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“Baseball isn’t statistics; it’s Joe DiMaggio rounding second.”

—Jimmy Breslin





1936

With Joe DiMaggio in the lineup, the Yankees win their first World Series since 1932, the start of baseball’s first true dynasty.
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A Savior Arrives from Out of the West

Back in the day, when baseball was truly the national pastime, the game seemed to reflect the shifts in style and mood that defined its era. It was as if the texture of the sport was sewn into the fabric of its time, its pulse measured beat-for-beat by the events taking place around it.

The Yankees of the 1920s embodied that decade in its every aspect. It was, after all, the Roaring Twenties—the Jazz Age, when the country bounced to its own tune, full of the snap and sizzle of champagne pop, flappers strutting to the frenzied rhythms of the Charleston, speakeasies humming with a wink and a nod. True to their time, the Yankees of the twenties won with flair and flourish, with an air of superiority that would soon become the logo of the franchise. The dead-ball era was over, and just in time for Babe Ruth to explode upon the scene in a spanking new Yankee Stadium, with its short right-field porch tucked into a cavernous depth that gave it the intimidating aura of a Roman coliseum. The Bambino, who dwarfed everything around him, was the incarnation of the 1920s in both size and performance, a boisterous, fearless Caravaggio who did what he did better than anyone had done it before him.

The Yankees won six pennants during the twenties, the last in 1928, but their reign ended a year later, the year the New York Stock Market crashed and the Great Depression descended upon the nation. The early thirties belonged to the St. Louis Cardinals, a team that became known, appropriately enough, as the Gas House Gang. The Cards were a perfect fit for their time, tough and relentless and without the slightest suggestion of grandeur or majesty. They were a hardscrabble, grind-it-out band that featured the likes of Frankie Frisch, Pepper Martin, Ripper Collins, Joe Medwick, and Leo Durocher who, it was said, gave the team its sobriquet. The Cards, who won pennants in 1930, ’31, and ’34, often took the field in scruffy, unwashed uniforms, forging an identity with fans who understood the need to make do. They had a ball club that shared the deprivations of the times.

By mid-decade, the times had begun to change. The nation was still in the grip of the depression, but the tide seemed about to turn. Unemployment, as high as 25 percent in 1933, had dipped to 17 percent by 1936. Attendance at Yankee Stadium, which had dropped precipitously in 1934 and ’35, rose sharply by almost one-third. It was a time of measured optimism, hopeful but cautious. There was the growing sense that things would eventually right themselves if attention was paid and the work that had to be done was done with dispatch and efficiency. Production rather than style was the key to recovery.

It was a mood that was nutrient for the Yankees of 1936, the rookie year of the incomparable Joe DiMaggio, the start of baseball’s greatest dynasty. The Yankees would go on to win four consecutive World Series, and they did it with room to spare. They finished an average of nearly fifteen games ahead of the second-place team. They won their four World Series by an overall margin of 16–3, sweeping the last two. The 1936 team featured six future Hall of Fame players and a manager that would bring the total to seven. And that was just the beginning. They seemed to improve every year. The ’39 team, the last of the dynasty, was, by any measure, the best of them all.

But 1936 was the transformative year; it represented an awakening of sorts. The Yankees had dominated the twenties in devastating fashion. Driven by the power tandem of Ruth and Lou Gehrig, they had won six pennants between 1921 and ’28. The 1927 team, considered by many as the best of all time, was known as Murderers’ Row and for good reason. They won 110 games, finishing nineteen games ahead of the second-place Athletics, and then swept the Pittsburgh Pirates in the World Series. They squeaked through by a narrower margin the following year, their third league championship in a row, and then it all stopped.

In 1929, the Yankees crashed, along with the stock market. They fell into their own depression, albeit briefly, finishing behind Connie Mack’s Athletics by margins of nineteen, sixteen, and thirteen-and-a-half games from 1929 to ’31. They made a brief recovery in 1932, defeating the Chicago Cubs in the World Series, but it was the last of the Ruthian years. His numbers sagged the following season and fell off the charts in 1934, his final year as a Yankee. The Yanks finished second that year, as they had the year before, and began the 1935 season without Ruth in the lineup for the first time since 1919. The power burden fell squarely upon the shoulders of Lou Gehrig, but without Ruth hitting ahead of him, he found himself exposed as the team’s only home run threat. He had won the Triple Crown (leading the league in batting average, home runs, and runs batted in) in 1934 but saw his figures tail off a bit a year later. Although a batting average of .329 with 30 homers and 119 RBIs would have been an outstanding season for most players, it was a significant drop from his .363, 49, and 165 the previous year.

