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    Introduction




     




    Picking the 50 greatest games in Dodgers history is a little like carving a turkey. You have a rough idea what it will look like when you’re done. The hard part is figuring out where to begin.




    To keep things slightly more simple, I limited the scope of this book to the Dodgers’ time in the National League. Back when they were known as the Brooklyn Bridegrooms in November 1889, president Charles Byrne withdrew the franchise from the American Association. Along with the Cincinnati Reds, Brooklyn joined the National League—baseball’s senior circuit at the ripe old age of 14—for the 1890 season. Through four nicknames (Bridegrooms, Robins, Superbas, Dodgers) and two cities, the franchise has remained in the National League ever since. Pick up any Dodgers media guide and the first records are listed in 1890. It’s a round number and a good place to begin.




    National League baseball in 1890 would be a mostly familiar game to modern fans. In 1889, sacrifice bunts were first recognized in statistic-keeping. As you will see, the history of the bunt and the history of the Dodgers are intertwined. (A Brooklynite, Dickey Pearce, is credited with inventing the bunt.) Other important baseball rules were only a few years away. Substitutions were permitted at any point in a game beginning in 1891, the pitching distance increased from 50 feet to 60 feet, six inches in 1893, and bats were required to be round and made of wood that same year. The organizational ancestors of the present-day Giants, Braves, Pirates, Phillies, Reds and Cubs all played the Dodgers that year. So did the Cleveland Spiders, who ceased existence after the 1899 season (rest their souls).




     




    So we start in 1890. That narrows the range of games to 125 seasons, which is still a vast ocean of baseball. Don Newcombe, who’s been alive for most of that time, suggested a game he pitched for the Dodgers in 1949. Steve Garvey suggested a game he played in 1980. I received suggestions from just about everyone who was asked for help.




    When choosing the 50 greatest games from more than ten thousand candidates, there are as many opinions as there are games. That comes with the territory of a franchise whose history spans two millennia, three centuries and 14 decades. Cultural barriers have been shattered (see game #2). Physical limits have been tested (see game #9, #24 and #36). Innumerable baseball records have been broken (see—well, just wait and see).




    Some games are greater from a historical perspective than a baseball perspective. Some games are great because they’re strange. Some were exhibition games. Many were played in September or October. Others were more memorable for an outstanding individual performance. Not all of these games ended in Dodger victory, but victory isn’t the only path to greatness. Do you remember the final score in Jackie Robinson’s first major league game?




    Not everyone’s suggestion made it in. That includes Newcombe. His choice: Game one of the 1949 World Series, which the Yankees won 1-0 on a home run in the bottom of the ninth inning. It was Newcombe’s rookie year and his first postseason start. He and Allie Reynolds threw dual complete games. Newcombe struck out 11 batters, walked none and allowed five hits, yet he lost.




    You might not agree with my selections, or the order in which they’re ranked. That’s OK. You’re in good company.




     






     




    
50. October 5, 2001:





    72 home runs and no place to go.




     




    Three games remained in the 2001 season when the Dodgers played a cruel trick on the San Francisco Giants. In a nationally televised game that garnered wide attention, the Dodgers took a 5-0 lead in the first inning, allowed the Giants to come back and tie the game at 10, only to win 11-10 on a run in the 7th inning. The Dodgers didn’t need to win—they were solidly entrenched in third place, out of the playoff picture—but the Giants did. The loss eliminated them from the playoffs before a sold-out crowd at San Francisco’s Pacific Bell Park. “Everybody's goal is to make the playoffs,” Dodgers first baseman Eric Karros told the media, “but if you can't go, you want to take somebody else home with you.”




    Mission accomplished.




    It was another counterpunch in one of sports’ great rivalries, one littered with late-season heartbreakers. The Giants had crushed the Dodgers’ playoff hopes by sweeping a two-game series in September 1997. In 1993, the Dodgers denied the Giants a possible playoff berth by beating them on the final day of the regular season. In 1991, the Dodgers finished two games out of first place after losing twice in San Francisco during the season’s final weekend. Go back a few more decades, and you could fill a whole book with great Giants-Dodgers games.




    For Dodger fans, the final weekend of the 2001 season was especially sweet. The Giants’ lineup featured baseball’s best hitter in Barry Bonds. In spite of this—and maybe because of the payroll constraints Bonds’ massive salary created—the Giants could not win a championship with him. On this day, Bonds’ greatness and the Giants’ failure to reach the playoffs were front and center. The Dodgers were happy to play the spoilers. They did so in dramatic fashion and set a record in the process: At four hours and 27 minutes, it was the longest nine-inning game ever played in the major leagues. And yet, few people remember the game for this reason.




    Bonds awoke Friday with 70 home runs for the season, tied with Mark McGwire for the all-time record. Since he was averaging one home run every 6.5 at-bats (also a record), Bonds was very likely to hit his seventy-first home run sometime during the weekend. This mainly depended on whether or not Dodgers starter Chan Ho Park—or any Dodgers pitcher, for that matter—would give Bonds a pitch to hit. Maybe Bonds would never see a pitch close to the strike zone; maybe he would. Since history was on the line, ESPN decided to televise the game. That was a wise decision.




    For all the attention the record garnered, the anticipation wasn’t as high as one might expect. McGwire had shattered Roger Maris’ mark only three years earlier, and many wanted the record to remain his. Bonds was simply not a popular player outside San Francisco. Even before he was linked to a performance-enhancing drug scandal, Bonds' personality was as repelling as his talent was compelling. His perceived arrogance and occasional dishonesty alienated teammates, managers, media and fans alike. Commissioner Bud Selig chose not to attend the game. He flew to San Diego instead to watch Tony Gwynn play out his Hall of Fame career. Bonds’ father Bobby, the longtime Giants outfielder and coach, was also absent. He was hosting a charity golf tournament in Connecticut. Bonds wasn’t entirely focused himself. He arrived home at 3:00 a.m. following the Giants’ road trip, then had little time to sleep before attending the funeral of his friend and former bodyguard who had died a week earlier.




    The Dodgers’ feelings toward all of this? Ambivalent, at best. “We’re going to play to win,” manager Jim Tracy told reporters. “We’ve been doing it that way since the second of April, and we’re not going to deviate from our course now.” The Giants played a series in Los Angeles in September. If Bonds had hit his seventy-first home run during that series, the Dodgers announced they would not stop the game to honor the occasion. Now Bonds’ place in history was literally in the Dodgers' hands. Tommy Lasorda, the Dodgers’ vice president who had managed the team through several September heartbreakers, had his priorities in order. Revenge topped the list. “When I managed and they knocked us out, they celebrated in the streets even though they weren't in first place,” Lasorda said at the time. “That meant more to those fans up there than anything and it meant more to the players.”




    So yes, the Dodgers pitched to Bonds—barely. He saw a total of 19 pitches in the game, but only six were strikes. When Bonds came to bat in the first inning, a home run could do no damage. The Giants were already trailing 5-0.




    Pitcher Shawn Estes looked like he was throwing batting practice as the Dodgers loaded the bases on three singles to begin the game. A single by Gary Sheffield scored two runs. A sacrifice fly by Paul Lo Duca scored Shawn Green. Estes faced seven batters before he was replaced by right-hander Mark Gardner, trailing 3-0. Park finished the rally himself, punching an 0-2 pitch from Gardner into right field to drive in two more runs.




    In the bottom of the first, Park retired Marvin Benard and Rich Aurilia before facing Bonds and his moment of truth. His approach to the slugger was simple. “I didn't try to give up home runs,” Park would say later. “I just tried to throw good pitches.” It’s no insult to Park that his approach did not work; this was the greatest season by any home run hitter in history. Bonds took a pitch out of the strike zone, then crushed a fastball at his knees into the first row of seats in right-center field, 442 feet from home plate. As he jogged the bases, illuminated by enough flashbulbs to light a pitch-black stadium, Bonds barely showed any joy. His teammates, coaches, and 11-year-old son all poured out of the dugout and waited to greet him at home plate. Bonds eventually acknowledged a standing ovation from the crowd of 41,730, took a call from his dad in the dugout, and hugged his wife and mom in the stands. Most of the Dodgers all but ignored Bonds during the approximate four-minute break that followed his seventy-first home run.




