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Luis Tiant and Pete Rose, the first pitch, Game Six
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To Vin Scully

Baseball’s master storyteller








PROLOGUE


Georgie was always brave enough to do the right thing.

ROD DEDEAUX






South Central Los Angeles, 1943

A NEW BASEBALL, SUBMITTED TO CARING AND REGULAR maintenance, might last an entire summer on the Rancho Playground, and there one lay in the dirt of a vacant lot, an unclaimed jewel, just outside the right field fence. The boys all jumped at it, but the smallest and quickest of them grabbed it fast, and to the others’ shock withheld it.

Came from the ball field, said George Anderson, nine. Ain’t ours. We gotta give it back.

Poor kids, toughened by poverty and the Depression, weren’t used to forgoing found treasure for principle, but George, a year removed from Bridgewater, South Dakota, and outdoor plumbing, and tougher already than most, stood up to them. He walked back around the fences to the diamond, where the uniformed college boys were practicing on Bovard Field, picked out the older man who seemed to be in charge, and held up the ball.

This yours?

The coach stared at him with—what was that, shock or amusement?

Found it lying out past the fence.

Where you live, son?

Couple blocks, said George, and held it out again, thinking maybe this guy had forgotten the main point.


The coach, Rod Dedeaux, took the ball this time and studied the youngster for a moment.

What’s your name, kid?

George Anderson.

George, how’d you like to be my batboy?

Diogenes, the eccentric Greek philosopher-cynic, who famously searched throughout Athens for a single honest man, claimed he never found one, but Rod Dedeaux just had. And so, for the next seven years, George Lee Anderson worked as the batboy for the University of Southern California’s baseball team. The pay wasn’t much; what little there was came from Dedeaux’s pocket, although anything was a help to the hard-pressed Anderson family: George’s father, Leroy, a painter and onetime semi-pro catcher back in South Dakota, had moved to Los Angeles to work the wartime shipyards and feed his four kids.

Raoul Martial “Rod” Dedeaux, like Leroy Anderson and most of the boys in the generation that came of age during the Babe’s heyday, grew up on dreams of playing major-league baseball. Unlike most, Dedeaux had the goods: As the captain and star shortstop for USC, six months after his twenty-first birthday Dedeaux signed a contract with the Brooklyn Dodgers, played that summer for their minor-league affiliate in Dayton, Ohio, and earned a late-season call-up to the National League club.

A lot of promise, this Cajun kid, his longtime mentor and Dodgers manager, Casey Stengel, told the Brooklyn Eagle. Exceptional glove, live bat; nothing but blue sky.

Just starting his legendary career as a manager, Stengel had first scouted Dedeaux in high school and thought so much of the young prospect he paid Rod’s $1,500 signing bonus out of his own pocket. On September 28, Stengel penciled Dedeaux in at shortstop against the Phillies, and he lived up to Stengel’s hype in his first professional start, going 1–4 and driving in a run. The game itself, the back end of a meaningless doubleheader at Ebbets Field between two clubs long out of the pennant race, was played in front of exactly 124 paying customers and halted on account of darkness after eight innings, in a 4–4 tie.

The Dodgers never finished that game, and neither did their new shortstop; he never got the chance. After only his second professional game, Dedeaux’s major-league career ended with terrible suddenness when he learned that a violent missed swing he’d taken had cracked a lumbar vertebra. He returned to Los Angeles and, using the last $500 of his bonus money, founded a trucking business with his father that succeeded so spectacularly he would never worry about a payday for the rest of his life. The college coach he’d played for at USC entered the navy in 1942 when the war began, and recommended Rod to take over his position with the team. Unfit for military service because of his injured back, Dedeaux took the job, but would accept only a token salary of $1 a year; and that spring, young George Anderson walked onto his diamond. During the off-season winter months of professional baseball, when he was back home in Southern California, Dedeaux’s old mentor Casey Stengel became a constant presence on the USC practice field as well. The “Old Perfessor” managed Oakland in the Pacific Coast League after the war, before his glory years with the Yankees began in 1949, but for all the fun sportswriters made over the years of his famously fractured English, Stengel was as knowledgeable about the game as any man alive. (Dedeaux insisted he always understood everything Casey said, admitting, “which sometimes worried me.”) For his batboy George Anderson, the chance to listen to the old fella talk baseball every day was, as Dedeaux years later described it, “like sitting at the feet of Socrates…if George had only known who Socrates was.”

During his final season with the team, Anderson worked the game when the Trojans won their first College Baseball World Series for Rod Dedeaux in 1948. Before he retired thirty-eight years later, Rod Dedeaux would go on to capture ten more NCAA championships, winning 1,332 games along the way, more than any baseball coach in college history. He would also manage two American Olympic teams and train the actors in the movies Field of Dreams and A League of Their Own to look like major leaguers. Forever grateful for the early faith Casey Stengel had shown in him, Dedeaux later became the Old Perfessor’s legal protector during his long and troubled dotage. Dedeaux never asked for or accepted more than that $1-a-year salary from USC, and became as beloved and celebrated a father figure inside his sport, if less well known outside of it, as John Wooden was in his, across town at UCLA. In the course of his joyful life’s work, Rod Dedeaux recruited, taught, and nurtured dozens of remarkable young talents who would go on to play and star in the major leagues.

That scrappy little batboy Anderson never played a game for USC or any other college; higher education wasn’t in the cards for Georgie. He had no taste for academics, but his years with Dedeaux gave him a tireless appetite for hard work, and the wisdom and enthusiasm of a great teacher soaked deep into his character. Using the skills and competitive fire he’d honed at Dedeaux’s side, Anderson earned All-City honors twice playing shortstop for Dorsey High, a team that won forty-two games in a row on its way to consecutive championships, a record unmatched in Los Angeles to this day.

Harold “Lefty” Phillips, a former minor-league pitcher and then big-league scout who covered Southern California, took an early interest in George Anderson. Lefty befriended the boy, intrigued by his feral intensity on the field and, unheard of in a kid his age, his insatiable thirst for knowledge about the guts of the game. On Phillips’s recommendation, the Brooklyn Dodgers signed Anderson to a minor-league contract less than an hour out of Dorsey High. He cashed his bonus check—a $3,000 windfall—and the Dodgers dispatched him to their developmental farm team just up the coast in Santa Barbara. George Anderson’s dreams of playing professional baseball were right on track; given his lack of interest in all things academic, they needed to be.

A few years later, in 1955, the third season of George’s wayward journey toward the big leagues, his team’s radio announcer in Fort Worth commented on what had become a fairly common scene that summer: Anderson, hopping mad after a questionable call at second, going off on an umpire.

The sparks are flying again tonight.

Before he knew it, George “Sparky” Anderson had been stamped with what every bona fide major leaguer needed to make it to the top: a nickname.


Nicanor del Campo, Havana, Cuba, 1958


THE OLD MAN didn’t want to see his son pitch. Why encourage him down this path where only disappointment and heartbreak waited? Let the boy finish his education, go to trade school, learn a craft or profession, something he could put his hands around besides a bat or ball.

Why did we take the trouble to send him to that private school, Isabel? Why did we teach him to speak English?

The first games his son played didn’t even involve a real ball, but a stone wrapped in newspaper—or a cork freighted with nails—stuffed into a cigarette box, then smashed as close as possible to round and covered in Band-Aids. An old broom handle for a bat. When there was almost no money to eat, real equipment remained miles out of reach, but all the kids played just the same. Baseball had taken root on the island in the second half of the nineteenth century, not long after finding life in the United States, but it quickly permeated the bloodstream of Cuban culture, becoming the national sport and spreading from there throughout the Caribbean, then into Mexico and from there into Central and South America.

Baseball is no life for him. No life for any man.

El corcho, they called the street game. Cuban stickball. Young Luis still hit that makeshift pelota out of sight. And when he was pitching? No chance. Just take your cuts and pray he didn’t drill you in the ribs.

Truth be told, everything Luis did, from cards to marbles, seemed exceptional, effortless, but he carried his talents so lightly, with such warmth and modest grace, that he inspired only affection in his many friends, not envy. And he always found a way to make you laugh, with that scratchy high-pitched voice, the joke you never saw coming, like that crazy curveball of his. You didn’t mind losing to a boy like this—although you always did—but with his generosity of spirit you somehow only liked him more for it.

Once he reached the required age for Little League and took the mound as a pitcher, he dominated kids three and four years older; they could hardly even see his fastball. Officials refused to let him pitch in night games, for fear batters wouldn’t pick up a pitch coming at their head under the insufficient lights. From the start, like so many other boys around the Americas, Luis Clemente Tiant began early to dream about the major leagues. But young Luis stood apart in more ways than just his talent: His Old Man had already lived the same dream.