Still, the Yankees made a respectable show of it in 1935. The pitching staff, led by Red Ruffing and Lefty Gomez and buttressed by Johnny Allen and Johnny Broaca, compensated somewhat for the power shortage, and the team was in the hunt well into September. They had started the season in good form and led the league in late July, but then the Detroit Tigers, defending league champions, got hot. They put together winning streaks of ten and nine games and slipped past the Yankees into first place on July 26. Detroit stayed hot right on through Labor Day and, on September 8, led the league by ten games. But the Yankees had one last burst left in them. They closed the season winning eight of their last nine games and finished just three lengths off the pace. It was a significant improvement over the previous season when they had ended up seven games in back of Detroit.

There seemed to be reason for hope as 1936 dawned, but the Tigers were a formidable outfit. After clinching the pennant, they polished off the Chicago Cubs, four games to two. Remarkably enough, they had never won a World Series before, not even during the glory years of Ty Cobb when they lost three in a row, from 1907 to ’09. In the first two, they had fallen victim to the Cubs of “Tinker to Evers to Chance” fame by margins of 4–0 and 4–1. A year later, they lost to Honus Wagner’s Pittsburgh Pirates in seven games. It took twenty-five years for them to get another shot at it, but in 1934, they were beaten 4–3 by the St. Louis Cardinals Gas House Gang, losing all four games to the brothers Dean—two each to Dizzy and Paul. Now, champions at last, they were looking ahead to a future that offered the promise of fame and glory.

Their pitching staff featured Tommy Bridges and Schoolboy Rowe, who between them had accounted for eighty-six wins in the two previous seasons. Mickey Cochrane, voted the league’s Most Valuable Player in 1934, was behind the plate, and a sound infield had Charlie Gehringer at second base and the 1935 MVP, Hank Greenberg, at first. Greenberg was to the Tigers what Ruth had been to the Yankees. At age twenty-four, he already had taken his place among baseball’s power elite. In 1935, while batting .328, he led the league in RBIs with 170; total bases, 389; extra base hits, 98; and tied Jimmy Foxx for the lead in home runs with 36. At the All-Star break Greenberg had driven in 103 runs, a record that still stands, but was not selected to the All-Star team. He was, however, the unanimous choice for MVP at season’s end.

The Yankees, for their part, certainly had the credentials of a worthy adversary. Gehrig, still in his prime, was ready to return to form in 1936. Named the first Yankee captain since Everett Scott eleven years earlier, he would continue to bat cleanup and produce runs in a lineup studded with .300 hitters and enough power to give a pitcher cause for concern. At second base, Tony Lazzeri was a charter member of Murderers’ Row, having debuted in 1926 with 18 home runs and 114 runs batted in while hitting .275. Frank Crosetti was in the early stages of a long career—twenty-seven years—with the Yankees at shortstop and later as third-base coach. Three players—Red Rolfe, the slick-fielding third baseman; outfielder George Selkirk; and relief pitcher Johnny Murphy—were all brought up from their Triple-A Newark farm team in 1934 and went on to play prominent roles in the dynasty that would follow. The pitching staff was anchored by Red Ruffing and Lefty Gomez. Ruffing was another gift (Ruth, of course, was the first) from the Boston Red Sox. Having compiled a record of 39–93 with the Sox, he turned into the ace of the Yankees’ staff, winning at least twenty games each season during the dynasty years from 1936–39. At the other end of the battery was Bill Dickey, destined for the Hall of Fame along with Ruffing, Gomez, Gehrig, and Lazzeri. It was already an imposing cast that was headed toward the 1936 season, but the pulse of anticipation was quickened by the prospect of the long-awaited appearance of a rookie from the San Francisco Seals by the name of Joe DiMaggio.

The Seals played in the Pacific Coast League, which occupied a special status in those pre-flight days. It was viewed as a shade better than the Triple-A minor league, though not quite on a par with the majors. And everyone who was paid to keep an eye on fresh talent knew that a twenty-one-year-old kid named Joe DiMaggio, the middle of three baseball-playing brothers, was tearing the league apart. In 1933, his rookie season, he batted .340 with 28 home runs and 169 RBIs. Along the way, he hit safely in sixty-one consecutive games, still a record for professional baseball. From that point on, his every movement was tracked closely by every major-league team.