    The score was 6-1 in the bottom of the second inning when Park ran into trouble. The Giants loaded the bases with their pitcher, Gardner, due to bat. Pinch hitter Eric Davis batted instead and cleared the bases with a double to left field. It was the final hit of Davis’ 17-year career, and it narrowed the Dodgers’ lead to 6-4.




    Marquis Grissom homered to give the Dodgers an 8-4 advantage in the top of the third inning, setting the stage for Bonds’ next at-bat. The home run record had been his for all of 53 minutes when he pummeled Park’s 1-1 pitch to straightaway center field, just above a 404-foot marker. All the $18 souvenir “71st home run” baseballs instantly became obsolete. Rather than celebrate on the field, the Giants stayed in their dugout, greeting Bonds with a standard round of high fives. Their reaction spoke volumes: Bonds’ record had been extended but his moment had passed. All that mattered was who would win the game.




    The Giants had just enough momentum to entertain the thought of a comeback. Park hung around until the bottom of the fourth inning, when Jeff Kent knocked in three runs with a bases-loaded double. The Dodgers now led 9-8. They got a run back when Gary Sheffield’s solo home run knocked out pitcher Aaron Fultz in the sixth inning. But Aurilia tied the game at 10 in the bottom of the sixth inning with a two-run home run off Dodgers pitcher Giovanni Carrara.




    The next batter was Bonds. In the most underrated feat of the evening, Carrara got Bonds to fly out to left field for his only out of the game. As the press box pounded out words of praise for baseball’s new home run king, a competitive game emerged without fanfare or fireworks.




     




    By the seventh inning, 20 runs had scored, seven pitchers had pitched and four baseballs had cleared the fences—including two of the most famous in history. The baseball gods had smiled on Bonds, but they had not lost their sense of humor.




    Jeff Reboulet, Chad Kreuter and Dave Hansen were due to bat for the Dodgers in the seventh inning. They were all career utility players who, unlike Bonds, were never the star of their team. On this night they came together to produce the run that dashed the Giants’ playoff hopes, the final crushing blow in a game remembered for crushing blows.




    Facing veteran pitcher Todd Worrell, Reboulet led off the inning with an infield single and advanced to second base on a bad throw by Aurilia. Kreuter grounded out, moving Reboulet over to third base. Hansen was announced as the pinch hitter for Carrara, but he was intentionally walked with Grissom on deck and the Giants’ best relief pitcher, Felix Rodriguez, warming up in the bullpen. Worrell stayed in to face Grissom and did his job, getting a ground ball to third baseman Pedro Feliz. Feliz threw out Grissom at first base—the safe play—as Reboulet scored to give the Dodgers an 11-10 lead. Of all the possible ways the Dodgers could eliminate the Giants on this night, a Marquis Grissom ground ball to score Jeff Reboulet had to be the least likely. Yet there it was, the final run of the game. McKay Christensen tried to extend the Dodgers’ lead later in the inning, rounding third base on a single by Mark Grudzielanek, but he was thrown out at home plate. No runner on either team made it past second base again.




    Bonds watched dejectedly in the dugout as Dodgers closer Jeff Shaw got Shawon Dunston to ground out to end the game. A sold-out stadium had just witnessed history. Yet fewer than half stayed to watch Bonds feted in a postgame ceremony on the field. Who could blame them? It was 12:30 in the morning and the Giants weren't going to the playoffs.




     






     




    49. June 4, 1972:




    Jackie Robinson bids an awkward goodbye.




     




    Sometimes a game is more important for who is in the crowd than what happens on the field of play. When Jackie Robinson had his number retired in Dodger Stadium, then watched the St. Louis Cardinals beat the Dodgers 4-0, the final score could not have mattered less.




    Robinson’s health was failing that Sunday afternoon, but his character was not. On the field prior to the game, as Robinson walked with a group from the home dugout to the pitcher’s mound, a fan in the stands asked Robinson to autograph his baseball. Fred Claire, then a member of the Dodgers’ public relations staff, recalled the awkward exchange: “He said, ‘Jackie, Jackie, please sign this ball.’ He tossed the ball Jackie’s way. It hit Jackie in the shoulder and bounced and hit him in the head.” Ron Rapoport, a reporter for the Los Angeles Times, said the fan couldn’t have been more than 20 feet away when he underhanded the ball to Robinson: “You could hear a loud 'Ow!' The guy was just mortified, as you would expect. He was just abject.”




    Robinson, 53, probably couldn’t see the baseball because he was going blind. His hair was turning gray. He had suffered a heart attack, been diagnosed with diabetes, and was seriously overweight. Bill Russell, the famous basketball player, once said that Robinson did more for baseball than baseball did for him. Perhaps realizing that Robinson’s time on earth was short, baseball attempted to reverse the score in 1972—or at least close the gap. For the Dodgers, retiring number 42 seemed like a good start. The franchise had never retired a number in its storied history. Its management decided three Hall of Famers should receive the honor first: Robinson, Sandy Koufax and Roy Campanella.




    In hindsight, the honor seems overdue. Twenty one major-league players already had their numbers retired on the morning of June 4, 1972. (Lou Gehrig’s number 4 was the first to be retired by any team, by the New York Yankees in 1939.) This seems a little hard to fathom now, since 42 has been retired by every major-league team since 1997. It is the first and, through 2014, only number retired by every club.




    Robinson flew in from his home in Stamford, Connecticut for the occasion. Campanella flew in from New York. In addition to the ceremony, the Dodgers would stage an old timers’ game featuring several living legends in their playing uniforms: Koufax, Don Newcombe, Pee Wee Reese, Casey Stengel, Joe DiMaggio, Stan Musial and Mickey Mantle. Commissioner Bowie Kuhn was on hand. No one could know this would be Robinson’s final appearance at a Dodger game.




    The importance of the moment wasn’t completely lost on Robinson, though he considered it a footnote to his legacy. A few days prior, Robinson lobbied Dodgers president Peter O’Malley to do something about baseball’s existing color barriers. Namely, there were no black managers at the major league level. Robinson was reportedly encouraged by their talk and it must have stayed with him as he wrote his pregame speech.




    There was more on Robinson’s mind, though. Rapoport went to the Biltmore Hotel to interview him on June 3, one day before the ceremony, expecting to see a living legend. He found a surprisingly frail man wrought with mixed emotions:




    As for the next day’s ceremonies, Robinson seemed almost weary that anyone might think they would somehow lessen the distance he felt between himself and the Dodgers in particular and the game of baseball in general.




    “I couldn't care less if someone is out there wearing 42,” [Robinson] said. “It is an honor, but I get more of a thrill knowing there are people in baseball who believe in advancement based on ability. I'm more concerned about what I think about myself than what other people think. I think if you look back at why people think of me the way they do it's because white America doesn't like a black guy who stands up for what he believes. I don't feel baseball owes me a thing and I don't owe baseball a thing. I am glad I haven't had to go to baseball on my knees.”




    Robinson had repeatedly declined invitations to “old timers’ games” in silent protest of baseball’s existing color barriers. In fact, Jackie might not have attended this ceremony without encouragement from Newcombe, his friend and former teammate.




    Attendance was announced as 43,818; fewer than that were on hand to hear Robinson’s speech. Speaking into a microphone on the dirt behind home plate, he was able to set aside his negative feelings and focus on the positive. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he told the crowd, “I can only say this is one of the truly great moments of my life, and to be here with Roy and Sandy, and to see the way that the O’Malleys have reacted, is awfully important to me. And I want to thank him for all the many, many opportunities he’s afforded me. And I’m sure that in the immediate future, things are going to improve a great deal.”




    As for the ‘72 Dodgers, they were stuck in a pleasant purgatory between eras. The Koufax/Don Drysdale World Series years were firmly in the rear-view mirror. Steve Garvey and Ron Cey’s primes were still ahead. They finished the season 85-70, one of four straight second-place finishes in the National League West. Unfortunately, on this day they found themselves on the wrong end of a Bob Gibson five-hit shutout. Gibson also hit a solo home run for St. Louis in the ninth inning off Pete Richert. Future Dodgers and Cardinals manager Joe Torre clubbed a solo shot in the fifth inning against Claude Osteen, who took the loss. The old timers’ game, and the sight of three of the greatest players in franchise history together for the last time, made for better memories.