Luis Eleuterio “Lefty” Tiant played professional baseball for twenty-two years, from 1926 to 1948, the last fourteen in the American Negro Leagues, where he won more than one hundred games, including two pennants and a championship, for the New York Cubans. Historians believe he may have been the best left-hander in the Negro Leagues’ existence, a master of the art of pitching with impeccable control. A tall, elegant splinter of a man, they called him “Sir Skinny.” His screwball—what he called his “drop” pitch—falling low and away from right-handed batters, was said to be even nastier than that of the New York Giants’ acknowledged junk-ball genius, Carl Hubbell. Tiant developed such an extraordinary pickoff move to first base that he once nailed a runner there and so baffled the batter with his motion that the man swung at a phantom pitch, which started an argument about whether he’d struck out for a double play. Tiant faced most of the major leagues’ Hall of Fame contemporaries at one time or another in exhibition games, and handled them all, including Babe Ruth and Mel Ott; Lefty held the Babe to a long single in six at bats, and Ott went hitless.

Consider the price he paid for that dream. Although they often played in Yankee Stadium and the Polo Grounds—when their white teams were away—the New York Cubans never had a home stadium, so they played their entire season on the road; a team of émigrés from the island, most of whom didn’t speak English, the Cubans occupied an even lower social caste than the American blacks they usually competed against. Seven months a year away from his wife and only son, in the shadows of an unfamiliar culture, suffering the worst of Jim Crow apartheid in los Estados Unidos—third-class trains, broken-down buses, and segregated rooming houses—for his troubles, Sir Skinny never collected more than $1.50 a game. And by the time the Lords of Baseball decided to let Jackie Robinson take the field in a Brooklyn Dodgers uniform alongside Caucasian players, Luis Tiant Sr. was forty years old.

And at that age, in 1947, he put together one last extraordinary season: 10–0 with three shutouts and two victories in the Negro League World Series to lead his Cubans past the Cleveland Buckeyes. Then, his pitching arm beaten dead, the Old Man called it quits and went home to the island for good. He was widely recognized as the greatest pitcher—perhaps the greatest athlete—ever in Cuban history, and all he had to show for all those years was enough to buy half interest in a truck with his brother-in-law. The great El Tiante moved furniture for a living now, his wife, Isabel, worked as a cook, and they had scraped and saved and sent their only child to that private school where they taught him English so that he could one day build a better life.

Baseball couldn’t give his son anything. The Old Man knew it every time he passed a mirror. He was only fifty-two, but with his mournful, deeply etched face and drugstore false teeth, he looked seventy.

Just watch him play, Isabel insisted. Give him that much.

You don’t know about baseball, he told her. I don’t want him to be treated like I was, to be persecuted and spit on like I was in America. And for that he will have to give up his friends, his family, his country.


But this is what he wants, she said. Things are different now in America, even in baseball. He deserves a chance, we owe him at least that much.

Their son, eighteen years old now, had pitched his way onto a Havana All-Star team, competing against the best players from the other three provinces of Cuba. So much excitement around the city and in the newspapers about this Second Coming of El Tiante: Could the son possibly be as good as, or even better than, his father? There would be scouts in the stands, from both Mexico and America. One of them, thirty-five-year-old Bobby Avila, had once been a batboy for Señor Tiant’s old Negro League team. A generation younger, Avila had lived a different dream after Robinson broke the color barrier, and gone on to become one of major-league baseball’s first great Latin players—an American League batting title in ’54, three times an All-Star at second base for the Cleveland Indians. Now a national hero in his native Mexico, when he played winter ball in Cuba Bobby Avila had stayed in touch with the Old Man and followed with interest young Luis’s development since he was a little boy.

From the bus stop behind the factory you could see the playing field in Cerro Stadium. Señor Tiant stepped off the bus just as the game started and watched from there, hoping he wouldn’t be noticed. He saw his son throw an overpowering game.

He has so much to learn. That move to first base, it could be much better. The leg kick, if he just hesitated a little, yes, I could show him that. Maybe he comes a little too much sidearm, across his body, that could hurt him eventually. If he mixed up his delivery, changed the angle, came overhand with that curve, then sidearm with the fastball. He throws hard, yes, but throwing isn’t pitching…

But, Madre de Dios, he’s a pitcher.

Of course Luis knew he had been there from the start. Spotted him hiding near the bus stop on his first trip out from the bench. Not much escaped his deceptively sleepy eyes. But he didn’t look that way again, wasn’t going to let his father know he knew. Luis left behind his kind and gentle nature when he walked between the lines; he had work to do out here. These batters deserved no respect, they were only there to take money from his pocket.

Okay, chump, dig in all you like, that plate belongs to me. You like that? You see that one? How about this? Okay, sit down. Bye-bye. Next victim.

Luis had from almost his first game known he belonged on a pitching mound. Curiously calm and in command, he just didn’t experience the position’s crushing pressures as a stress, but seemed to welcome them as a form of pleasure. Genetics? Yes, no doubt; he was his father’s son, and already had the presence, the cojones, of a matador, but Tiant Senior remained a lanky rapier of a man, whereas there was more than a little of the bull in Luis: solid legs, thick core, barrel chest, and burly shoulders.

And a few days later Bobby Avila came to call at their house to tell them of the offer from the general manager of the Mexico City Tigers:

One hundred and fifty dollars a month to start, but the American clubs keep their eyes on the Mexican League now; someone’s going to bring him over into their system if all goes well, I’ll make sure of that.

Luis watched his father anxiously—$150!—but didn’t speak a word. He had always been a dutiful son, secure in his parents’ love, always respectful of their wishes. He saw only sorrow in his father’s big, expressive features as he heard the news; he could never hide his feelings. He didn’t want his boy to go.

But he nodded yes.









ONE


Now we’re back in the lion’s den.
 If they beat us here, they deserve it.

CARL YASTRZEMSKI




If a man put a gun to my head and said
 I’m going to pull the trigger if you lose this game,
 I’d want Luis Tiant to pitch that game.

RED SOX MANAGER DARRELL JOHNSON






THE SUN ROSE ON BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS, AT 7:03 IN THE morning on Tuesday, October 21,1975. This, in itself, was news. Local meteorologists, who had been under siege for the last four days, hastily issued dispatches of an optimistic forecast: partly sunny, high near seventy degrees, 10–15 mph winds from the west to southwest. Clearing throughout the day and cooler, with temperatures dropping into the high fifties by 8:30 P.M., the moment on the mind of every resident in the region, native or itinerant, as they stirred that morning.

Game time.

 

BASEBALL’S FIFTH COMMISSIONER, Bowie Kuhn, woke shortly after six in his presidential suite at the Ritz-Carlton, went straight to the window, and saw the early rays of light filtering across the Boston Common. He had held his job for nearly seven years now, presiding over one of the rockiest periods in the game’s history, beset by labor unrest and falling attendance. But to date this tense, competitive World Series had shown signs of reviving interest in the game, until the New England weather intervened. The sturdy lawyer’s Oxfords that Kuhn had worn the day before to walk the soggy field, before postponing the game at yet another elaborately staged press conference, still sat drying by the fireplace. When the rains first hit, Kuhn had moved Game Six of the World Series, originally scheduled for Saturday afternoon, to Sunday afternoon, and then pushed it back again, as the storm lingering over Boston persisted, to Monday night. Now, at last, after a third day’s delay, sunshine on Tuesday morning.

The forty-eight-year-old Kuhn rang for coffee, sat down at his desk, and paged through his phone book. Even before he notified Red Sox owner Tom Yawkey, in his own suite down the hall at the Ritz, his first call would be to network executive Chet Simmons. The commissioner worked for baseball’s twenty-four wealthy owners, but during World Series Week NBC paid the bills.

Chet, I am cautiously optimistic that we are back in business.

 

AT THE STATLER HILTON, half a mile closer to Fenway Park, Cincinnati Reds manager Sparky Anderson woke at first light—no alarm clock necessary for Sparky—and crept to the window. One look outside and the butterflies in his guts cranked their engines; his stomach was so jumpy he could have juggled three eggs on it. His nimble, restless mind leapt to the morning’s systematic checklist as he popped his first stick of gum and headed for the shower. Let’s get it on.

Two floors below, the Reds’ All-Star catcher Johnny Lee Bench, still in the grip of a lingering, miserable virus, registered the sky outside, his weather eye delivering an instant calculation—ball game today—then rolled over and went back to sleep.