In those years, long before players were drafted in an orderly sequence and decades before computer technology had put its hand to the wheel, it was left to a special birddog breed to find major-league talent wherever it was. They were called scouts, and if they were really good they could earn a place in baseball legend that would memorialize their names alongside those they had discovered. Paul Krichell, who signed Lou Gehrig to a Yankee contract in 1923 after seeing him hit two home runs in a game at Columbia University, fills an Internet site more than ninety years later. Two West Coast scouts for the Yankees, Joe Devine and Bill Essick, enjoyed an equally enlightening experience ten years later when they saw the eighteen-year-old DiMaggio in his rookie season. But they were not alone in their discovery. The entire baseball world would soon know that he was as close to a sure thing as one was likely to find—Ty Cobb and Babe Ruth rolled into one.

However, some reservations surfaced the following season. DiMaggio tore cartilage in his knee while stepping out of a taxi cab at Fisherman’s Wharf, and, in a shortened season, his numbers fell off drastically. Scouts grew tentative and major-league owners became wary of paying too high a price for damaged goods. Devine had an orthopedist examine the knee, and the verdict was that he would recover fully. The Yankees decided to make their move while the market price was depressed. When the 1934 season ended, they sent five minor-league players and $25,000 to San Francisco for the rights to DiMaggio and waited anxiously to see how he fared with the injured knee in one more season with the Seals. The results were more than gratifying. DiMaggio led the league in almost every department while being voted Most Valuable Player. He batted .398 with 34 homers and 154 RBIs. Also among his phenomenal total of 270 hits were 48 doubles and 18 triples. He was one of baseball’s rarest commodities—a power hitter who seldom struck out. And yet, his batting achievements were only part of the story. Beyond statistical measure was the fact that DiMaggio was at least as good in the field and on the bases as he was at the plate.

Rarely had expectations been so high for a player who had yet to put on a major-league uniform. It was not just on-field performance that DiMaggio was expected to contribute; it was his unspoken mission to replace Babe Ruth, to become the face of the team and embrace its destiny. It was the equal of asking someone to fit a mold that had already been cast and broken. Ruth was a figure around whom legends were woven. It was said that a boy who was paralyzed rose from his bed and walked when Ruth delivered on a promise to hit a home run for him. In the 1932 World Series against the Cubs, Ruth stepped into the batter’s box and pointed his bat in the direction of the center field fence, then dispatched Charlie Root’s next pitch precisely to that part of the ballpark. The question, never directly answered, was whether Ruth had engaged in prophesy or was merely pointing at the pitcher as if to give warning. But it didn’t really matter. No one asks for a replay of the race between the tortoise and the hare, and no one cares whether Icarus actually flew too close to the sun. Mythology survives on its own terms, and no mythological figure on the planet had the stature of Babe Ruth.

DiMaggio, whose very name suggested the presence of magic, had begun to inhabit his own myth even before he set foot in the Bronx. Ruth was now retired but Gehrig was still in his prime and the presumptive heir to the unofficial title of team leader. He was arguably as good as any player in the game and was in fact named team captain in 1934, a post that had remained vacant for more than forty years after his departure. But Gehrig, though a favorite of both teammates and fans, never seemed to endow the team with a personality that was all its own. He was uniquely himself, a man to be admired for what he was but whose style was not suited for export. It did not infiltrate the mood of those around him. And it did not help that, despite his league-leading achievements, the Yankees had not won a pennant in the past three years; they had never won a championship without Ruth in the lineup.

DiMaggio, by contrast, carried himself with a style that seemed to alter the shape of whatever landscape he inhabited. It was a subliminal message that was sent silently, without ostentation or the slightest suggestion of bravado. A bit shy and somewhat formal of manner, DiMaggio would stride upon the New York stage with the aplomb of Olivier about to deliver Hamlet to the waiting audience once the curtain rose. It was as if he had just stepped down from Mount Olympus but saw nothing special about his address. He was not arrogant or given to the bluster that would define great athletes of a future generation. While others stood in awe of his magisterial presence, DiMaggio seemed entirely unaware of the magic he turned loose simply by entering the field. There was no plan or road map that he followed. Those who appropriate the mystique of the gods do so by instinct only.

