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CHAPTER 1

ADAM WAINWRIGHT

When players make their way south to Spring Training in Florida and Arizona in early February, it’s tough to envision October. As the boys of summer shed the rust from the winter and resume the routines that stick with them throughout the season, playoff baseball sits pretty far back in their brains. The palm trees, small ballparks, and bright sunshine of the Grapefruit League don’t typically conjure thoughts of chilly fall nights in front of 50,000 people and millions more on television.

That’s even truer for the rookies and for the prospects trying to crack big-league rosters. For them, day-to-day survival is the goal and Opening Day is the dream. Every day you’re not called into the manager’s office is a good day. Just be there when the first pitch is thrown out, and you’ve accomplished something. May, June, and July are bonuses; October borders on the unfathomable.

That was Adam Wainwright’s situation when he reported to Jupiter, Florida, in February of 2006. Wainwright, a top prospect in the Cardinals organization, had pitched a grand total of two big-league innings the previous September. That was the extent of his major league experience, and nobody had him even penciled in to add to that experience at the start of the season. Down the road, maybe. But Wainwright looked more like insurance to be stashed at Triple-A Memphis, rather than any kind of factor in St. Louis. In any honest and fair assessment, he was likely seventh among starting pitchers on the Cardinals’ depth chart.

Wainwright could scarcely imagine pitching in the playoffs, never mind securing the final out of the National League Championship Series. But that’s just where the 8½-month journey of the ’06 season took Wainwright. He went from barely in the picture to utterly indispensable, and became an October legend in the process.

At age 24, Wainwright reported to Cardinals camp as a long-shot candidate for the starting rotation. Technically he was part of a competition for the fifth starter’s job, but in reality that spot was Sidney Ponson’s to lose. Wainwright outpitched Ponson as well as the third candidate, Anthony Reyes, but Ponson didn’t lose it, so Wainwright never really had a chance to win it. Still, he was so impressive in the spring that the Cardinals didn’t want to send him back to the minors for another tour at Memphis. So Wainwright was kept around as a long reliever. It was the Earl Weaver method of pitcher development—break in a future starter by giving him innings in the bullpen. And given Weaver’s success, that’s not a bad model to follow.

Wainwright made his 2006 debut pitching the eighth inning of a blowout win on Opening Day in Philadelphia. He often pitched long relief for the first month, going three innings twice and 2 2/3 another time. He was getting the unpleasant jobs that fall to the low man on the bullpen totem pole. By June, though, things were starting to change a little bit. His assignments were later, shorter, and in tighter games. The youngster was earning the trust of manager Tony La Russa and pitching coach Dave Duncan. In the second half of the season, Wainwright emerged as a trusted setup man and arguably the team’s best reliever.

In early September, closer Jason Isringhausen finally gave up his valiant effort to pitch through a hip injury. He shut it down for surgery with three weeks remaining in the season, leaving the Cardinals without a closer, La Russa would not publicly commit to Wainwright or veteran Braden Looper, and oddly, few save chances presented themselves.
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Adam Wainwright progressed from a kid just trying to make the team to World Series closer in the span of seven months. AP/WWP

Finally, two critical opportunities arose—and they were both given to Wainwright. He nailed down two of the Cardinals’ last three wins of the regular season, and they were both vital as the National League Central race went down to the final day. It was clear that the rookie was the man. That only became clearer and clearer in October.

“Each situation was a growing process for me,” Wainwright said. “I got put into bigger situation after bigger situation after bigger situation. So when I was finally put in the biggest situation of all, it really wasn’t that much of a difference. At the end, in the last two games I closed in the regular season, they were basically playoff-atmosphere games, because if we don’t win those games, we don’t get in.”

The Cardinals’ final regular-season win, a Saturday nail-biter over the Brewers, told Wainwright all he needed to know.

“We’re down 2-0, and all of a sudden we’re winning 3-2, and I had one single warm-up pitch,” he recalled. “As soon as the three runs scored, they said, ‘Adam, get up.’ And that’s when I knew that I was the guy. There was no way in the world I was going to let myself fail when I was thrown into a situation like that.”