    This was not Robinson’s final appearance at a major league game. Later that year, on October 15, he was given a standing ovation in a ceremony on the field before game two of the World Series in Cincinnati. Kuhn and President Richard Nixon (via telegram) offered words of adulation. Players for the Reds and Oakland A’s personally paid their respects to the living legend. Robinson concluded his brief remarks of gratitude that day by reiterating his mission statement. “I’m going to be tremendously more pleased and more proud,” he said, “when I see … a black face managing in baseball.” Robinson suffered a heart attack and died nine days later, his hope unfulfilled.




    For Campanella, June 4, 1972 was one of many days spent with the Dodgers after his playing career ended. In 1978, Campanella moved from New York to Los Angeles to take a job in the Dodgers’ community relations department. Campy was an annual fixture in Vero Beach, Florida as a spring training instructor, tutoring Dodger catchers from Johnny Roseboro to Mike Piazza.




    Koufax was a regular presence in Vero, too. He became a minor-league pitching coach for the Dodgers in 1979, a position he held until 1990. A controversial 2003 article about Koufax’s personal life published in the New York Post (a newspaper owned by News Corp., which also owned the Dodgers at the time) caused a temporary estrangement from his former team. But in 2013, Koufax formally rejoined the organization as a special advisor to team chairman Mark Walter.




    Robinson was never given the same opportunity with the Dodgers during his lifetime. His premature death was only one reason. “I had no future with the Dodgers because I was too closely identified with Branch Rickey,” Robinson once said after retiring. “After the club was taken over by Walter O'Malley, you couldn't even mention Mr. Rickey’s name in front of him. I considered Mr. Rickey the greatest human being I had ever known.”




    The day his jersey was retired was Robinson’s last chance to will the Dodgers to victory. The sentimental outcome—a win against the Cardinals—might have been a more appropriate tribute. Yet by 1972 Jackie had not willed the Dodgers to victory in years. His powers had diminished.




    His spirit, at least, was unchanged. After the baseball hit Robinson in the forehead, his entourage was ready to eject the guilty fan from the stadium. As Claire recalled, “Jackie, as calm as he can be said, ‘calm down, calm down; give me the ball.’ And they gave Jackie the ball. He borrowed a pen, signed it and said, ‘give the ball back to that gentleman.’ In my mind, it was so symbolic of the character and presence of Jackie. In all the turmoil, the battles, the conflict he faced, Jackie always had the ability to remain calm.”




     






     




    48. October 5, 1941:




    Mickey Owen makes history the hard way.




     




    A blue envelope arrived at Ebbets Field via telegraph on Monday, October 6, 1941. Brooklyn Dodgers catcher Mickey Owen’s name was on it, along with the words “Personal Delivery Only.” The sender was a 10-year-old boy, a Dodger fan who scrounged up some coins and begged his mother to help him mail a letter to his favorite player. “My son has worshipped Mickey Owen all year and said he felt Mickey might go to pieces after that mistake he made yesterday if he didn’t get enough encouragement to carry on,” the boy’s mother said. Owen reportedly kept the note in his uniform pocket for game five of the World Series.




    For those of us with a soul there’s a 10-year-old inside, reaching back in time with words of sympathy for Owen. It wasn’t the catcher’s fault that the Dodgers lost the 1941 World Series to the New York Yankees. But history has already rendered its narrative. Owen’s dropped third strike with two outs in the ninth inning of game four was so dramatic, so ill-timed, and so integral in turning a 2-2 series tie into a 3-1 Yankee lead, no one needs years of perspective to identify a scapegoat. A 10-year-old could figure out who needed a pat on the back before the next game began.




    This narrative misses a crucial fact, however. The first eight innings of game four represented the Dodgers at their most dominant in decades. From Kirby Higbe’s first pitch until Hugh Casey threw what appeared be the last pitch, the mighty Yankees appeared to have met their match in Brooklyn. A woebegone club making its first World Series appearance in 21 years had earned a draw with the best baseball team on the planet.




    The planet was a busy place on October 5th, almost busy enough to bury Owen's gaffe on the front pages the next morning. Norwegians were clashing with Nazi soldiers occupying their country. Adolf Hitler was contemplating an attack on Moscow. Pope Pius XII contemplated leaving Rome. Meanwhile, Brooklyn was smoldering under a heat wave. Ebbets Field reached 96 degrees during the afternoon of game four, a record for the city on that date but not enough to deter 33,813 fans from attending the World Series.




    It was only a few degrees cooler the day before, when the Bronx Bombers took a two-games-to-one lead in the series. The first postseason game at Ebbets Field in twenty-one years ended in Dodger defeat. Scoreless for seven innings, the Yankees scored two runs off Casey to win 2-1. It was the third consecutive one-run game to start the series.




    Higbe was scheduled to take the ball for Brooklyn in game four against New York’s Atley Donald. Higbe had matched teammate Whit Wyatt for the National League in wins with 22. But his regular-season success did not translate to the only World Series appearance of his career.




    New York sent six batters to the plate in the first inning and got a run when Keller singled in Red Rolfe. By the fourth inning, the Yankees still led 1-0 when they loaded the bases against Higbe with no outs. Phil Rizzuto grounded into a force out that resulted in Keller being thrown out at home plate. Donald struck out but Johnny Sturm singled to center field, driving in Bill Dickey and Joe Gordon to put the Yankees ahead 3-0. That was the last pitch Higbe would throw, as Larry French was summoned from the bullpen to record the final out of the inning.




    Donald was up to the task before him, shutting out the Dodgers for four innings. A lead-off double by Dolph Camilli in the second inning and a leadoff single by Higbe in the third both went to waste. In the bottom of the fourth, Owen and Pete Coscarart drew walks with two outs. Pinch-hitter Jimmy Wasdell drove in both runners with a double, drawing the Dodgers within 3-2.




    In the fifth, the Yankees loaded the bases again with two outs, and Casey was summoned from the bullpen for the second straight day. Dodgers general manager Larry MacPhail had publicly criticized his 27-year-old pitcher—and even the Dodgers’ bullpen catcher—for not warming up faster in game three. Casey must have learned his lesson; he looked plenty warm when Joe Gordon hit a fly ball for the third out. The Yankees didn’t get a runner past first base against Casey until the fateful ninth inning.




    If not for Owen’s dropped third strike, Pete Reiser would have been remembered as the game’s hero. He certainly earned it. The 1941 season was a career year for several Dodger players and none more than “Pistol Pete,” who led the National League with a .343 batting average. In his first year as the Dodgers’ everyday center fielder, Reiser finished second to Camilli in voting for the Most Valuable Player award.




    The 22-year-old from St. Louis was batting .154 in the series when he came to bat in the fifth inning against Donald. With Dixie Walker on second base and none out, Reiser hit a home run to right field over the Ebbets Field scoreboard to give the Dodgers a 4-3 lead. The way Casey was pitching, the score wasn’t likely to change. Casey was “making a hollow mockery of the vaunted Yankee power,” wrote the Philadelphia Record. “The Yanks had gone into that ninth (inning) a beaten team,” wrote the Boston Post.




    The final inning began as Sturm and Rolfe grounded out. Two down, one to go. Casey went to a full count against Tommy Henrich and Owen called for a curveball. This proposition wasn’t as simple as it seems. “Casey had two pitches—a fastball and a curve,” Owen told Sports Illustrated in 1991. “But he had two of each. He had a fastball that would either rise or sink. And he threw a big overhand sharp-breaking curve or a hard, quick curve that was a little bit like a slider. When he came into the game in the sixth inning, we both realized that the big curve wasn't working. So whenever I gave him the signal for a curve, he threw the quick one. Then, with the count 3 and 2 on Henrich, I signaled for the curve and Hugh rolled off a big-breaking curve that was probably the best he ever threw in his life. It broke down and in to Henrich, a left-handed batter, just as he swung at it.” Years later, Henrich called it “one of the best and craziest curveballs I’ve ever seen.”




    Owen wasn’t expecting that curveball, however. “I'm expecting the quick curve and couldn't get my glove around to handle the ball when it broke so sharp,” he said. “Then the ball hits the heel of my glove and rolls back toward the stands as the cops were coming out to keep fans off the field.” A public address announcer, Charlie Clark, said the ball nearly reached his seat in front of the backstop: “Mickey came after it with a big vacant stare on his face—disbelief. I got out of his way because he could have bumped right into me, but I felt like kicking it back to him so he could get Henrich going down to first. I could have been famous.”