So it appeared from the moment he arrived on the scene, when he put on the pinstripes with the No. 9 on the back of the jersey (he did not wear No. 5, which put him in sequence with Ruth’s 3 and Gehrig’s 4, until the following season), the New York Yankees were DiMaggio’s team. Now discarded was the image of 1920s sparkle and flash, the overwhelming sense of transcendence that Ruth brought to the team. DiMaggio’s Yankees would be sober and businesslike. They won with a mechanical efficiency that would define them for decades. One needed to get the job done as quickly and efficiently as possible. No points were given for style.

Prior to the 1936 season, DiMaggio, Lazzeri, and Crosetti, all from the Bay Area in San Francisco, drove east together to the Yankees’ spring training site in St. Petersburg, Florida. None of the three was much given to conversation, and it was said that during the five- or six-day drive the only sound in the car came when Lazzeri cleared his throat. Crosetti asked, “Did you say something?” and Lazzeri said, “No.”

DiMaggio’s arrival was awaited with the breathless anticipation of the Second Coming. The New York papers were filled with news from training camp. There, surrounded by palm trees and a landscape that instilled a sense of serenity and quiet purpose, were photographs of the Yankees in their pinstripe uniforms getting ready for the start of the season. There were many photos of DiMaggio—close-up head shots, his nostrils flared like those of a thoroughbred racehorse; others showed him in his spread-eagle batting stance, bat held high, motionless, awaiting a pitch he was certain to propel into the far reaches of the ballpark. John Thorn, the official historian of major league baseball, offered this description of DiMaggio’s stance: “He was like the Colossus of Rhodes, with ships sailing between his legs.” Even up north in New York, one could almost smell the warmth of the sunlit afternoon, the air light and sweet; time, moving slowly, now frozen in a moment of expectation. Spring training had finally arrived; the start of the season was just weeks away.
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An Auspicious Beginning Ends with a Setback

Spring training was a more serious endeavor back then, before the advent of television, before the Internet, before technology had made its presence felt. There was at the time no overlap among the sports seasons. The NFL and college bowl games had closed shop in December, so football was a distant memory. There were no professional basketball leagues of any consequence in the thirties, the NCAA and NIT college basketball tournaments were still on the horizon, and ice hockey’s Stanley Cup playoffs ended in early spring, before the start of the baseball season.

In any event, baseball was the only professional sport that really mattered at the time. Fans counted down the days until training camps opened and the pre-season games were played with earnest intent. With only sixteen teams divided neatly into two leagues and a reserve clause that tied players to a team in perpetuity, there tended to be little change in most lineups from season to season. The games, especially those between contending teams, were considered a prelude to what lay ahead, and most teams used their starting players right from the start of what was glibly called the Grapefruit League season. That’s as it was when the Yankees opened their spring training season against the St. Louis Cardinals on Tuesday, March 17.

The Cards, still composed mostly of the old Gas House Gang, had won the world championship in 1934 and finished second by four games to the Chicago Cubs a year later. Their starting lineup included, among the regulars, Terry Moore in center field flanked by Pepper Martin and Joe Medwick; Johnny Mize at first base; Frankie Frisch at second; and Leo Durocher at shortstop. The Yankees played their regular infield: Lou Gehrig at first, Tony Lazzeri at second, Frank Crosetti at shortstop, and Red Rolfe at third. The outfield featured Joe DiMaggio, batting third in the order, playing center field.

The brutal winter-like weather on this St. Patrick’s Day was likely the reason that a crowd of only about two thousand turned up at Waterfront Park in St. Petersburg, Florida. According to James P. Dawson, writing in the New York Times, spectators wore overcoats to protect them from “a blustery wind that blew out of the north with gale-like force.” The start of the game was delayed while “the infield was rendered presentable by burning gasoline.”

It did not seem to be a matter of concern that the Cardinals won the game 8–7. DiMaggio owned the headlines. In his first game in pinstripes, he went four-for-five, including a triple, drove in two runs, and scored two others and, wrote Dawson, he made “a glittering catch of Charley Gelbert’s long fly in deep center starting the seventh . . . If there was any doubt about this newcomer, he dispelled it today.” The Cards had 14 hits, four of them by Frisch, and capitalized on six Yankee errors. They beat the Yanks again the following day 6–5 but DiMaggio once more captured the headlines, going two-for-four, with another triple.