 

IN A SUITE at the Parker House, David Israel, a twenty-four-year-old sports reporter for the afternoon Washington Star, had stayed up long after midnight, dictating his game-day column to an inexperienced receptionist at the newspaper’s switchboard. Only one year out of Northwestern’s prestigious journalism school, Israel had brashly conned his way into his deluxe digs for the whole weekend when the rains washed out Saturday’s Game Six. As the deluge lingered, his suite had become a crash pad for a number of other reporters, who had either checked out of their own rooms by the time the game was called or missed the day’s last shuttle back to New York. When he woke up that morning, two of Israel’s journalistic idols were sacked out in his living room: NBC’s Dick Schaap and the New York Times baseball scholar George Vecsey. Schaap cracked open an eye as Israel called down for coffee; ever solicitous of his elders, Israel apologized profusely for waking Schaap up the night before during his lengthy, frustrating phone call to the newspaper. His regular dictationist—a sharp young cookie named Maureen Dowd—had been unavailable, and it seemed the woman he ended up with had never seen a baseball game before.

“I knew you were in trouble when you had to spell ‘World Series,’” said Schaap.

 

IN SUBURBAN MILTON, ten miles to the south, Luis Tiant was the first one out of bed in his full and bustling household, padding to the kitchen before the kids woke up for school. Still trying to shake off his own nasty cold, he drank his first coffee and looked out at bleak autumn sunlight brushing the lush green wood in his backyard, just off the eleventh fairway of Wollaston Golf Club. His back and shoulder still felt tender from his last outing, a prodigious 163-pitch complete-game victory in Game Four at Cincinnati the previous Wednesday.

Okay. So we play. Doc says my back’s okay, but this is late October in Boston and it’s going to be fucking cold tonight.

He downed one of Doc Shapiro’s miracle anti-inflammatories. Morning prayers to follow.

 


AT HIS FURNISHED APARTMENT a few miles to the east of Milton, in Quincy, Red Sox center fielder Fred Michael Lynn had stayed up well past midnight with his wife and some of his young teammates, watching O. J. Simpson’s Buffalo Bills lose their first game of the year to the New York Giants on Monday Night Football. Like the Juice, Fred had been recruited to play football at USC, returning punts and backing up future Hall of Fame wide receiver Lynn Swann, before deciding to focus exclusively during his last two years on baseball for Rod Dedeaux. Hearing this unwelcome news, USC’s imperious football coach John McKay had told Lynn he was making the biggest mistake of his life, and didn’t speak to him again for twenty years. After starring on three consecutive NCAA championship teams for Coach Dedeaux and now, less than a year later, putting together what was beyond dispute the most sensational rookie season of any player in the history of pro baseball, no one else ever second-guessed Fred Lynn’s decision again. Bigger postseason awards were in the offing, but Lynn was about to learn that morning he’d been the leading vote getter on the Associated Press Major-League All-Star team for 1975.

They hadn’t played ball now in five days, since flying back to Boston from Cincinnati early Friday morning, the Red Sox’s longest break between games since spring training began back in March. From the weather reports on the radio Lynn figured they’d finally get in Game Six that night, but he pondered the curious lack of excitement he felt about the prospect.

Like we’re going to be playing any other regular season game.

He wasn’t the only one who felt it that morning; players, coaches, journalists, and fans all over Boston agreed that this delay—tied now for the second longest in World Series history—had really taken the edge off the game.

Well, that’ll probably change when we get to the park.

 

AT THE BOSTON GLOBE on Morrissey Boulevard, the sports department staff slowly rolled in around nine, more than a few of them the worse for wear. Editor Tom Winship called their morning meeting to order and began to divvy up the day’s assignments on Game Six story lines. They had written themselves cross-eyed trying to wring angles and fill columns out of the three-day delay—a few had finally thrown up their hands and written about how little they had to write about—and with no small relief they welcomed the chance to process and package the meat of a real game again. Bob Ryan, Bud Collins, Cliff Keane, Will McDonough, Leigh Montville, Ray Fitzgerald, Peter Gammons—old-school newspapermen, self-styled sentimental cynics covering the most literate sports-mad town since Athens. While the Celtics and Bruins routinely won championships and their fans’ dogged admiration, the Red Sox remained the region’s more inconstant and elusive muse; a beautiful, terrible object of obsession, blind faith, and reliably unhappy endings.

Globe staffers would all pursue variations on the same themes that day: After a valiant, uplifting pennant-winning season and their first postseason series victory in fifty-seven years—a commanding three-game sweep over Oakland in the American League Championship—Boston’s beloved, star-crossed Sox found themselves down three games to two in the World Series against Cincinnati’s indomitable Big Red Machine. Here we go again: The bastards had raised their hopes all summer then delivered them once again to the brink of heartbreak, and for the past few days a damned nor’easter wouldn’t even let them get it over with. Would the old funereal dirge play again at Fenway tonight, or could this unlikeliest collection of local heroes mount one last stand and extend the Series to a seventh and deciding game?

Lesley Visser, twenty-two, Quincy native, recent graduate of Boston College, former cheerleader—and every man on staff’s favorite cub reporter—hovered on the margins and kept quiet whenever this formidable group gathered. Sportswriting had for a century been exclusively a male fraternity; Visser wasn’t just a pioneer, she was nearly Jackie Robinson. Following the unlikely dream she’d had since the age of ten had brought her inside the doors of her favorite newspaper, but just by inches; only patience, sustained excellence, and quiet persistence would take her any further. When the meeting broke at ten, once again without a Series-related assignment sent her way, and the tribe’s elders dispersed to begin tapping sources, Lesley walked back to patrol her bottom-rung beat, checking the schedule of high school football games she’d be covering that weekend.

Disappointment must have shown on her face—she hadn’t even been able to finagle a ticket to any of the three Series games at Fenway yet—because Peter Gammons suddenly appeared over her desk, holding up a small green tag in his hand, saying he had called in a favor. She didn’t initially realize what she was looking at, and then noticed the word “PRESS.” And someone had scrawled across it with a felt-tip pen: “Game Six.”

A press pass.

Peter got a hug. The pass went into Lesley’s purse.

 

ALONE ON THE DIAMOND at Fenway early that morning, Joe Mooney stood out near second base, waiting for the helicopters. If they’d held a contest for “grumpiest and most exhausted man in New England,” Mooney would’ve won by acclamation. The park’s head groundskeeper had manned his post for four straight days and nights like an army surgeon at Gettysburg. He had pulled and replaced the tarps over the field for the “Grand Pooh-bah” Kuhn a dozen times and dumped five tons of a moisture-absorbent substance called “Turface” onto the dirt and grass. The infield, against all odds, remained playable, while the rain had slowed to a drizzle that morning and finally stopped midday. Then Kuhn goes ahead at his Monday afternoon press conference yesterday and dumps the third day’s delay on Joe Mooney.

“Although the weather is improving, the groundskeeper here doesn’t feel there’s any way the field can be ready for play by tonight.”

The dough they pay that big stiff and all he does is parade around sticking his fancy Florsheims in puddles, sniffing the air like Punxsutawney Phil with eight hundred reporters and the players hanging on every word, and then he says the field’s not playable. And besides, that wasn’t what Mooney had told him when he’d first asked him about it at noon. He’d said: “Give me eight hours and we’ll have the field ready.”

What His Excellency didn’t say at his press conference was he didn’t want his precious Game Six going up against Monday Night Football.

This time of year moisture always seeped up in the outfield at night. The park was built on the fens—That’s a fancy word for swamp, okay?—that chunk of the Old Back Bay they dredged out and land-filled when the city grew west a hundred years ago. Add three inches of rain on top of that and you’re always gonna get water backing up out there, but it was nothing Joe Mooney and his crew couldn’t handle.

So, whatever, it’s done with, we’ll play tonight.

Mooney could see his shadow in the dirt; that was a good sign. He had kept the lights on all night, calling on every little bit of heat to help dry out the turf. He heard the dull thwack of the rotor blades as the choppers reached earshot. Mooney thumbed his walkie-talkie to life and guided them gingerly in over the light stands fanning the rim of Fenway Park, until they leveled at twenty feet above left and right field, jacked up the rpm’s, and went to work fanning the grass.

Maybe the commissioner would like us to send one over to his hotel after and dry his hair for him.

 

WALKING BRISKLY down Boylston Street on his way to Fenway Park, Chet Simmons decided he had a good kind of problem. Although Bowie Kuhn insisted they stage another walk-through on the field before making it official—as far as the media was concerned—the commissioner’s phone call had woken him with the welcome news that Game Six was a “go” for tonight. As the executive in charge of NBC’s exclusive radio and television coverage of the World Series, Simmons immediately pushed the button kick-starting the network’s national machinery to prepare for the broadcast, while his bottom-line mind quickly sorted through a calculus of pluses and minuses. Although many of his corporate colleagues had yesterday relished the machismo prospect of the Series going head-to-head against ABC’s Monday Night Football, Simmons knew that at best the likely outcome would have been a bloody draw—with CBS and its slate of established middle-brow sitcoms, anchored by All in the Family, being the main beneficiary. Now that they had Tuesday night to themselves, this third and last rain delay looked like a blessing in disguise.