    What happened next ensured Owen's place as one of history's great scapegoats, but give the Yankees credit for seizing the opportunity. With Henrich on first base, DiMaggio singled. Keller doubled, scoring Henrich and DiMaggio and giving the Yankees a 5-4 lead. Dickey walked. Then Gordon doubled, scoring Keller and Dickey to make it 7-4. Brooklyn did not score in the ninth inning against Johnny Murphy. Instead of a 2-2 tie, the Yankees led the best-of-seven series 3-1.




    Rather than reviling the catcher, Brooklyn embraced Owen. Maybe it was his humility. Maybe it was because Owen set a National League record that season with 476 consecutive errorless chances by a catcher while setting a team record for fielding percentage (.995). Whatever the reason, Dodger fans of all ages chose not to bury Owen in his moment of infamy. “I got about 4,000 wires and letters,” he told W.C. Heinz in The Saturday Evening Post. “I had offers of jobs and proposals of marriage. Some girls sent their pictures in bathing suits, and my wife tore them up.”




    Brooklyn lost game five the next day at Ebbets Field, 3-1, ending the series. With the young fan’s note in his pocket, Owen received a “tremendous ovation” in his first at-bat of the game. The pats on the back kept coming, and the role of 1941 World Series scapegoat followed Owen to the end of his life. Embraced by his city, Owen was able to embrace his place in baseball history. “I would’ve been completely forgotten,” he said years later, “if I hadn’t missed that pitch.”




     






     




    47. April 9, 1913:




    ‘Arctic blasts’ and blinding sunlight spoil Ebbets Field’s debut.




     




    This game did not have to be good to be remembered. The players could succumb to the cold, the Dodgers could lose, and history would still revere the first regular-season game at Ebbets Field. As if to ensure the importance of Brooklyn’s new baseball shrine, the President of the United States, William Howard Taft, made a small contribution to the new building long before Dodgers pitcher Nap Rucker raised his left arm to deliver the first pitch of the 1913 season.




    Considering its storied history, baseball at Ebbets Field began in relative anonymity. Most of Brooklyn missed a good game between the Dodgers and Philadelphia Phillies on the afternoon of April 9, 1913. The Lewiston (Maine) Evening Journal reported that cold weather “kept the attendance down, but did not affect the players, who put up a remarkable battle.” The conditions were so miserable, the New York Times described the prevailing gusts of wind as “arctic blasts.” The actual temperature for the 3:30 p.m. game was 37 degrees Fahrenheit, and a ballpark that could seat at least 18,000 accommodated a mere 10,000 for its grand opening—not including any freeloaders who lined up on a hill behind the left-center field wall.




    The cold, rather than a lack of interest, is probably to blame for the poor crowd. Four days earlier in warmer weather, an estimated 24,000 to 30,000 patrons watched the Dodgers beat the Yankees in an exhibition game, despite the fact that a ballpark worker forgot to bring a set of keys to open the stadium.




    For the first official game at Ebbets Field, the Dodgers and Phillies had Opening Day all to themselves on the major league schedule. Every other team would have to wait until Thursday, April 10, to begin its season. Pomp and circumstance were everywhere. There was a ceremony to present team owner Charles Ebbets with a golden horseshoe, another to present Dodgers first baseman Jake Daubert with a golden bat, another to raise the American flag. A brass band provided the soundtrack as the two teams paraded across the field prior to the game. Borough president Albert E. Steers threw out the ceremonial first pitch. Added up, there were more ceremonies than umpires (two).




    As for who would throw out the real first pitch, Brooklyn manager Bill Dahlen had one clear choice. George Napoleon “Nap” Rucker, a 32-year-old redhead from Crabapple, Georgia, was the closest thing to a respectable pitcher on the 1912 staff. Rucker went 18-21; no other Brooklyn pitcher won more than seven games. The Dodgers went 58-95 and finished seventh in the eight-team National League. The New York Herald once referred to Rucker as “the only thing that has kept Brooklyn in the league.” Maybe that claim had some merit until Ebbets Field came into being.




    The son of a Confederate soldier, Rucker was more than just a good pitcher on a bad team. John McGraw, the New York Giants’ manager for 33 seasons, once called Rucker “the greatest slow ball pitcher I have ever seen.” By Opening Day of the 1913 season Rucker had already averaged 302 innings a year over a seven-season career. That workload, unthinkable by modern standards, was beginning to take its toll on Rucker’s fastball speed. Maybe he wasn’t aware of his decline yet, but it’s a safe bet the Phillies saw their share of curveballs and knuckleballs on Opening Day.




    Rucker’s arsenal was effective, but Philadelphia was quick to make good contact. Speedy lead-off man Dode Paskert grounded the first pitch of the game past Brooklyn shortstop Bob Fisher into left field. Future Hall of Famer Zack Wheat spied the greedy Paskert trying to take an extra base on the single and threw him out at second. Otto Knabe came back with a clean double to right field, giving the Phillies a runner on second base with one out.




    With two outs, Rucker faced an intimidating foe. Sherwood “Sherry” Magee was the Phillies’ regular cleanup hitter for a decade, a power hitter (for his time) who never hit more than fifteen home runs in a season. Magee didn’t need to hit one out of Ebbets Field to drive in a run on this day. He let the sun do the work. According to the Times, Magee “poked a fly to right field, where it should have nestled safely in (Benny) Meyer’s outstretched hands.” Meyer, a 28-year-old playing his first major league game, battled the sun and lost. The ball sailed over his head. Magee was able to reach second base as the plucky Knabe scored, giving Philadelphia a 1-0 lead. Neither team would score again.




    Rucker allowed only four more hits, all singles, before being relieved by Pat Ragan with one out in the eighth inning. Phillies ace Tom Seaton pitched all nine innings, struck out seven batters, and allowed only six hits—all singles. Brooklyn second baseman George Cutshaw became a trivia answer when he recorded the Dodgers’ first official base hit at Ebbets Field, but both he and Rucker were upstaged by Meyer. He committed three errors in total—the only three errors of the game—to ensure his place in history as the goat of Ebbets Field’s debut. Given that it was Meyer’s debut too, perhaps butterflies were just as responsible as the elements. After the game, Dahlen told reporters that “Benny was human and the wind was strong.”




    The game was over in approximately 90 minutes. Seaton was credited with the first of his five shutouts in what proved to be a 27-win season, the best of his career. Rucker was the hard-luck loser even though he didn’t allow an earned run. He would go 14-15 in 1913, sharing workhorse duties with Ragan most of the season.




    After the game the teams boarded trains for Philadelphia, where the Dodgers would beat the Phillies 11-3 the following day. Brooklyn didn’t win its first game at Ebbets Field until April 26. Ultimately, the new ballpark proved to be a blessing. Home attendance rose by more than 100,000, a 43 percent increase over 1912. Such a promising start deserved a happy ending, but Ebbets Field didn’t get what it deserved.




    The cornerstone for 45 seasons of baseball in Brooklyn itself had a cornerstone with a time capsule embedded inside. It was locked away for perpetuity on July 6, 1912 and re-opened in April 1960, months after the stadium had been demolished for good. A letter from President William Howard Taft was among the artifacts inside, the inventor of the ceremonial first pitch contributing to another ceremony from beyond the grave. But even the postscript to Ebbets Field’s life had a sad ending. “Moisture had turned the letters, testimonials, and pictures inside soggy,” historian Bob McGee wrote, “and most of them fell apart at the touch.”




     






     




    46. June 28, 2008:




    No hits? No problem.




     




    In a history that includes more than 10,000 wins, the Dodgers only once followed a game plan that would have been impossible to conceive and unconscionable to execute: winning a game in which they did not record a hit.




    The Dodgers did exactly that against the Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim on June 28, 2008 at Chavez Ravine. They had zero hits in eight innings against starter Jered Weaver and reliever Jose Arredondo, yet won 1-0. It was only the fifth time since 1900 that a team had won a game in which it failed to record a hit. The peculiar path to the final outcome even left Joe Torre, the Dodgers' veteran manager, at a loss to recall a stranger contest. “I'd really have to reach down, and I don't really remember too much, but that's about as bizarre as you can get,” Torre said.