The return of baseball and the dazzling audition of DiMaggio were a welcome distraction from other events that had begun to intrude on a wider scale. Just ten days before the Yanks and Cardinals played their first game, Adolf Hitler sent German troops to reoccupy the Rhineland in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles, which had been drafted at the end of World War I. It was just the first step in a series of brazen moves that would eventually plunge the world into war. Storm clouds were drifting across the European continent, but most of the world seemed to be looking the other way. There were troubles at home, too. Dust Bowl problems continued to plague the Midwest and prairie states. Many miles of crops and pasturelands were ruined. Farmers and their families suffered severe health problems and began a trek west, mostly to California. With these issues tugging at the heart of a nation still in the throes of the Depression, baseball was a balm that helped ease the tension, and DiMaggio provided the focus. It was an unlikely role for the twenty-one-year-old son of an Italian immigrant.

Joseph Paul DiMaggio was born on November 25, 1914, in Martinez, California, just northeast of San Francisco. He was the eighth of nine children, one of five sons. A year after Joe was born, the family moved to The City, as San Francisco was called, where his father, Giuseppe, resumed his work as a fisherman. The plan was for his five sons to take up the fishing trade as had generations of DiMaggios before him. But just two of the boys were interested. The other three, despite their father’s protestations, moved in an entirely different direction—they became major-league baseball players.

Baseball was more than a pastime in San Francisco. It was played on all levels. Joe played shortstop for several amateur and semipro teams while his older brother, nineteen-year-old Vince, was an outfielder for the San Francisco Seals, the cream of the Pacific Coast League. The Seals found themselves in need of a shortstop near the end of the 1932 season, and Vince persuaded manager Ike Caveney to give his seventeen-year-old brother a chance. Joe played the final three games of the season and was signed to a contract in 1933 for $225 a month. He was moved to the outfield because his strong but erratic arm was deemed too much of a risk at shortstop. The outfield was exactly right for Joe. He covered vast swaths of ground with his long, loping strides and seemed to have a radar-like sense of exactly where the ball was headed and where it would descend—and, more often than not, he was in precisely the right spot for the ball to drop harmlessly into his glove. Years later, when he was playing for the Yankees, a reporter suggested that in order to get to the ball in time, he had to leave with the crack of the bat. No, said DiMaggio, the crack of the bat would be much too late; you have to get going as soon as the batter starts his swing.

Joe wasted little time in putting his batting skills on display. It was in his rookie season that he hit safely in sixty-one consecutive games, and curiously enough it was the hitting streak that turned him into a baseball aficionado. “Baseball really didn’t get into my blood until I knocked off that hitting streak,” he said. “Getting a daily hit became more important to me than eating, drinking, or sleeping. Overnight, I became a personality.” His future stardom seemed assured, and he got to the major leagues a season ahead of his older brother. Vince, a sound but unspectacular player, left San Diego of the Pacific Coast League for the Boston Bees (soon to be renamed the Braves) at the end of the 1936 season. He batted .256 as a rookie, but he clearly had nowhere near the promise of his brother. The following year, although he led his team in home runs with the rather paltry total of fourteen, he batted only .228 and set a National League record for strikeouts with 134, almost 100 more than Joe. The third DiMaggio, Dom, would have a long and distinguished career with the Boston Red Sox from 1940 to 1953. Joe, of course, was at the threshold of a storied career that would earn him a place among baseball’s immortals.

Recognized as the team leader even before he played his first game as a Yankee, he was the driving force that spearheaded the team to its record four straight championships. He is probably best remembered for his fifty-six-game hitting streak in 1941, a year he led the league in RBIs with 125 while batting .357 and hitting 30 home runs. That season, he won his second of three Most Valuable Player awards, beating out Boston’s Ted Williams who batted .406 and remains the last player to reach the .400 mark. The hitting streak, a record that still stands and is unlikely ever to be matched, appears even more remarkable when it is noted that in his 223 times at bat during its course he struck out only five times. In fact, he struck out only thirteen times in his 541 at-bats during the season.

After spending three prime seasons—from 1943 to 1945—in the service during World War II, DiMaggio was never quite the same when he returned at the age of thirty-one. But he was still good enough. In 1946, he batted .290 with 25 home runs and 95 runs batted in, and he remained the unquestioned team leader. Though he continued to play through 1951, 1948 was his last great season in terms of statistics. Despite playing with a bone spur in this right heel, he led the league in home runs with 39 and RBIs with 155 while batting .320. In sum, his post-war batting average was .304, with an average of 24 home runs a year, compared with .339 and 31 homers a year between 1936 and 1942.

Over the course of his career, DiMaggio hit .325 with 361 home runs and 1,537 RBIs. He was an All-Star in each of his thirteen seasons. He was named MVP three times and finished in the top nine of ballots cast seven other times. Perhaps most impressive was his strikeout record. In 6,821 times at bat, he struck out only 369 times, only eight more than his total of home runs—an average of once every 18.5 times at bat.