But NBC’s field accountant in Boston had called Chet soon after Kuhn’s report with news that the rain delay was going to cost the network $150,000 in additional hotel and living expenses. And what was worse, the extended days of work for his technicians and engineers, who had remained on standby throughout the lost soggy weekend, meant they were now unavoidably in “golden time” for the one or two Series games that remained—triple the standard union wage.

Simmons then received a more welcome call from Carl Lindeman, president of NBC Sports, telling him that this World Series had averaged a robust 43 percent share of the viewing audience during its first five games, winning six out of seven nights and the week for NBC and lifting them into a narrow lead for the young season over CBS. The three midweek night games had performed surprisingly well, climaxing in a 48 percent share on Thursday’s Game Five in Cincinnati. Night games, introduced into the World Series only in 1971 and still a subject of bitter debate for baseball purists, were clearly the wave of the future. The math was simple: A sixty-second spot during any prime time Series game cost advertisers $100,000. Only after any World Series moved beyond the four games of a dreaded sweep were the network’s baseline investments covered, and every nickel banked after that was pure profit. Since NBC first broadcast it in 1947, the World Series had perennially retained its title as the biggest ratings event of the television year. This year’s balance sheet looked rosy for NBC, and that was very good news for Chet Simmons.


But all was far from well in baseball. The previous three World Series had been won by Charles Finley’s colorful, small-market Oakland Athletics. Great for Charles Finley, one of the game’s last and most flamboyant showmen/owners, but not necessarily good for the sport; since the late sixties, for the first time in decades, both live attendance and television ratings had begun to deteriorate. Not coincidentally, the game’s bellwether big-city franchise New York Yankees—winners of nearly half the World Series played in the last fifty years—had suffered through a decade of disappointment and decline. Hard to believe now, in a modern world that daily serves up hundreds of viewing choices—and the complete daily schedule in baseball, if you care to pay for it—but in 1975 the multiple channels offered by cable TV penetrated less than 10 percent of America’s top media markets, so relatively few games outside of local broadcasts were ever seen. The three major networks still held an ironclad monopoly on the nation’s viewing options, and NBC owned the baseball contract, and since the 1950s NBC had determined that during the regular season Americans should consume only one nationally televised game a week.

Trouble of a more ominous nature threatened from the heart of the game itself. Encouraged by the radical social turn much of the country had taken since the late 1960s, baseball players were becoming increasingly vocal about the gross inequity of baseball’s reserve clause, a restrictive, almost medieval legal provision that allowed teams to retain their rights to any player they had under contract for a year after that contract expired. As a result, bargaining power for the player hardly existed; few used agents or lawyers to represent them, which in most cases meant accepting whatever salary their owners saw fit to hand them. These annual “negotiations,” usually conducted face-to-face by the player himself with the team’s legal hatchet man, amounted to little more than ritualized humiliations. Professional baseball players, from the lowliest scrub to those considered national treasures, had all the legal status of indentured servants.

The players union, led since 1966 by a former labor lawyer named Marvin Miller, was determined to change this, and in 1970 the union had fought for and won the right to submit stalemated contract negotiations to independent arbitration. Then in 1974, when A’s owner Charles Finley reneged on a contractual annuity he owed his star pitcher, Jim “Catfish” Hunter, Marvin Miller took the case to arbitration; baseball’s arbiter Peter Seitz ruled that as a result of Finley’s breach Hunter had the right to walk away from his contract and offer his services to any team of his choosing. Overnight he became baseball’s first “free agent,” and the New York Yankees immediately signed him to a five-year, $3.5 million contract. That number sent a blast wave through the game at every level—the average major-league salary in 1975 was $45,000 a year—but the game’s plutocratic owners, secure that baseball’s sacred antitrust exemption would continue to protect them from the evils of socialist labor practices, had long ago ostracized the A’s owner as an oddball exhibitionist, and viewed the Hunter case as a onetime aberration brought on by Finley’s hubris. They remained convinced, almost fanatically so, that the biggest challenge to baseball’s continued supremacy came from another sport whose season overlapped baseball’s by only a few weeks.

The National Football League was coming on fast as the favorite attraction of the American sports fan, riding a wave accelerated five years earlier by ABC’s Monday Night gamble. The sport was ideally suited to television’s rapidly evolving technology—multiple cameras, slow motion, zoom lenses, and instant replay broke down its brief bursts of choreographed violence into mesmerizing spectacle. The NFL’s championship Super Bowl, only nine years old—Roman numerals had from the second year on amplified its self-mythologizing importance—now threatened to surpass the World Series as sports’ biggest show, and television’s biggest payday. Blaming their loss of audience shares on the decline of offense during the late sixties when the game was dominated by pitching, baseball’s owners responded by rolling out reforms designed to put fireworks back on the field: lowering the pitcher’s mound to even the odds for hitters, breaking the sport’s long-established leagues into two divisions apiece to increase the number of postseason games, and, in the most radical and controversial rule change since the advent of the “live ball” in the 1920s, the American League had taken the bat out of the pitcher’s hands by adding the designated hitter. The prospect that baseball might lose its almost century-long standing as America’s Pastime—and what that implied for the increasingly complex, splintering demographics of the United States—had become a major obsession of both the chattering classes and the game’s grandees. But, to date, as always in baseball, the numbers didn’t lie: Less than 25 percent of Americans now listed baseball as their favorite sport, and most of those were over fifty, lower-income folks, a demographic that the television age had decided was headed for the sociological scrap heap.

Waking to the reality that a seismic shift in viewing habits was under way, NBC had recently—and for the first time since 1947—declined to renew its exclusive contract with Major League Baseball. Starting in 1976, for the next four years, NBC would now alternate covering the World Series with ABC. (So eager had ABC been to get into the baseball business that the perennial third-place network had ponied up considerably more than half of the $92,000,000 bill.) In the meantime, hedging its bets, NBC began quietly looking for ways to turn around the money it had saved on baseball into an increased commitment with the National Football League.

The bright lights of Fenway appeared in the distance and Chet’s step quickened; the sight of any ballpark still put a charge in him. Simmons, New York–born and a lifelong Dodgers fan, lived for his favorite sport of baseball. He’d had more than a little to do with its past success as a televised sport, but on any other morning he would’ve gladly stopped to watch a bunch of kids play a sandlot game with a taped ball.

Seventy engineers at triple time versus $100,000 a minute in ad revenue. Yes, he could live with that.

In truth, this World Series so far had seemed heaven-sent. Easy to identify and follow story lines, a boatload of marquee names performing to the level of their All-Star reputations, three one-run games out of five played between clearly defined antagonists: New England’s scrappy, scruffy, counterculture underdog Red Sox pitted against the Teutonic, clean-shaven Big Red Machine of the conservative heartland’s Cincinnati Reds. Critics and fans agreed that to date this had been the most entertaining Series since the New York Mets’ miraculous win over the Orioles in 1969. In the cutthroat, competitive world of network television, you couldn’t have overpaid some Hollywood hack to concoct a more perfect scenario.

And if the percentages played out, the Red Sox would win Game Six tonight—Simmons was comforted by knowing that a Series hadn’t ended in six games since 1959—and deliver the golden coin of sporting events, for both the executive and the fan in Chet Simmons: a Game Seven.

 

DICK STOCKTON needed a tie. Living out of a suitcase in the Lenox Hotel on Boylston for the last six months had wreaked havoc with his stylish wardrobe. The dapper and affable thirty-two-year-old had recently concluded his first effective season as the Red Sox television play-by-play announcer—alongside flamboyant former Red Sox outfielder Ken “The Hawk” Harrelson—and his clothes were hopelessly spread out between the hotel in Boston, his New York apartment, and two different dry cleaners. Only weeks earlier, during the final home stand of the regular season, just after the Red Sox clinched the American League’s Eastern Division title, Stockton had received a telegram that delivered the biggest break of his young career:


We are pleased to advise you of your nomination and approval to work with us during the 1975 World Series for the telecast of the first and sixth game. $500 a game. Please do not include the color blue in your wardrobe. Good luck. Chet Simmons, NBC Sports.