    Because the Dodgers led 1-0 after eight and a half innings, they did not bat in the ninth, erasing the possibility of an official no-hitter. Win or lose, solo or combined, an official no-hitter must last nine innings or longer. It was the fourth time in MLB history that a road team’s pitchers failed to be credited for a no-hitter because their team did not bat in the ninth. Matt Young, once a Dodger, had the same fate befall him as a member of the Boston Red Sox in 1992. So did the Yankees’ Andy Hawkins in 1990, a hair over 100 years after Silver King of the 1890 Chicago Pirates lost despite tossing eight no-hit innings.




    Weaver's unlucky game came on a perfectly warm Saturday night in Los Angeles, 72 degrees at game time and falling. For pitching six no-hit innings, the 25-year-old right-hander was saddled with a loss that dropped his record to 7-8. He got no help from a usually competent offense; the Angels’ hitting woes truly came out of nowhere. Their three-game weekend series against the Dodgers came at the tail end of a nine-game road trip that spanned three cities and two coasts in a ten-day span. The Angels scored sixteen runs during a three-game sweep in Philadelphia, then fifteen while taking two of three games in Washington, D.C. When they scored a total of one run in three weekend games at Dodger Stadium, fatigue might have been just as much to blame as the Dodgers’ outstanding pitching.




    It wasn’t just Weaver; none of the five pitchers who appeared in the game deserved to lose. The Dodgers' Chad Billingsley, Jonathan Broxton and Takashi Saito were only barely outpitched. The Angels mustered five hits and never got a runner past second base. There were two runners on base at only one point in the game, when Howie Kendrick and Jeff Mathis led off the third inning with a single and a walk, respectively. Billingsley pitched out of that jam by striking out Weaver, getting Maicer Izturis to pop out, and inducing Erick Aybar to ground out to end the inning.




    Though he didn’t allow a hit, Weaver walked three batters and hit Jeff Kent with a pitch. And yet, none of these transgressions led to the game’s only run in the fifth inning.




    Dodgers center fielder Matt Kemp led off the inning by nubbing a ground ball toward the first-base side of the infield. Weaver attempted to field the ball a few yards from first base. As he appeared to look toward Kemp, Weaver dropped the ball. Kemp had forced the issue with both an awkward grounder and his formidable speed. The play might have been credited as a hit in other instances but the official scorer, Don Hartack, charged Weaver with an error.




    Kemp felt he could take advantage of Weaver’s high leg kick and relatively slow delivery. He stole second base, then went to third on a throwing error by the Angels’ catcher, Mathis. Blake DeWitt's sacrifice fly to right field was deep enough for Kemp to tag up and score the game’s only run.




    The Angels had a chance to tie the game in the top of the sixth inning when Aybar hit a line-drive single to right field with one out. But Aybar got greedy trying to turn his single into a double and was thrown out by Dodgers right fielder Andre Ethier. Ethier also tracked down a Kendrick fly ball headed for the gap in the seventh.




    The Angels would threaten in that seventh inning. Reserve outfielder Gary Matthews Jr. reached second base with two outs as a result of a throwing error on Dodgers shortstop Angel Berroa. With Matthews on second and Weaver due to bat, Angels manager Mike Scioscia called upon the versatile Chone Figgins to pinch hit. His innocuous groundout ended the inning.




    The Angels would get three more base runners in the game. Their best chance to score came when Kendrick doubled with two outs in the ninth. Saito, the Dodgers’ closer, walked Napoli on five pitches, then came back to strike out Reggie Willits to end the game.




    “This is definitely the craziest game,” Angels center fielder Torii Hunter said. “I've never been part of a game where you give up no hits and have five hits and you can't get it done.”




    Weaver was less impressed by the circumstances than most. “Any loss, no matter what, is tough,” he said. “I’m sure you guys are going to eat this up a lot more than I am. I don’t call it a no-hitter for me. I only went six innings.” With a little help from his offense, Weaver and Arredondo might have thrown the ninth no-hitter in their franchise’s history. Weaver seemed resigned to missing his best chance at throwing a no-hitter, but he later accomplished the feat under more traditional circumstances: a victory at home against the Minnesota Twins in May 2012.




    Billingsley was asked if he sympathized with the plight of his opponent. “No,” he said with a laugh. He paused momentarily and added, “I don’t want to ever experience that.” Added DeWitt: “You look up and see we just got no-hit and we won. That’s pretty surprising.”




     




    The Dodgers won the National League West in 2008 with a two-game advantage over the Arizona Diamondbacks. Of their 84 wins, none were quite like this. “We’ll try to win with one hit tomorrow and work our way up,” general manager Ned Colletti quipped after the game. The boys in blue got greedy. They collected three hits, but were shut out 1-0 in the final game of the series.




    The glory of their unorthodox win was an even greater rarity than a no-hitter. Dodger pitchers always seem to throw no-hitters, from Carl Erskine to Sandy Koufax to Fernando Valenzuela to Clayton Kershaw. They hold the record for the most no-hitters thrown by a single franchise, but to win a game in which they were no-hit by an opponent? The Dodgers certainly seemed to get more of a push from their 1-0 win than one might expect. “It’s pretty exciting,” Kemp said. “I’ve never been part of anything like this. I feel like we’re going to the playoffs.”




    Eventually they did, reaching the National League Championship Series before bowing in five games to the Philadelphia Phillies. Once their October misery had worn off, the highlight of the season might just have been a quirky victory in June.




     






     




    45. October 14, 1899:




    The forfeit that nearly ended a season.




     




    Winning one hundred games is usually cause for celebration in baseball. It’s a benchmark for excellence rolled into a round number. It doesn’t guarantee a championship, but it’s a mark of greatness—like in 1899, when the Brooklyn Superbas beat the Baltimore Orioles to win their hundredth game on the final day of the season.




    This strange Saturday afternoon in Brooklyn featured two games—only one of which was originally scheduled—that lasted six and a half innings combined. The Superbas beat the Orioles twice, but they were in no mood to celebrate at the end of the day. The hot air between the teams, mixed with the smell of nearby factories and the stagnant water in the Gowanus Canal, must have cast a foul stench over Washington Park. The players were angry, the umpires were insulted, and the fans were restless. Celebrate? After their hundredth win of the season, a forfeit victory, the Superbas couldn’t run off the field fast enough.




    As a practical matter, there was nothing to celebrate on October 14, 1899. The pennant had already been clinched. Brooklyn was comfortably in first place when the day began and couldn’t be caught by second-place Boston, since the Braves were six and a half games behind. One hundred wins would be nice, but not necessary to claim a National League championship. Since the first World Series was still four years away, there was no postseason to prepare for. Once the game was over, the players could book their tee times, go home to their families, and plan their vacations. There was no reason this game and this season couldn’t go quietly into history.




    The Orioles made it clear from the outset of the first game that they wouldn’t go quietly. Catcher “Broadway” Aleck Smith was ejected in the first inning for arguing with umpire Thomas Connolly. However, he was allowed to remain on the field when the Orioles contended they had no one to replace Smith.




    John McGraw, the Orioles’ 26-year-old player/manager, joined in the spirit of the day. He argued with Connolly in the first inning and was ejected. The umpire waited five minutes for McGraw to leave, according to the rulebook, then must have lost his patience. The game continued and McGraw stayed on the field. Although McGraw would earn a record 118 ejections as a manager, this game was not among them.




    The final act in the shenanigans came courtesy of Jimmy Sheckard. The Orioles’ 20-year-old right fielder drubbed an RBI single off Brooklyn right-hander Doc McJames with two outs in the second inning. Baltimore had a 1-0 lead and Sheckard had a chance to steal a base.




    Sheckard could be accused of a mild case of selfishness here. He needed to steal three bases to equal McGraw for the National League lead. Catching McGraw might have been Sheckard’s only goal for the final game of the season since there wasn’t much else at stake. The Orioles were 86-60 and destined for fourth place. Maybe McGraw was content to let his younger teammate have some fun. Deacon McGuire, the Brooklyn catcher, was not.




    Sheckard took off for second base and McGuire’s throw arrived in time for the out—at least in the opinion of umpire John T. Hunt. Sheckard disagreed with the call. “Angered at his failure to improve his record, the player assailed Umpire Hunt for declaring him out, pushing the official in a manner that compelled Hunt to act,” wrote the Brooklyn Eagle. The Eagle didn’t note whether or not Hunt got the call right, only that McGuire’s throw was “accurate.”