Statistics, however, are no way to define what DiMaggio was. To some degree, his stature was described by the sports columnist Jim Murray who wrote: “Joe DiMaggio played the game at least a couple of levels higher than the rest of baseball. A lot of guys, all you had to see to know they were great was a stat sheet. DiMaggio, you had to see. It wasn’t only numbers on a page—although they were there too—it was a question of command, style, grace.”

The spring training season moved right along with the Yankees showing their potential and DiMaggio displaying his. He batted .600 during the first week and tailed off just a bit throughout March and into April. But early in April, not long before opening day, DiMaggio suffered a freak mishap that caused him to miss the first seventeen games of the regular season. He had suffered a minor foot injury, and as part a new heat therapy technology, his foot was attached to a diathermy apparatus. The team doctor, Doc Painter, left the room for too long, and DiMaggio’s foot was burned seriously enough to sideline him for a month.

Still, the team’s pre-season performance had to be considered a solid success, and the outlook was promising. The Yankees had, after all, closed fast at the end of the 1935 season, and the core of that team, still in its prime, would be returning. The addition of DiMaggio was expected to offset the Tigers’ acquisition of future Hall of Fame outfielder Al Simmons. With hopes high and the future beckoning, the team packed its bags and headed north. They would open the season on April 14 in the nation’s capital against the Washington Senators.

The day came up overcast with a mid-April chill in the air, not unusual in Washington that time of year. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, following a tradition that began with William Howard Taft in 1910, threw out the first ball before a crowd of 31,000. It was a cheerful FDR, clad in overcoat and fedora, who made the toss while cameras flashed and the crowd applauded. He was nearing the completion of his successful first term and on the way to a landslide victory over Kansas Governor Alf Landon.

The hometown team was looking ahead to what would be a far less sanguine future. The Senators, perennial contenders during the early thirties and league champions in 1933, had slipped badly. They finished sixth in 1934 and seventh, next to last place in the old eight-team leagues, the following year. But they would start the new season auspiciously. In a breathless pitchers’ duel, Washington’s Bobo Newsom got the better of Lefty Gomez. The game was scoreless going into the bottom of the ninth, but it ended quickly when Carl Reynolds opened the inning with a double and the next batter, Cecil Travis, drove him home for a 1–0 opening-day victory.

Manager Joe McCarthy had chosen Gomez over Red Ruffing to start the season despite his having a losing record, 12–15, in 1935. Gomez had been a twenty-game winner in three of the previous four seasons. In 1934, he had his best year, going 26–5. Ruffing, the Boston import, would have to wait a year before becoming the ace of the staff, winning twenty or more games in each season of the team’s four-year dynasty.

Gomez was one of the most popular Yankees, a fan favorite and a prized teammate. His comedic antics became part of his legacy. They had earned him the nickname “Goofy,” and he reveled in being called Goofy Gomez. In the years to come, he was one of a very small group of players who could coax a laugh from an innately serious, if not solemn, Joe DiMaggio. His most celebrated gesture of comic relief would occur during the 1936 World Series against the New York Giants. With runners on base and Mel Ott, who had already tagged Gomez for a homer, at the plate representing the potential tying run, Gomez casually stepped off the mound and gazed skyward at a plane that had just taken flight from nearby LaGuardia Airport. Lefty did not think there was anything particularly remarkable about taking such a pause in the midst of a World Series game. How is it any different, he asked, from stepping off the mound to tie your shoelace?

Named Vernon Louis at birth in Rodeo, California, Gomez was the son of a father whose roots were Spanish and a mother of Welsh-Irish descent. He often was referred to as Mexican American and earned another nickname, the Gay Castilian, when the term “gay” had an entirely different meaning from what it has today. He came of age in Oakland, part of the same San Francisco Bay Area that produced the Italian trio of DiMaggio, Lazzeri, and Crosetti. After playing on the local sandlots, he signed with the San Francisco Seals and was purchased by the Yankees for $39,000, a bit more than they paid for DiMaggio.

His first appearance for the Yanks came in 1930 in a relief role, and he finished the season with a 2–5 mark. He hit his stride the following year, winning twenty-one games, then twenty-four the next season, and twenty-six in 1934. As effective as he was on the mound, he was just so inept at bat. His lifetime batting average was an anemic .147. In 904 at-bats, he never hit a home run or a triple and very few doubles. After one of his two-base hits, he was immediately picked off second base. When he returned to the dugout, McCarthy asked him what happened. “How should I know?” Gomez said, “I’ve never been there before.”