Bringing an announcer from each home team’s broadcast unit into the booth with NBC’s national two-man team, for both television and radio, had been just one of the network’s many innovations for the 1975 Series. The idea behind it: that their familiarity with the club they’d covered all year would add an informed local perspective to the broadcast. Stockton and Marty Brennaman—the Reds’ outstanding young play-by-play man, just finishing his second year with the team after replacing Al Michaels, who had moved on to the Giants—both immediately accepted Chet Simmons’s offer. Ten days earlier, Stockton had worked Game One from Fenway with his idol, NBC’s Curt Gowdy—a former Red Sox announcer himself, and for the last decade the network’s number one baseball voice—and Tony Kubek, the ex-Yankee shortstop, widely acknowledged as the game’s sharpest “color” commentator, and one of the most widely liked and admired human beings in the baseball universe. Both veterans did their gracious best to make Stockton feel at home, and the broadcast, by all accounts, had gone perfectly, with Stockton earning positive reviews. After traveling to Cincinnati to work Game Four for NBC Radio, Dick had flown home to New York and then back up to Boston for the scheduled broadcast of Game Six on Saturday. But after three days of rain he had burned through all the clothes he’d brought with him or had on hand.

Stockton had a deserved reputation to uphold as a clotheshorse and man about town and he rifled through the racks at Filene’s Department Store that afternoon, searching for a tie to complement his orange plaid sport coat, the height of fashion in ’75, improbable as it sounds today. He was slated to work tonight’s Game Six alongside Kubek and Joe Garagiola, NBC’s number two baseball play-by-play man, and was more than a little apprehensive about the prospect.

Joe Garagiola made it to the big leagues after World War II as a highly touted prospect, and in his rookie season helped lead his hometown St. Louis Cardinals to victory over the Red Sox in the 1946 World Series. That turned out to be his high-water mark as a player; he bounced around the league for the rest of his nine-year career as a journeyman backup catcher on three other teams. A few years after he retired, while working Cardinals games as a broadcaster, Garagiola turned a mostly ghostwritten, humorously self-deprecating collection of anecdotes about his mediocre playing years into a surprise best seller, which he then parlayed into one of network television’s unlikeliest success stories. NBC signed him and brought him to New York, where he refined his folksy broadcast personality working as a game show host, moving up eventually to become cohost of the network’s long-running early morning flagship, The Today Show. Recently replaced after nine years on Today—and less than happy about what he perceived correctly as a demotion—the forty-nine-year-old Garagiola had returned to baseball broadcasting in 1975 on the network’s perennial Saturday Game of the Week.

Belying his on-screen image as an enthusiastic, slightly goofy Everyman—a personality he shared in part with, and perhaps slightly shaded toward, his colorful childhood friend and teammate Yogi Berra, who had gone on to much bigger things as a player—away from the cameras Garagiola was better known for his sharp elbows and insecure ego. Marty Brennaman, who had worked World Series Games Three and Four in Cincinnati while sharing the booth with Garagiola, had tipped Stockton off that, although Tony Kubek had graciously worked him in throughout their broadcast, Garagiola had been less than welcoming, reacting to the addition of a third voice in the booth as a challenge to his turf. Stockton felt fairly certain that another good outing during the game tonight might lead to a network job, but if Garagiola froze him out that could jeopardize his chances. Stockton’s response, as it was to every adversity he faced, had been to double his intense preparation for Game Six.

After buying a tie—black, with pumpkin-orange and white stripes—Stockton hurried on to Fenway Park for the network’s afternoon pregame meeting. Two long trailers tucked under the ancient right field bleachers near the players’ parking lot served as NBC’s broadcast and command center. Chet Simmons welcomed everyone back to work, then stepped aside to let his creative and technical producers Scotty Connell and Roy Hammerman run the meeting, and they walked their team through the night’s featured story lines. Having already worked the first two games of the Series from Fenway, much of what they discussed was boilerplate stuff to the most experienced and professional baseball broadcast crew alive. Crew chief Harry Coyle, a laconic World War II bomber pilot, had directed every World Series broadcast for the network since 1947, and these were all his handpicked guys. He spoke only occasionally, chain-smoking brown cheroots, but he got a laugh when he reminded veteran cameraman Lou Gerard that he’d drawn the short straw again and would be working the lonely camera position behind a hole they’d found in the scoreboard on Fenway’s signature left field wall, the Green Monster.

Stockton walked out onto the field after the meeting and caught up with Tony Kubek as the grounds crew rolled out the batting cage. The tall, striking, square-jawed former shortstop, only thirty-nine but ten years retired from the game, still looked fit enough to suit up and play. Stockton mentioned that for the last two days the mood around press headquarters at the downtown Statler Hilton had been spiraling toward indifference about this Series, and he wondered if the players would be similarly deflated by the layoff. Kubek looked out at the first players who were trickling onto the field for early stretching and warm-ups.

“In 1962, we flew back out to San Francisco for Game Six with a three-to-two lead, just like Cincinnati has here. Rained for three straight days out there. Ballplayers are creatures of habit; during the season every minute is scheduled and regulated. Something like that breaks up your routine, it’s unnatural, makes you deeply uneasy. It got to the point where everybody just wanted to get it over with and go home.”

Players trotted into the outfield, gingerly testing their footing in the rain-soaked turf. Others began tossing across the sidelines, stepping back to deeper range, warming up their arms.


“What was it like to play again?” asked Stockton.

“When we finally got back on the field, it was as tough as any Series I played in.” Stockton reminded himself that Kubek had played in six—and won three of them—as part of one of the greatest everyday lineups in history. “All of a sudden we were back out there and it dawned on you exactly how much was at stake. And it got to some people.”

The home team Giants held off the juggernaut Yankees to win that Game Six in 1962 and tie the Series, and Stockton suddenly remembered that Tony Kubek had the next day created the only run of the contest to win Game Seven and the World Series.

“The biggest advantage in sports is playing in your home park, and you can almost double that advantage here,” said Kubek, who had played more than seventy games in Fenway. “But those guys over there…” He nodded toward where some of the Reds—Pete Rose, Bench, Joe Morgan—had gathered around the batting cage. “They know how to play the game.” Tony paused and said it again, with emphasis.

“They know how to play the game.”

As the first crisp cracks of ball on bat and leather filled the air—the relaxed, preliminary rituals of any ball game—Stockton began to feel an expectant buzz build again around the stadium.

Now we’re ready.

 

LATE THAT AFTERNOON, from all around Boston and surrounding environs, lucky ticket holders for Game Six left home or work to make their way downtown and slowly converge on Fenway Park. Optimists arriving without tickets found scalpers outside offering grandstand tickets for as much as $60—face value of $7.50—while buck-fifty seats in the outfield bleachers were going for $35. Standing room along the top of the grandstands would set you back $25. When all those aftermarket transactions concluded that evening, a capacity crowd of 35,205 had flowed through the turnstiles at Fenway. Another eighty or so, mostly enterprising teenagers, found cheaper seats on the girders of a whiskey billboard atop the roof of a Lansdowne Street building, about five hundred feet from home plate.

In the years to come, the number of people who would later claim to have been at Game Six that night would increase twenty-fold.









TWO


If the Boston fans will bear with me, I think I’ll eventually give them the club they deserve, the finest in the country.
 I don’t intend to mess around with a loser.

TOM YAWKEY, 1932




Tom Yawkey has a heart the size of a watermelon.

TED WILLIAMS






BEFORE THEY MOVED DOWNSTAIRS FOR THE PREGAME ceremonies, the two old men, friends for more than forty years, watched the crowd file in from the owner’s box on the roof of Fenway’s grandstand above the first base line. George Edward “Duffy” Lewis, eighty-seven, was the sole surviving member of the “Picket Line,” what had forever been thought of as the greatest outfield in Red Sox history. Playing alongside future Hall of Famers Harry Hooper in right and Tris Speaker in center, Lewis had patrolled left field in Fenway Park from the day it opened in 1912 until he entered the army in 1918 to serve in World War I. Those had been the glory days of the Boston franchise, winning four of its five World Series titles on the strength of that outfield and, during the last two in 1916 and 1918, the left arm of a phenomenal young pitcher named Babe Ruth.

During the intervening fifty-seven years, the World Series had only come back to Fenway Park twice.

Duffy Lewis looked out toward left field and the looming, iconic Green Monster. In his day they hadn’t painted it green yet, or dubbed it a “monster,” but an earlier incarnation of the wall had been there from Opening Day, a quirky concession to the limits of Fenway’s original land rights. Baseball was never played at night in 1912, which meant home plate had to be anchored in the southwest corner of the park so batters in late innings wouldn’t be staring directly into the western setting sun. That set the fixed line of Lansdowne Street just beyond left field, not much more than 320 feet from home, which meant no room for left field bleachers; no room for anything between the edge of the ballpark and Lansdowne Street but a sheer vertical wooden wall, built over thirty feet high at the insistence of the street’s local business owners, who didn’t want baseballs crashing through their fancy glass storefronts. Soon, plastered with advertising, the left field wall morphed into the biggest billboard in town, and ever since had developed its reputation as the most distinct architectural oddity of any American ballpark.