    The umpire ejected Sheckard and ordered him to leave the field. Sheckard refused. Since his was the third out of the inning, he grabbed a glove and jogged to his position in right field. Hunt then asked the Baltimore captain, Smith, to make Sheckard leave the field. Smith “pretended to be unable to influence the player,” according to the Eagle. An exasperated Hunt appealed to McGraw, whose impatience for umpires was legendary. McGraw ignored him.




    Hunt was only a National League umpire for parts of three seasons, but he was no pushover. His umpiring career was a way station between his time as a player and his first term as a Congressman from Missouri. Still, Hunt didn’t want to be responsible for ending a season via forfeit, so he walked over to the Brooklyn dugout. Joe Kelley, the Superbas’ captain, didn’t object to Sheckard staying in the game, but Brooklyn manager Ned Hanlon supported the umpire’s decision to eject.




    “By this time the five minutes designated by baseball law in such cases having elapsed, the umpire declared the game forfeited to Brooklyn by [a score of] 9 to 0,” the Eagle wrote. Sheckard’s antics were—pardon the pun—strike three for Baltimore. After three attempted ejections, two innings, and one run, the game and the season were over. Brooklyn barely had to lift a finger to win its one-hundredth game. The New York Sun claimed that the Orioles, “who have behaved like hoodlums for a greater part of the season, were the cause of all the trouble, although Umpires Connolly and Hunt were to blame for not strictly enforcing the rules.”




    The estimated crowd of 2,500 had paid good money for more than just two innings of baseball. Charles Ebbets, the team president, announced that refunds were available at the front gate. One problem: the fans didn’t want a refund. They wanted to see a nine-inning baseball game. It just so happened that a game between the Superbas and Orioles earlier in the season had been postponed. Just when it looked like the season was over, the question was posed to both teams: Could you give the fans an encore and replay the postponed game?




    With the majority of patrons still in their seats and the players in their dressing rooms, the two teams concurred: Sure, why not? They set aside their tensions from the first game and agreed to finish the postponed game right then and there—an impromptu doubleheader. Even the umpires agreed to work the second game. According to the Eagle, Connolly and Hunt were applauded when they reappeared on the field, while Sheckard was “roundly hissed.”




    The second game also finished in favor of Brooklyn, 8-3. Brickyard Kennedy scattered three hits over five innings. Brooklyn never got a chance to bat in the bottom of the fifth because Connolly declared the game over on account of more bad behavior by Baltimore: “In an effort to have things delayed until darkness might come on,” wrote the Sun, the Orioles “resorted to the old trick of throwing the ball around the diamond.” The Superbas’ 101st win of the season required only a little more effort, and three more innings, than number 100.




    Taken as standalone events, the two games represent one of the most bizarre finishes to a baseball season ever: Three ejections that weren’t honored, two mini-games that somehow became official, and a pennant for Brooklyn but no playoffs. The games weren’t played in a vacuum, however. The Orioles’ frustration and the Superbas’ success were not random developments. They were byproducts of a bygone era, and reflections of an institution in dire need of evolution.




    Consider the circumstances:




    • Hanlon, the Superbas’ manager, had co-owned the Orioles franchise for seven years. He and Orioles majority owner Harry von der Horst swapped stock with the Brooklyn owners, Ebbets and Ferdinand Abell, in February 1899. The four men were now part-owners of both teams for the 1899 season. Hanlon and Ebbets received 10 percent shares of the Brooklyn team; Abell and Von der Horst each got 40 percent shares.




    • The practice of owning multiple franchises—called “syndicate baseball”—was abolished long ago, but it was not uncommon at the time. The biggest consequence: Owners could assign players to whichever team they chose, giving the most talented players to one team and the least talented to another. The Cleveland Spiders were practically a farm team of the St. Louis Browns. The Louisville Colonels fed their best players to the Pittsburgh Pirates.




    • With the same ownership group in control of both teams, the Brooklyn and Baltimore rosters were no exception to this pattern. The best players usually went to Brooklyn. So did the manager; Hanlon abandoned the Orioles in 1899 to manage in Brooklyn. (The local press then nicknamed the team “Superbas” after a popular vaudeville troupe, Hanlon’s Superbas). Keeler, Kelley and Jennings, among others, went with Hanlon, thus leaving the Orioles to flounder with lesser talent in fourth place. The Baltimore players had good reason to be bitter, particularly toward their privileged counterparts in Brooklyn. Their depleted franchise ceased to exist after 1899. Featuring a roster full of former Orioles (including Sheckard), the Superbas won their second consecutive pennant in 1900.




    • Whatever their motive, the Orioles’ antics on the final day of the season were merely in step with a time when fights on the field and player abuse of umpires was rampant. The Chicago Tribune counted 15 similar instances of “rowdyism” during the 1899 season, and those were only among “the more disgraceful of the many rows witnessed by spectators.”




    Without help from their “farm team” in Baltimore, it would be decades before Brooklyn again dominated the National League like they did in 1899 and 1900. The Superbas wouldn’t win 100 games again until 1941—as the Dodgers, a nickname that ultimately stuck. Their 1899 winning percentage of .6824 (101-47-2) still stands as a franchise record through 2014. In a season with no World Series to determine a champion, 1899 can lay claim to the most successful season in Dodgers history.




    For that, give partial credit to Jimmy Sheckard’s temper.




     






     




    44. October 3, 1951:




    Bobby Thomson’s ‘shot’ still echoes.




     




    To a student of American history, the “Shot Heard ‘Round The World” refers to the first bullet fired across the Concord River in 1775. Ralph Waldo Emerson coined the phrase decades later in the opening line of a poem about the Revolutionary War. For students of World War I, the phrase refers to the 1914 assassination of Franz Ferdinand, Archduke of Austria. Since nations from six different continents ultimately participated in the war, this might be the most accurate use of the phrase.




    For baseball fans, the “Shot Heard ‘Round The World” is synonymous with a home run that broke Brooklyn’s heart on October 3, 1951. Blame a headline in the next day’s New York Daily News for plagiarizing Emerson and turning a war lyric into a sports headline (“The Shot Heard ‘Round The Baseball World”). Blame Russ Hodges, whose now-famous call of Bobby Thomson’s home run was heard in many corners of the globe. Blame Thomson for swatting an 0-1 fastball from Ralph Branca into the left-field bleachers at the Polo Grounds, or the New York Giants for stealing opponents' signs beginning around mid-July 1951. All are fairly responsible for one moment in baseball history echoing around the world.




    It isn’t fair to reduce one of the greatest games in baseball history to one swing of the bat. Every loud shot needs a worthy prelude, every dramatic ending a suspenseful build-up. The first shots of the Revolutionary War were fired at Lexington, not Concord. The Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913 precipitated the conflict in Bosnia that led to World War I.




    Likewise, Thomson’s home run would not have achieved immortality if the Dodgers hadn’t dominated the Giants for eight and a half innings that Wednesday at the Polo Grounds—or for the first five months of the 1951 season. The season lasted 169 days; Brooklyn was in first place for 147. The National League pennant was theirs until, at 3:58 p.m. on the final day of the season, it was not. Yes, it’s possible for one of the greatest games in Dodgers history to also be the most heartbreaking.




    The prelude is almost as familiar as the ending. The Dodgers were 13 games ahead of the Giants on August 11 when their lead began to erode. New York won 16 straight games, pulling within five games of first place by August 27. Fans in Brooklyn were treated to mostly mediocre baseball over the final month. By September 28, with two days left in the season, the Giants and Dodgers were tied. Each team won its final two games. On the last day of the season the Giants survived a tense ninth inning to beat the Braves in Boston, 3-2. The Dodgers edged the Phillies in Philadelphia, 5-4, on a run in the fourteenth inning. Had one game gone the other direction, the season would have ended that day.




    Instead the Giants and Dodgers were headed for a rare three-game playoff. Game one would be in Flatbush, the second and third (if necessary) in upper Manhattan, with no days off in between. The home team lost each of the first two games. Dodgers pitcher Ralph Branca pitched eight strong innings Monday, but Giants right-hander Jim Hearn was better. He allowed four harmless singles and a solo home run to Andy Pafko in the Dodgers’ 3-1 loss. Brooklyn got its revenge Tuesday, when rookie Clem Labine twirled a six-hit shutout. Four home runs helped the Dodgers win 10-0 and force a winner-take-all Game 157 for the pennant. They should have saved a couple homers for Wednesday.