In a classic exchange with an umpire, Gomez came to bat on a foggy afternoon with the hard-throwing Bob Feller on the mound. Just before stepping into the batter’s box, Gomez struck a match. “What’s the big idea?” the umpire asked. “Do you think that match will help you see Feller’s fast one?” “No,” Gomez replied, “I’m not concerned about that. I just want to make sure he can see me.”

Gomez and the rest of the staff enjoyed the luxury of excellent defense up the middle of the diamond, covered as it was by three players of Italian descent—Lazzeri at second, Crosetti at shortstop, and DiMaggio in center field. In those less sensitive times, it was not always considered an insult to use ethnic terms, such as “dago” for an Italian, which would be verboten in the years ahead. So it was that during a game in 1936, with men on base and less than two out, Gomez fielded a sharp one-hop drive and threw the ball to Lazzeri at second, ignoring Crosetti who was covering third. When Gomez returned to the dugout, McCarthy demanded an explanation. Gomez explained: “When I got the ball, I heard someone shout ‘throw it to the dago,’ but he didn’t say which dago.” “Maybe I should be thankful,” McCarthy replied, “that you didn’t throw it to DiMaggio.”

DiMaggio also played a role in another tale of Gomez’s flippancy. In a game at Yankee Stadium, the Detroit slugger Hank Greenberg hit a drive to the deepest reaches of center field. DiMaggio turned his back to the plate and took off in the direction of the center-field flagpole, more than 450 feet from home plate. When he reached its base, he turned just in time to meet the ball’s descent. Walking off the field at the end of the inning, Gomez crossed paths with Greenberg and said, “Got you to go for a bad one, didn’t I?” The remark was appropriate enough. Over the years, Gomez often joked that the secret of his success was “clean living and a fast outfield.”

One of Gomez’s favorite lines, often repeated when events spun in his favor, was “I’d rather be lucky than good.” He was, of course, both. He won twenty-plus games four times and was an All-Star every year from 1933 to 1939. He led the league twice each in wins, winning percentage, and ERA. He had his best season in 1934 when he posted a record of 26–5. In both 1934 and 1937, he won pitching’s Triple Crown, leading the league in wins, ERA, and strikeouts. He won six World Series games without a loss, a career record.

Gomez’s narrow loss in the opener foretold the early part of the season for the Yankees. They got off to an indifferent start, losing three of their first four games. Still, there was little cause for concern. By any standard, the Yankees’ lineup was solid from top to bottom, and McCarthy went with much the same cast game-for-game: Red Rolfe, 3B; Roy Johnson, LF; George Selkirk, RF; Lou Gehrig, 1B; Bill Dickey, C; Ben Chapman, CF (until DiMaggio was ready); Tony Lazzeri, 2B; Frank Crosetti, SS; and the pitcher.

There was, of course, no designated hitter in the thirties, and there would be none for nearly forty years. Nor had the concept of platooning—matching right-hand batters against left-hand pitchers and vice versa—yet manifested itself. Lineups by and large remained stable; pitchers took the mound with only three days’ rest and were expected to pitch a complete game. The ritual of the pitch count lay far in the future; relief pitchers were a relatively new commodity and were brought into the game only when the starting pitcher had begun to falter. Games were played in the afternoon beneath the sun of summer, and they moved along quickly. Rare was the game that dragged on for three hours, and it was not unusual to complete a game in less than two. The season opener had taken just two hours and thirteen minutes.

The next day’s game took a few minutes longer as a lot more runs were scored, but the result was the same. The Yanks suffered a second straight one-run loss. They seemed to have the game under control with a 5–0 lead after five innings, but Monte Pearson, who had been obtained from Cleveland in a trade for Johnny Allen in the off-season, gave up a pair of runs in the sixth, and when the leadoff batter opened the seventh with a single, McCarthy called for Johnny Murphy, the Yankees’ prime reliever. Murphy was not at his best that day. He yielded a double to the leadoff batter, and after an error by Rolfe at third loaded the bases, Murphy gave up a single, a double, and two walks, which accounted for a total of four runs and a 6–5 Senators lead, and that was how the game ended.