During Duffy Lewis’s playing days the ground in deep left field sloped sharply up to meet the base of the wall—ten feet of grade in less than thirty feet of space—from the left field line all the way across to center. So adept had Lewis become in patrolling this perilous chunk of real estate, racing up the slope to pluck line drives off the wall with acrobatic abandon and fire the ball back in with his cannon arm, that fans called the area “Duffy’s Cliff” for years after he left the game. Until, in its entirety, the quirky hillock was removed in 1934 by the man standing next to Duffy Lewis in the owner’s box at Fenway before Game Six that night.

Thomas Austin Yawkey, seventy-two, had been the sole proprietor of the Boston Red Sox since 1933. He made a handshake deal to buy both the ball club and Fenway Park for $1.2 million only four days after his thirtieth birthday, the moment when the vast timber and mining fortune that had long been held in trust for him came legally under his control. The genesis of the Yawkey fortune reached back into the middle of the nineteenth century, a dynasty built on the paper mills and virgin pine forests of the American and Canadian west, and a story rife with enough family melodrama to fill a dozen potboilers. If Tom Yawkey’s young life had been dreamt up by F. Scott Fitzgerald, that generation’s most eloquent chronicler of the moral perils of American wealth and fame, no one would have believed it.

His mother, Augusta Yawkey, had married a straightlaced insurance executive named Thomas Austin, a match that pleased her conservative tycoon father, William Clyman Yawkey, the reigning patriarch of their clan. But Thomas Austin died suddenly during his son’s first year, and when Augusta proved unable to subsequently cope with the trials of single motherhood, three-year-old Tom was delivered into the care of her brother, Bill Yawkey, a notorious New York bachelor playboy. Under the category of “What were they thinking?” young Tom grew up in his uncle Bill’s Upper East Side penthouse, a madcap whirligig of dissolute socialites, degenerate gamblers, pliable showgirls, and professional wrestlers. Determined to help his wayward son find some semblance of a vocation, William Clyman Yawkey made a bid to buy the Detroit Tigers in 1903 for the baseball-obsessed Bill, but died suddenly before the deal went through. With his share of the family fortune now available to him, Bill Yawkey doubled back and made an even better deal for the Tigers, and quickly decided he had found the millionaire’s ultimate toy train. Ballplayers, he discovered, shared all of Bill Yawkey’s manly interests—hitting, pitching, hunting, drinking, and playing the field, not necessarily in that order—and with Bill writing the checks, the party never ended. A few years later, in 1907, his Tigers rewarded their owner’s largesse by winning the American League pennant and playing in the World Series against the Chicago Cubs. Yawkey enjoyed that ride so much, even though they lost in five games, that he rewarded his Tigers with Series bonuses bigger than the shares received by the winners.

When Augusta Yawkey died during the influenza epidemic of 1918, Uncle Bill legally adopted his young ward, rearranging his name from Thomas Yawkey Austin to Thomas Austin Yawkey. But Bill Yawkey would follow his sister in death less than a year later, not long after he and Tom had set out on a motoring trip across the country to celebrate Tom’s sixteenth birthday. They had just stopped in Georgia to visit Bill’s closest friend on the Tigers, legendary outfielder Ty Cobb, when Bill was stricken with a virulent pneumonia. He died days later in his famous friend’s arms, but not before extracting a promise from Cobb that he would help look after Tom after he was gone. Bill’s stake in the Tigers was sold off by his estate’s conservators—for considerable profit—but Ty Cobb kept his word, serving as a substitute foster father to young Tom. The fiercely aggressive, and probably sociopathic Cobb thus became the second of Tom Yawkey’s dubious male role models.

Now the presumptive heir to both his mother’s and uncle’s shares of the Yawkey fortune, Tom moved on to Yale, and got down to seriously pursuing the around-the-clock cocktail-hour lifestyle he’d learned from Uncle Bill; he came closest to applying himself academically when he played some second base for the Bulldogs baseball team. He also ended up in the vanguard of a tumultuous cultural revolution: GIs returning from World War I tours of duty in Paris and other European capitals had brought home with them an appetite for more sophisticated sin; tastemakers and advertisers capitalized, and young Americans following their lead threw aside the lingering puritanical inhibitions of the nineteenth century with a vengeance. The last gasp of the Victorian generation’s crusade to stamp out the evils of hedonism came in 1919: a misguided constitutional amendment called the Volstead Act, better known as Prohibition, which outlawed the production and distribution of alcohol. Free, filthy rich, and twenty-one, openly scoffing at Prohibition, Tom Yawkey was frequently singled out in the press as a standard-bearer for this “Roaring Twenties” generation. A few years later Tom married a Jazz Age icon, a legendarily alluring dancer and beauty queen named Elise Sparrow, who had once posed for a famous portrait as a “flapper,” the era’s signature party girl. During the rest of the decade, their sybaritic life drifted hazily between a Park Avenue penthouse, the old family manse in Michigan, and a sprawling rural estate in South Carolina, stocked with game birds and deer for Yawkey’s frequent hunting trips. During one of the many stag retreats they spent together there, his mentor Ty Cobb planted the idea in Yawkey’s head that, just as his late uncle Bill had, Tom might find his calling—and prove to his disapproving trustees he could make money as well as spend it—in the ownership of a major-league baseball club. On another hunting trip the following year, Yawkey received something a lot less welcome from his old friend: a brutal alcohol-fueled one-sided beating—sudden acts of violence being just one of Cobb’s misanthropic tendencies—that abruptly ended their relationship.

The Jazz Age ended just as suddenly not long afterward, but 1929’s catastrophic stock market implosion hardly dented the Yawkey family’s commodity-based businesses. As his thirtieth birthday approached, the age when the trust stipulated that control of his fortune would pass into his hands and instantly make him one of the fifty wealthiest men in America, Tom Yawkey remembered Cobb’s advice. When he got word that Boston’s American League franchise was in play, Yawkey swooped in and snapped up the Red Sox during the darkest hour of the Great Depression. Like much of the rest of the country, America’s national pastime, and the Red Sox and Fenway Park in particular, had fallen on hard times. For the first time in his life, when many of baseball’s owners were either scraping by or actively looking to get out from under their obligations, Tom Yawkey had bought himself a job—and set course on an obsessive quest for the prize that had eluded his uncle and, he declared, would give his life meaning: winning a World Series.

Yawkey landed in Boston as a complete stranger—worse yet, a lifelong New Yorker—with no connections to its cloistered, tight-knit community; New Englanders greeted him warily. To win them over and demonstrate the seriousness of his intent, Yawkey immediately began a badly needed renovation of twenty-year-old Fenway Park. The park was stripped down to its original steel frames, and out went the old wooden bleachers and the slope on Duffy’s Cliff. Yawkey ordered up a new clubhouse and state-of-the-art amenities for his players, including a bar and a bowling alley in the basement. A new thirty-seven-foot-tall metal-and-steel wall, the exoskeleton of the Monster that stands to this day, went up over the newly level left field, sporting the game’s first electric scoreboard. Pouring fifteen thousand cubic yards of concrete, Yawkey added over ten thousand new seats and an expansive press box, employing more Bostonians than any other construction project had since the Crash. Having spent well over a million dollars, he now had the far more difficult problem facing him of a complete renovation of the Red Sox roster, a team that had finished dead last in nine of the last eleven seasons.

At the first owners’ meetings he attended that winter, Yawkey stunned his conservative old-school colleagues by jumping to his feet and bluntly announcing he was in the market for top-shelf players with which to stock his new ballpark and that money was no object. The other owners, quickly getting over their shock at this impropriety, proved only too happy to help; before the week was out, Yawkey had dropped another quarter of a million on a handful of has-beens and never-would-be’s, who would contribute little to changing the Red Sox’s losing ways. An informal competition developed around the league over the next few years to see who could get the Red Sox to overpay the most for marquee names like Lefty Grove and Joe Cronin, who were past their prime. Even bottom-of-the-roster players earned more than the league average under Yawkey, who proved to be a soft touch above and beyond salary for any of his men who came to him with a hard luck story; players on other teams began calling them the “Gold Sox.” By introducing “checkbook” baseball, Tom Yawkey changed forever the way the game was played in the front office, and his hyperactive turnover of talent, perpetually chasing big names with big bucks without much regard for actual need or overall chemistry, set the mood for much of the team’s next four decades.