    Brooklyn pitcher Don Newcombe slept well the night before the big game. That in itself was no small feat. If pitching 263 innings over the course of the season weren’t enough to make his arm fall off, Newcombe had just appeared in back-to-back games in Philadelphia on September 29 and 30, pitching 14 and two-thirds innings total. His reward: Two days’ rest, followed by the his biggest start of his career. For six innings, he showed no signs of fatigue. Newcombe allowed three hits and the Giants couldn’t get a runner past second base.




    The Dodgers got on the scoreboard quickly. Carl Furillo struck out looking to begin the game, but Pee Wee Reese and Duke Snider each drew free passes from Giants starter Sal Maglie. Jackie Robinson swung at the first pitch, pounded a single through the left side of the infield, and Reese scored to give the Dodgers a 1-0 lead. After this early hiccup, the pitchers’ duel commenced. Maglie retired the next eleven batters in a row, matching Newcombe zero for zero.




    Branca had been getting loose in the Dodgers’ bullpen when the Giants’ Monte Irvin doubled to lead off the seventh inning. Branca picked up his pace. The 25-year-old pitcher could see his moment approaching from his unique vantage point, the only major-league bullpen in fair territory. Whitey Lockman dropped a bunt in front of home plate and the Dodger catcher, Rube Walker, got to the ball first. Walker threw to third base but the ball arrived too late to retire Irvin. Now the Giants had runners on first and third base with none out. Thomson strode to the plate with his first chance to play the hero. He swung and missed at Newcombe’s first pitch, then fouled off the next three. A high fly ball to Duke Snider in dead center was deep enough for Irvin to tag up and score from third base. Newcombe was allowed to finish the inning and the game went to the eighth inning tied 1-1.




    The Dodgers had the National League’s Most Valuable Player, catcher Roy Campanella. However, he was ordered to spend games two and three on the bench after pulling a muscle in his right thigh during the Dodgers’ final game of the regular season in Philadelphia. Walker was doing the catching. When Newcombe got to the bench after the seventh inning and declared himself finished, Campanella was there with a quick word of encouragement. “Roomie,” he told Newcombe, “you ain’t gonna quit on us now. You gonna hum that pea for us, roomie.”




    Meanwhile, Maglie surrendered back-to-back singles to Reese and Snider, bringing Robinson to the plate with one out and runners on first and third. A wild pitch allowed Reese to score from third base. Almost as soon as the Giants tied the game, Maglie had given the lead right back to Brooklyn—and he kept giving. Snider took second base on the wild pitch and Robinson was walked intentionally with first base open. Pafko was credited with an infield single on a hard-hit ball to the third baseman, Thomson, scoring Snider. With two outs, Billy Cox rapped a single into left field to score Robinson. Maglie got through the inning but the Dodgers now led 4-1. Six more outs and the pennant was theirs.




    Newcombe’s will prevailed over his arm in a 1-2-3 bottom of the eighth inning. Giants manager Leo Durocher called for reliever Larry Jansen, who dispatched the Dodgers quickly in the top of the ninth. Needing three outs to clinch, the old adage about baseball being a game of inches proved immediately, painfully true for Brooklyn.




    Newcombe got two strikes past Alvin Dark to begin the ninth inning. Dark then hit a ground ball to the right side of the pitcher's mound. Dodgers first baseman Gil Hodges dove and deflected the ball off his glove—away from the second baseman Robinson, as it was, thwarting a possible out. On Newcombe’s next pitch, Don Mueller drove a single into right field that sent Dark to third base. Dodgers manager Charlie Dressen might have had Branca ready in the bullpen but stuck with Newcombe.




    Irvin popped out for the first out of the inning, invoking a deep groan from the crowd of 34,320. That brought up Lockman, a left-handed batter. Newcombe threw him an 0-1 fastball over the outside corner and Lockman drove it the opposite way. The line drive to left-center fell for a double, scoring Dark and sending Mueller to third base. New York trailed 4-2, its season still reduced to two outs. The drama took a brief pause when Mueller suffered an injury sliding awkwardly into third base. Clint Hartung came off the bench to pinch run while Mueller was lifted off the field on a stretcher and taken to the center-field clubhouse.




    It was there, in the Giant’s clubhouse, where Herman Franks made his station for the game. Franks, a former catcher three years into his retirement, was asked years later he was doing there. His response: “Doing something for Durocher.” Franks never copped to the exact truth, but his former teammates were more forthcoming. Irvin and Sal Yvars would later identify Franks as a spy. A half-century after the game, the Wall Street Journal uncovered that Franks used a telescope to steal the pitch signal from opposing catchers. He would then relay the sign to the Giants’ bullpen, where pitchers would relay the sign to the bench. All the batter had to do was look over his shoulder and there it was; he could know what pitch was coming. Durocher allegedly instituted the spying plan in mid-July, and 13 of the Giants’ 16 straight wins came at home.




    Thomson was due up, already with two hits in the game, when Dressen decided to change pitchers. According to Newcombe, it was Reese who said “Charlie, why don’t you get somebody fresh in here.” Dressen agreed and Branca, who was plenty warm by now, made his way in from the bullpen. As Newcombe remembers it, Branca told him “don’t worry big fella, I’ll take care of everything.”




    Thomson took a fastball on the inside corner. Branca went back inside with his next pitch and Thomson hit it out in a hurry, forcing Pafko back to the left-field wall and forcing anyone still seated in the Polo Grounds to his feet. Thomson left his, skipping to first base as the ball sailed into the bleachers for a three-run home run. The Giants’ elation and Branca’s dejection left no room for neutrality. The result was in, and if you lived anywhere in New York City, you either loved it or hated it




    The power of that moment enabled Thomson’s “shot” to become a piece of American history itself. It wasn’t the traditional beginning of a war; it was a very non-traditional, very dramatic ending to a game, a series, and a season that already had an entire city’s attention. If the Giants and Dodgers hadn’t done so first, someone in Hollywood would have made certain the moment was heard, and seen, around the world.




     






     




    43. October 3, 1962:




    The season that lasted one inning too long.




     




    The Los Angeles Dodgers were a tired team on October 3, 1962. They had just played the longest season in major league history, and what did it get them? One hundred two wins and a 165th game to determine the National League pennant. The winner of the game between the Giants and Dodgers would play the New York Yankees in the World Series. The historic rivals were perfectly aligned. If only the Giants and Dodgers still played in New York, maybe they wouldn’t have been so tired from the travel.




    It was a tough schedule, but the Dodgers would be foolish to blame their fate on the schedule makers. They went 3-10 to end the season. In the process they lost sole possession of first place in the National League, which had been theirs since July 8. Fatigue played a role as the Dodgers lost twice to Houston and three times to St. Louis at home to end the season. The Giants, also at home, won four of their final six games. On September 30, the last day of the regular season, the Giants beat the Colt .45s and the Dodgers lost to the Cardinals, leaving both teams with identical 101-61 records.




    The three-game playoff, the last in major league history, began the next day at Candlestick Park. The Dodgers won a coin toss to host game two and, if necessary, game three. Game one saw the Giants knock out Sandy Koufax in the second inning of an 8-0 blowout, but a return home breathed new life into the Dodgers. Maury Wills, playing on the occasion of his thirtieth birthday, scored the winning run in the bottom of the ninth inning on a sacrifice fly by Ron Fairly. The Dodgers’ 8-7 win was the longest nine-inning game ever played to that point, clocking in at four hours and eighteen minutes. Somehow, the Dodgers would have to summon the energy for a 1:00 p.m. game the following day with their season hanging in the balance.




    Giants manager Alvin Dark gave the ball to Juan Marichal, an 18-game winner who led the staff in earned-run average (3.36). Dodgers manager Walter Alston chose Johnny Podres over reliever Larry Sherry. Podres had been the hard-luck loser in game 162 between the Dodgers and Cardinals at Chavez Ravine. He threw nine innings that day and allowed only an eighth-inning home run by Gene Oliver. Unfortunately for Podres, Cardinal counterpart Curt Simmons threw a five-hit shutout and the Dodgers lost 1-0. Now, three days later, the entire season rested on Podres’ left arm. He had never started a game on two days’ rest in his career.