It was a rare unsuccessful effort for Murphy, who was one of the first relief specialists of his time. Relief pitching was an entirely different proposition in those days. The bullpen was not the critical factor that it became decades later. For the most part, teams had only one relief specialist; some had none. A pitching staff consisted of a four-man starting rotation and a cluster of spot starters who filled in when the schedule grew crowded, most often with doubleheaders, which were a regular practice at the time. They also were hailed from the bullpen when the starting pitcher needed help or when the game was out of reach one way or the other. Johnny Murphy was an exception.

A product of the Bronx, Murphy was a graduate of Fordham Prep and Fordham University. He came to the Yankees in 1934, started twenty games, and posted a record of 14–10. The following year, he started only eight times and began specializing in relief. He registered seven saves (a statistic that did not exist in the thirties) and had a 10–5 win-loss record. From that point on, he was used almost exclusively in relief, setting the standard for what was to come. There were no designated relievers at that time. Starters were expected to complete their games. Relief pitchers generally were those past their prime or those who had not yet reached theirs. Members of the starting rotation were often called upon in crucial situations.

Murphy, who sat quietly in the bullpen until peril called for his appearance, was the exception. But he was not what would later become known as a closer, a ninth-inning specialist who came in with a three-run lead and picked up a save by retiring the side before giving up three runs. He usually entered the game with men on base and the opposing team threatening. It was his job “to put out the fire,” and for that reason, he was nicknamed “The Fireman.”

Though Yankee starters still completed the vast majority of their games, Murphy, whose “out pitch” was a devastating curveball, was relied upon to bail them out when the need arose. Gomez was often the beneficiary of his efforts. When asked how many games he expected to win one season, Gomez responded, “Ask Murphy.”

Although the save was not an official statistic in the thirties, applying the formula retroactively, Murphy led the league four times in five seasons. His 19 saves in 1939 were second in history only to Firpo Marberry’s 22 for the 1926 Washington Senators. Murphy made the All-Star team three years in a row, from 1937 to 1939. He pitched in six winning World Series and posted a 2–0 record while compiling an ERA of 1.10, along with four saves in eight games.

Having lost twice to open the season, the Yankees righted the ship and entered the win column by turning around the previous day’s score and winning the last of the three-game series 6–5. Now, they were headed home to the Bronx. Awaiting them were the Boston Red Sox who were undefeated in their first three games. The Yankee–Red Sox rivalry was not yet as intense as it would become in the post–World War II years. It had begun in 1920, not with a game, ironically enough, but with a business venture. Boston owner Harry Frazee sold Babe Ruth to the Yankees for $125,000, presumably to fund a Broadway show. From that point on, the Red Sox, a formidable outfit in the teens, fell on hard times. In the eleven-year period from 1922 to 1932, they finished last nine times. In 1932, they lost 111 games and finished 69½ games behind the first-place Yankees. The difference in performance between the two teams since the purchase of Ruth became known as the Curse of the Bambino, and it would persist to one degree or another until 2004 when the Sox finally defeated their rivals in the American League playoffs.

But Boston had every reason to be optimistic when they helped the Yankees open their home season in 1936 before 22,256 spectators. Their starting pitcher was Lefty Grove, perhaps the best left-hander ever to take the mound. Beginning in 1925 with the Philadelphia Athletics, Grove had won twenty or more games seven years in a row, including thirty-one in 1931. In 1935, with the Red Sox, he posted a mark of 20–12. Ruffing started for the Yankees on a dismal, dreary day. Clouds filled the sky and a cold wind swept through the stands. So far as the Yankees were concerned, the weather fit the mood of the day. The game was no contest. The Sox opened a five-run lead after four innings and won the game by an 8–0 margin. Grove did not disappoint. He pitched a two-hitter, both singles by Lou Gehrig.

The Yankees recovered quickly. Gomez defeated the Red Sox 3–2 the following day. They then won four of their next five and, after another loss to Boston, they won five straight, putting them into second place, a half-game behind the Red Sox with a record of 11–6. Everyone in the lineup had been playing well. Crosetti, moved into the leadoff spot, was hitting around .400. Outfielder Ben Chapman was well above that mark; Gehrig and Dickey were not that far behind. The eleven victories were distributed among six pitchers, Gomez leading the way with three. And now, on Sunday, May 3, the Yanks were about to go into high gear. The second largest crowd of the season, upwards of 25,000, turned out to see the Yankees take on the lowly St. Louis Browns. The visiting team was not the attraction. Joe DiMaggio, batting third and playing left field, was about to play his first game as a Yankee.
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