Another destructive team dynamic was set up by Yawkey’s spendthrift tendencies: A long line of competent field managers found themselves constantly at odds with their general manager—all three of the men who ran the team through 1960 were Yawkey cronies, who only sporadically delivered the sort of player the field manager felt he needed to win. When in 1935 he finally landed a future Hall of Famer still in his prime, burly slugger Jimmie Foxx, Yawkey went out almost every night after games pub-crawling with the hard-drinking first baseman. Yawkey began a tradition of taking batting practice with his boys before home games and working out with them in the field, casting himself a whole lot more as a pal than a boss. Borrowing another page from Uncle Bill’s playbook, during spring training he arranged regular visits for his team to a local brothel; decades later a tenacious reporter from the Boston Globe uncovered evidence that Yawkey may have actually owned the brothel. For any manager trying to push, mold, or discipline the owner’s grab-ass buddies, the job was virtually impossible; turnover at the position became a constant.

Although he anticipated the future of baseball by pursuing big-name stars without much regard for cost, Yawkey was slow to react to the most important changes the game would experience over the next twenty years. During the first four decades of professional baseball’s existence, major-league teams had relied on the inexact science of scouting and a loosely defined “regional rights” system to find and sign young players. In the 1920s general manager Branch Rickey of the St. Louis Cardinals, lacking the funds to compete for expensive talent, decided to buy a series of minor-league teams all over the country—and the rights to all the players he then placed on their rosters—thereby controlling and streamlining the process of developing future major leaguers. When this revolutionary innovation produced a roster that resulted in five National League pennants between 1926 and 1934 for the Cardinals, every other team in the majors quickly adopted the same business model. With Tom Yawkey’s mind fixed on chasing established major-league stars, the Red Sox were one of the last to assemble what Rickey had called an effective “farm system.” They were the third to last team to add lights and schedule night games, the prevailing social trend as America’s game transitioned from its pastoral daylight roots to a primary form of evening entertainment for industrialized inner city workers. Then Yawkey missed the game’s next great sea change by a mile: After Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in 1947, the Red Sox were the last major-league team to sign African-Americans—passing up players like the great Willie Mays and Robinson himself, who had been treated shabbily by team officials during a workout at Fenway and forever held a grudge against the Red Sox. As a result Yawkey’s Red Sox became the last major-league franchise to field a black player in their everyday lineup—second baseman Elijah “Pumpsie” Green, twelve years later, in 1959, a hard-to-justify reluctance that raised enduring and legitimate questions about Yawkey’s racial politics.

Off the field, as he entered middle age, Yawkey’s personal life came untethered; he never showed much interest in his only child, an adopted daughter, and he periodically lost his running battle with alcohol. His marriage to Elise had quietly died years earlier, but it ended legally with a Nevada divorce in 1944; she remarried in less than a month, and a few weeks later, just before Christmas, Tom Yawkey married the woman whom he’d been quietly seeing for over three years, Jean Hiller, an attractive, younger model whose interests, in sports and the outdoors—and pleasing her wealthy husband—more closely matched his own. Unlike the independent, socially ambitious Elise, Jean Yawkey doted on her husband, and for the first time in his life he found some measure of domestic stability. But the World Series title he craved continued to elude him. The Red Sox didn’t win their first American League pennant for Yawkey until 1946, then lost that World Series in seven games to the St. Louis Cardinals, the only time the first great star to emerge from Boston’s farm system, Ted Williams, would ever play in the postseason. The team wouldn’t deliver Yawkey a second pennant for twenty-one more turbulent years. During that long stretch, although he continued to profess that he wanted to win, it became increasingly difficult for New England’s die-hard fans to believe their team represented more to its owner than a big, shiny plaything that only intermittently captured his interest.

By the early 1960s, as the Red Sox continued to tread water, Yawkey had largely become an absentee owner. He had never bought a home in Boston, operating instead out of his suite at the Ritz-Carlton and preferring to base both his business and personal life in New York and on his forty-thousand-acre coastal estate in South Carolina. That left most of the chores of running the club to the Sox’s fourth general manager, Dick O’Connell. A Massachusetts native and war veteran, the disciplined, dedicated O’Connell had been with the team since 1947, worked his way up through the organization, and inherited the job by default when Ted Williams turned it down after retiring in 1960. For the first time in thirty years, the Red Sox had a general manager in place who was an executive first, not just another featherbedding former player and Yawkey yes-man. By mid-decade O’Connell had revitalized the Red Sox farm system, producing the first steady stream of solid prospects the team had ever seen; and, not coincidentally, for the first time in franchise history many of them were Latin or African-American. When the first wave of these players was ready to step up to the majors, O’Connell tapped the man who’d been managing most of them at the team’s Triple-A franchise in Toronto, hard-liner and future Hall of Famer Dick Williams, to take over what had devolved into an aging, overpaid, and complacent Red Sox squad that played to crowds occasionally numbering in the hundreds. Fans derisively referred to this bunch as the “country club Sox” and like the team itself, Fenway Park had also fallen into disrepair. Far from the cherished shrine of the game it is today, with its peeling paint and broken windows Fenway was dismissed by most as a rusted relic from a bygone age. In the course of lobbying for a new, modern park in downtown Boston, Yawkey used the now familiar refrain of blaming his team’s woes on their antiquated stadium, and like owners everywhere he also wanted the city and taxpayers to underwrite it. His new manager was about to change all that.

Schooled in the disciplined Dodgers tradition, the thirty-seven-year-old Williams brought the hammer down, replacing what he correctly perceived to be deadwood on the Red Sox roster with many of his players from Toronto, and opened the 1967 season with the second-youngest lineup in either league. Everyone expected that a few seasons of rebuilding had to follow. Expectations were so low that fewer than ten thousand people turned out for Opening Day and oddsmakers calculated that the Sox were 100–1 to win the American League pennant. But with his marine drill instructor’s mouth and sharp baseball mind, Dick Williams turned his team into a contender from day one; what was known as the “Summer of Love” across America became the “Impossible Dream” in Boston, as fans hung the theme of the hit Broadway musical Man of La Mancha on their improbably resurgent Red Sox. Young outfielder Tony Conigliaro slugged fifty-six home runs in his first two seasons and had already earned matinee idol status with Boston’s female population. He was joined now by a fiery, hard-hitting shortstop from Brooklyn who quickly became another fan favorite, Rico Petrocelli. But these Sox were led on the field by the man who had replaced Ted Williams in left field in 1961 but in the minds of Boston’s demanding fans never come close to equaling him, blue-collar workaholic Carl Yastrzemski. Solid but hardly a superstar to that point in his career, Yastrzemski came of age in response to Dick Williams’s tough discipline and won the Triple Crown in 1967, leading the American League in batting average, home runs, and runs driven in; he was only the third man to pull off that trifecta since Ted Williams himself, who did it twice. Yastrzemski was named the American League’s Most Valuable Player for his efforts, but it was his performance during the season’s last two weeks that earned him a place in the hearts of Red Sox fans forever. With four teams still in the pennant race down to the wire, Yaz hit five home runs, drove in sixteen, and hit an astounding .523 as Boston won eight of their last twelve games and captured the American League pennant with a one-game lead. Tom Yawkey embraced Yaz in the clubhouse, calling it “the happiest day of my life.” Despite Yastrzemski’s continued heroics in the World Series, the Sox came up short once again, when the Cardinals’ ferocious African-American star pitcher, Bob Gibson, beat them three times, and they lost in seven games.

But the memories and emotions stirred by that breathtaking pennant race had provided such a joyride it hardly seemed to matter; baseball fever had been born again in New England. The old fans who’d drifted away during the indifferent years came back to the fold, and a generation of baby boomers fell in love with this modern edition of their parents’ and grandparents’ Red Sox. During an era when clubs around both leagues tore down their charming old prewar bandboxes, putting up soulless cookie-cutter concrete “multi-use” stadiums in their place, fans also renewed their affection for the quirky, angular ballpark where their Red Sox worked and played. The “Impossible Dream” also rekindled Tom Yawkey’s ancient obsession, and between 1968 and 1975, the frayed civic image of both the ballpark and its owner underwent a complete and remarkable conversion. For all the money the Red Sox had cost him through their many lean years—by 1967 his total losses were calculated at close to $8 million—Yawkey never felt the pinch; he was worth hundreds of millions now, and against the weight of that fortune the team remained at best a minor item on his balance sheet. And as a result of their “Dream” season, from ’67 on the franchise began doing something it had never done before: making more money every year. All talk of Tom Yawkey selling the Sox, a persistent rumor in Boston for the past decade, now vanished, as did any thoughts of tearing down Fenway Park. Yawkey showed up on most game days again, an old man now but still out there in spikes and sweats playing pepper with his bat boys—he often paid for the college education of his favorites—or taking a few grounders from longtime clubhouse attendant Vinnie Orlando before games. When he shuffled into the Red Sox clubhouse, a soft-spoken, retiring figure in baggy pants and a cheap windbreaker, newcomers occasionally mistook him for an attendant himself; during their first meeting in 1974 newly acquired outfielder Bernie Carbo asked Yawkey to run out and grab him some lunch.