    Hollywood turned out for the biggest game in Dodger Stadium’s 176-day history. Frank Sinatra, Doris Day and Roz Russell were among the announced crowd of 45,693. So was former Dodgers and Giants manager Leo Durocher. Some of the Giants players were flouting superstition and thinking about tomorrow’s game—even though their season might not last that long—by asking the visiting New York writers about the Yankee hitters. One writer informed Dark that Durocher was wearing the same T-shirt he wore when Bobby Thomson hit the famous “Shot Heard ‘Round The World” in 1951. Asked if he brought any mementos from that game, Dark replied, “Yeah, Willie Mays.”




    Under the circumstances, Podres performed admirably. He allowed a single to Harvey Kuenn to start the game, then retired the next six San Francisco hitters in order. Marichal likewise allowed a lead-off single to Maury Wills—playing his 165th game of the season, still a major-league record—then retired six in a row.




    The score was 0-0 when Jose Pagan led off the Giants’ half of the third inning with a single. Marichal came to the plate in a sacrifice situation. The pitcher squared up to bunt and laid down a comebacker to the mound; Podres whirled and threw to second base but the baseball sailed into center field. The first unmistakable symptom of fatigue had surfaced. Pagan went to third base on the error. Podres got ahead of the next batter, Kuenn, but allowed a line-drive single to left field on a 1-2 count. Pagan scored to give San Francisco a 1-0 lead.




    Then, another error: When Chuck Hiller squared to bunt and missed, Marichal was trapped between second and third base. The Dodgers’ sure-handed catcher Johnny Roseboro, a Gold Glove winner the year before, threw to second base but airmailed the baseball into center field. Marichal went to third. On the next pitch, Hiller belted a sacrifice fly to score Marichal, enabled by a throw that hit Kuenn in the head between first and second base. After three Giant hits, one walk, and three errors by the defense, the Dodgers were fortunate get out of the inning trailing 2-0.




    In the bottom of the third, Wills singled and stole second base—his 102nd stolen base of the season, the most since 1900—but could not score. The Dodgers got on the board in the fourth inning on a double by Duke Snider, a single by Tommy Davis and an RBI groundout by Frank Howard. Trailing 2-1, the Dodgers could do nothing against Marichal in the fifth inning and ran into serious trouble in the sixth.




    Orlando Cepeda, Ed Bailey and Jim Davenport led off with singles against Podres, the latter on a bunt down the third-base line. Pagan, with two singles in two at-bats, was due up. The light-hitting infielder was a bad matchup for the Dodger southpaw, at least on this day, and Alston knew it. The manager signaled for the bullpen and in came right-hander Ed Roebuck. Alston got five innings from his starter and couldn’t have asked for more. Podres only walked one batter. But now he needed Roebuck to produce a miracle. The pitcher delivered. Pagan hit a ground ball to the shortstop, Wills, who threw home for the force out. Marichal, a fair hitter (.236), also grounded to Wills, who stepped on second base and threw to first for an inning-ending double play.




    Given new life, the Dodgers struck quickly in the bottom of the sixth. Snider singled and Tommy Davis clubbed a 400-foot home run to left-center field off Marichal. Davis’ major-league leading 152nd and 153rd RBIs gave the Dodgers a 3-2 lead. They added a run in the seventh inning to make it 4-2—rather, Wills did. He singled, stole second, stole third, then ran home when the catcher, Bailey, overthrew third base for an error. Along with Davis’ home run, Willis’ 4-for-5, three-steal performance should have been enough for the Dodgers. For eight innings, it was.




    The funny thing about tipping points is that they only appear in hindsight. Entering the ninth inning of the final game of the longest season ever, Roebuck had been an excellent pitcher. Only 31.8 % of opposing batters had reached base against the 31-year-old right-hander. Yet when the Dodgers needed him most, Roebuck retired only one of the five batters he saw. Matty Alou singled. Kuenn grounded into a force out. Willie McCovey and Felipe Alou drew back-to-back walks, loading the bases. Mays, the eventual runner-up in the National League MVP race to Wills, slammed a line-drive single back to the mound and off the pitcher’s glove. By the time he got the ball, Roebuck had no play and the Giants trailed 4-3. The bases were still loaded with one out. Roebuck had never pitched more than 117 innings in a season. In his 119th inning of 1962, his limit was revealed.




    Alston replaced Roebuck with 6-foot-5 right-hander Stan Williams, a starter recently returned to the bullpen, who had thrown one and two-thirds scoreless innings the day before. The Dodgers had escaped one bases-loaded jam already; maybe they could do it again. A ground ball hit at one of the infielders meant one out and maybe two. But Giants slugger Orlando Cepeda was up, and he lifted a sacrifice fly to right field that scored pinch-runner Ernie Bowman from third base. Now the score was tied, 4-4. Williams then threw a wild pitch that sent Mays to second base. With first base open, Bailey was walked intentionally. Williams fell behind Davenport 3-1, then unintentionally issued a bases-loaded walk to force in another run. The Giants led 5-4 and Dodger Stadium was despondent. Just for good (bad?) measure, the Dodgers committed one more error, their fourth of the game, giving San Francisco another run. The Giants’ four-run rally was complete, the tipping point achieved.




    The Dodgers officially played one inning too many. When they went down in order in the bottom of the ninth inning, their season was officially over with a 6-4 loss. The two teams had committed seven errors. It was less a display of two champions fighting for every out than two weary travelers completing a journey into uncharted territory. “Although the quality of ball played by the frazzled teams after an already grueling schedule of 162 games was not the kind you read about in diamond text books, it was as exciting as the fans could bear--or wanted to bear,” wrote The Sporting News.




    No reporters were allowed inside the Dodgers’ clubhouse for about an hour after the final pitch. Snider, among the first to leave, said that the players felt “terrible, especially the kids. They’re still in a daze. It hit them hard.” When the doors opened, reporters noticed several empty whiskey bottles on a table. Another bottle, half-empty, was being passed around the room. Some players ripped up their uniforms and tossed them on the clubhouse floor. Podres cried. So did Alston. For 164 games and eight innings, the Dodgers were the better team. That counts for greatness on lists like these but not, unfortunately, a pennant.




     






     




    42. June 26, 1944:




    World War II, three teams, one game.




     




    In June 1944, World War II reached a crescendo. Allied forces established a beachhead on D-Day and began to advance inland from the shores of Normandy. Back in the United States, the Fifth War Loan drive was in full gear. President Franklin D. Roosevelt challenged citizens to raise $16 billion through the purchase of war bonds. In response, popular social institutions from the worlds of sports and entertainment did their part to support to the cause.




    Baseball had long been an ally of the Allies. Each major league team held at least one regular season War relief game from 1942 to 1944, with the gate receipts contributing to the government's coffers. The Brooklyn Dodgers and New York Giants played the first such game at Ebbets Field, which raised more than $60,000 for the Navy Relief Fund. Having two cross-town rivals added to the game’s allure. Now, two years later, the financial need was even greater. Why not add a third New York team to the mix?




    It was a novel idea. Thanks to a little creativity, the stage was set for the Dodgers to do something never seen before or since in Major League Baseball. On June 26, they played a single nine-inning game at the Polo Grounds against two teams, the Yankees and Giants. The game did not count in the standings. In the broader scheme of a world at war, however, it mattered a great deal. Nearly 50,000 tickets were sold. A ticket was a war bond; a war bond was a ticket. Once all the war bonds had been totaled, the game had raised more than $55 million toward Roosevelt’s goal—approximately $750 million in 2014 dollars, factoring for inflation.




    The cost of admission was high. A $25 war bond got you in the bleacher seats. (The actual cost per ticket was $18.75; a matured bond could be cashed in for $25.) Reserved seats in the lower stands were available with the purchase of a $100 bond. A $1,000 bond got you in the box seats. Added up, the 49,605 paying fans pledged $4,416,925. The crowd also included 500 wounded sailors and Marines from St. Albans Naval Hospital who attended for free. A local clothier pledged $1 million in war bonds in exchange for a scorecard autographed by players from the three teams. Before he threw the ceremonial first pitch, New York City Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia announced the city would pledge an additional $50 million in war bonds. The grand totals: A little more than 50,000 fans, a little more than $55 million worth of war bonds sold.
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