of the stadium — the open end. Johnny’s magic, referred to as the first two-minute scoring drive, tied the contest with 7 seconds remaining in regulation play on Steve Myra’s 20-yard field goal.


			All in attendance, including the participants, thought the game ended in a tie, but the league decided to play its first overtime, which the Colts won. To this day I am convinced the Giants’ running back, Frank Gifford, had a first down which would have decided the game, but the referees were more concerned with attending to the Colts All-Star defensive end, Gino Marchetti, who broke his leg on the play. I can still see him lying on the stretcher under the other goal post because he didn’t want to miss the action.
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			This was the first NFL game to be televised nationally. It’s unbelievable to realize that the NFL’s rise to popularity began in a baseball stadium — “The House That Ruth Built.”


			









Chapter three


			The NFL Has Become Our New “National Pastime”


			The NFL, partially as a result of gambling, has moved well ahead of MLB in popularity — polling 34% to 16%. Fantasy football participation is a whopping 78% vs. 39% for baseball. Moreover, Nevada sportsbooks show revenues from football at $384.6 million, with baseball coming in at $22.5.
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			At the conclusion of the NFL’s 100th regular season in 2019, the San Francisco 49ers defeated the Seattle Seahawks by mere inches as time expired. The voice of sports, Al Michaels, put the nail in the MLB coffin, by saying to his play-by-play sidekick Chris Collinsworth, “The NFL has become the national pastime.”
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I remember seeing “Scooter”
Rizzuto (I liked the name
Scooter so much that
I gave it to
my beloved
dachshund).
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I remember walking lefty “Steady”
Eddie Lopat up the hill to the
splendid Grand Concourse (Blvd.) to
the Concourse Plaza Hotel, his home
away from home, along with Charlie
“King Kong” Keller among others.
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I remember being chased by Rocky
Colavito, the Indians All-Star
right fielder, after taunting him
throughout a Sunday daytime
doubleheader for always flexing
his muscles and taking too long to
release his powerful throwing arm.
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MICKEY MANTLE outfield

My favorite memory of all is
cheering Mickey Mantle batting
left-handed, bad legs and all,
hitting a walk-off home run in
game three of the 1964 World
Series on a flattened knuckle
ball first pitch from Cards’
Barney Schultz.
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I remember attending
Old Timer’s Day, started
by a two-inning exhibi-
tion between retired play-
ers before the real game
started.

That game, I got to
watch one of my dad’s
heroes — Joe DiMaggio,
“The Yankee Clipper.”

DiMaggio was always introduced as “baseball’s
greatest living player” by public address announcer
Bob Sheppard, who held that post for 56 seasons.
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I remember when the Yankees were so
good, some would say arrogant, that
when Manager Casey Stengel sent Joe
Collins up to bat to sacrifice bunt the
runner to second, Collins missed the
sign and instead hit a 2-run walk-

{ off homer for the win. The following
CASEY STENGEL day “The Old Professor” Stengel fined
him for missing that sign. Stengel in addition to winning
four World Series Championships to go along with 10 AL
pennants was known for speaking “Stengelese.” For example,
hed say, “All line up alphabetically according to size.”
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