Yawkey’s forty-four years as the sole owner of a professional major-league franchise had now become the longest tenure of any owner in the history of his sport, and the futility of his quest for a World Series title remained equally unmatched. In his service as vice president (now emeritus) of the American League, a post he’d held for twenty years, Yawkey stood tall as a stabilizing figure in a sport evolving through uncertain times. Most of the men who played for him remained fiercely loyal to Yawkey because of his personal kindness and undying private generosity. Although no longer his contemporaries or partners in crime, the Red Sox players had always provided the nearest thing he would ever know to an extended family; those closest to him, like Ted Williams or Carl Yastrzemski, could accurately be described as his surrogate sons. By 1975 the people of New England had bestowed upon both Yawkey and his ballpark the respect and affection they had historically shown to any person or place that in their long memories had stood the test of time; they embraced them both as local monuments. All past sins and transgressions forgiven, the Sox’s benevolent monarch had at last become beloved in his adopted town. His team hadn’t suffered another losing season since their “Impossible Dream” year; they were a perennial front-line contender now, and winning a World Series was no longer just an achievement that Red Sox fans craved for themselves; they had embraced it as a sacred and sentimental responsibility: “Let’s win one for good old Tom Yawkey.”

 

AT EIGHT O’CLOCK, Yawkey escorted Duffy Lewis from his rooftop perch down through the stands to the playing field for the opening rituals of Game Six. Red Sox officials parted the crowd ahead of them, but as always, Yawkey stopped to offer a soft hand and exchange smiles or encouraging words with the admiring fans he greeted along the way. When they finally reached the field, the proceedings were called to order by Fenway’s longtime PA announcer Sherm Feller, who greeted the crowd with his signature phrase, offered in his familiar gravelly baritone: “Attention please, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, welcome to Fenway Park.” After “The Star-Spangled Banner” was played by veteran organist John Kiley on his Hammond X-66, Duffy Lewis hobbled toward the mound to throw out the ceremonial first pitch for Game Six, and his introduction was greeted by a long and emotional ovation.

Lewis had thrown out the first pitch on Opening Day for the 1975 season back in April, when the Brewers came to Boston with Hank Aaron, making his debut in the American League after breaking Babe Ruth’s home run record, in order to finish his career back where it began in Milwaukee. After his own playing days ended, Duffy had put in twenty-five years as traveling secretary for the Boston Braves, the city’s longtime National League franchise—which moved to Milwaukee in 1953—and he had known Aaron when they were both with the Braves. Now, after the Red Sox’s dramatic charge to this World Series, Tom Yawkey had brought Duffy back as a good luck talisman for the difficult task ahead in Game Six. Whispered stories passed between the generations in the stands, revived memories of this half-forgotten ghost of greatness past—See that old man down there? He knew Babe Ruth, they were teammates together. That’s right, Babe Ruth played for the Red Sox back then, and Duffy saw the Babe hit his first home run. Duffy could hit, too; he hit over .400 in the Series in 1915. The consensus seemed to be that surely his presence augured well for the business at hand, and the crowd cheered wildly as Duffy’s throw reached Red Sox catcher Carlton Fisk on the fly.

Tom Yawkey watched quietly, seated beside Commissioner Bowie Kuhn in the front row, just to the left of home plate, before returning to his private box upstairs. Every person in that crowd knew how badly their team’s owner wanted a World Series trophy, and seemed ready and determined to will their Red Sox to victory that night. Yawkey had traveled to Oakland for the one-game conclusion of their surprising sweep of the A’s in the League Championship, and had also gone with the team on their recent trip to Cincinnati, but he had been taken ill there and instead of braving the cool night air in the stands at Riverfront Stadium had watched Games Three and Four on television in a room off the visitors’ clubhouse. He then flew back to Boston early on the day of Game Five, which he watched from his suite at the Ritz. It was explained to the press that Yawkey was suffering from the same heavy chest cold that had hit many of his players, including Luis Tiant and Red Sox right fielder Dwight Evans.

With the exception of his wife, Jean, and a few team executives, no one else in the stadium that night of Game Six knew that this year’s quest for a championship had taken on an even starker urgency: The seventy-two-year-old Yawkey had recently been diagnosed with leukemia, was already undergoing chemotherapy at New England Baptist Hospital, and had less than nine months to live.









THREE


Baseball is a private game.

GEORGE PLIMPTON






FOR GEORGE “SPARKY” ANDERSON, HALF OF THE JOB OF managing a game was over by the time the ink was dry on his lineup card.

Hell, we played a hundred and sixty-five games already—and we won a hundred and eleven of ’em, by the way—you know what your fellas can do, just let ’em go out there and play!

It didn’t hurt that four of the men in his everyday lineup would amass Hall of Fame–level credentials, and three of the other four, at one time or another in their careers, were or would be All-Star-caliber players. The Reds had been called the “Big Red Machine” since the phrase first appeared on their yearbook in 1970; Pete Rose always claimed he’d jokingly coined the name to distinguish the team from an antique Ford he had dubbed the “Little Red Machine.” Whatever its genesis, the “Machine” tag stuck—and became a key to Cincinnati’s extraordinary marketing of the team—but 1975 was the first year people began to refer to Sparky’s starters out on the field as the “Great Eight.”

Pitchers—now, they’re a different category—their own category, if you know what I’m saying—and they were Shep’s responsibility, Cincinnati Reds pitching coach Larry Shepard. If Sparky needed to know something about one of them during a game, Shep was always right there sitting on the bench to Sparky’s right. Shep had been a pitcher himself; he spoke their language, knew all their peculiar mechanics and goofball tendencies, and he rode them hard, calling everyone “dumb ass” whenever they screwed up.


Pitchers—what are you gonna do?

From the men on Anderson’s pitching staff’s perspective, it seemed that at some level their manager didn’t even think of them as ballplayers, not in the same way he did his everyday players. As far as they were concerned, Sparky was in the superstar business, taking care of Rose, Morgan, Bench, and Tony Perez, the team’s glamour guys and poster boys. Unless they came to him first, practically the only time Sparky ever talked directly to a pitcher was when he called one into his office to tell him he was or wasn’t starting—or he was being sent down or traded or released, not exactly pleasant prospects for either party—or when Sparky marched out to the mound to pull one of them out of a game.

Which Anderson had done in 1975 more frequently than any other manager in the history of baseball—277 times, to be exact. They’d started calling him “Captain Hook” a few years before for just that reason. At one point during the ’75 season the Reds staff had set a major-league record by going forty-five straight starts without one of their pitchers throwing a complete game.

And that pitcher better not say word one once Sparky got out there to pull him.

I’m your boss, I’m not out here for your opinion—unless I ask you for it—and I sure as hell ain’t interested in your opinion about the soundness of my judgment.

Sparky always kept his hands stuffed in his back pockets whenever he went out on the field; that way if he lost his temper during an argument with an umpire, he wouldn’t end up strangling the man, which he’d nearly done once during his fiery minor-league days. Nor did he want to show up the pitcher he’d come to yank—if he protested—by means of an eloquent gesture. Sparky had strict rules about decorum for everything that took place, on or off the field—and he made doggone sure from the first day of spring training on that every last Red knew them.

Don’t you hand me that damn ball until I reach out and ask you for it. We’re professionals out here. We’ve got another man coming in to do this job now, and we’ll all damn well stand here together like a team and wait until he’s on his way.

As soon as the summoned reliever reached the edge of the infield, Sparky reached out, took the ball, slapped his departing pitcher on the ass to start him toward the showers, then handed it to the next guy once he got there, laid out the situation and what he expected of him, slapped him on the ass, and trotted back to his place on the bench.

What the hell am I gonna tell anybody about pitching? I played one season in the majors and hit .218! That’s what we’re paying Shep for, and if I need another opinion, hell, I got Johnny Bench behind the plate. Think he don’t know how a guy’s throwing? You want to know how good and smart Bench is? God reached down and touched his mama when she was carrying him, that’s the only way to explain it, because he plays his position better than anybody else played theirs in the history of the game. Period.

Sparky, of course, knew a great deal more about pitching and his pitchers than he let on, but he never second-guessed his catcher; a glance, a gesture, a quiet word from Bench (“He’s done”) was all he needed to reach for the hook. Sparky was a worrier, by nature; and nothing provoked more of it than the mysterious souls of pitchers.
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