He’d been prepared for the moment not only by the coaching staff, but by pitchers who had been there. Isringhausen chose not to be threatened by the kid. He took him in, gave him tips, showed him how to tame the beast that is closing.

Looper, who had been signed in part to take over as closer when and if Isringhausen was no longer available, did the same for Wainwright. He acted as a teammate rather than a competitor. The two veterans, along with bullpen coach Marty Mason and the rest of the staff, looked out for Wainwright. They knew he had the stuff and they would give him the education to use it.

“Those two guys helped me more than you’ll ever know,” Wainwright said. “I can almost guarantee I wouldn’t have gotten through that [otherwise]. Marty Mason helped me a lot too. Marty will stand right by you and chirp in your ear and get you so fired up to go into a game you feel like you’re a gladiator or something.”

Each time Wainwright went to the mound to close a game, he felt more like a warrior. He felt more in control, more prepared and able to handle the task. And that was good, because each time, the stakes were higher.

After finishing off two essential wins in the season’s final week, Wainwright seized the closing job in the playoffs. No announcement was made, but none was needed. He recorded the final out of each of St. Louis’ three wins in the National League Division Series against San Diego, pitching 3 2/3 innings without allowing a run.

The youth and inexperience of the St. Louis bullpen, headed by Wainwright, became less of a story with each game. Wainwright and fellow rookies Josh Kinney and Tyler Johnson kept getting the call, and kept recording the biggest outs. The talent and effectiveness of the kiddie corps was what everyone talked about.

As he thrived in Isringhausen’s job, though, Wainwright couldn’t help thinking of the man whose spot he was taking. Isringhausen was nothing but a professional throughout, but everyone on the team knew it was killing him not to be a part of the Cardinals’ October run. Wainwright certainly knew it.

“I felt bad for Izzy,” he said. “He would probably tell me not to feel bad for him because he’s been in a World Series before. But Izzy is a big part of our team. He’s a huge part of our clubhouse. He keeps people in line, and he keeps it loose too. He’s a guy that you look to for advice, a guy that you respect, a guy that’s been through everything.

“I almost wanted it to be him. Almost.”

Not that he had any plans to vacate his post. When the National League Championship Series started, Wainwright was already something of a phenomenon, drawing extensive media interest as a rookie closer on a playoff team. It was one of the few optimistic storylines about a Cardinals team that was an enormous underdog to the New York Mets.

The Mets cruised in Game 1, beating St. Louis 2-0, behind a brilliant Tom Glavine outing. They were in control again in Game 2 until St. Louis rallied against the New York bullpen. Wainwright got the final two outs of a 9-6 win at Shea Stadium. Though he didn’t quite qualify for a save, he surely earned his money in the madhouse environment of Shea.

It was Game 3, though, that marked the Cardinals as contenders to win the series, with Jeff Suppan pitching eight brilliant innings. The five-run lead that the Redbirds took into the ninth inning was big enough that Wainwright wasn’t needed—the Cards’ first October 2006 win where Wainwright didn’t get out No. 27.

A blowout loss in Game 4 evened the series, but six gutsy innings from Jeff Weaver gave St. Louis a lead going into the final frames of Game 5 at home. Wainwright got four outs for his second save and fifth game finished in the playoffs. The Cards were going back to New York with a chance to close it out and win an improbable pennant.

Actually, improbable didn’t even cover it. It was shocking to see the league’s best regular-season team—a club that rolled to 97 wins—in jeopardy against the 83-win Redbirds. Yet when ace Chris Carpenter couldn’t deliver the Game 6 victory, everything seemed to turn 180 degrees. New York had a deciding Game 7 on its home turf, in front of its raucous fans. History favored the Mets, as well—it had been 31 years since any team lost Game 6 on the road and then bounced back to win Game 7 on the other guys’ field.

Eleven clubs had tried and failed. This Game 7 was everything Game 7 is supposed to be. Both starting pitchers, Jeff Suppan and Oliver Perez, pitched beautifully. The Mets took a quick lead in the first, but the Cardinals tied it up in the next half-inning. And it got better from there.

In the sixth, the Cardinals came agonizingly close to taking a tworun lead. After Jim Edmonds’ one-out walk, Scott Rolen crushed a high, deep fly ball to left field. But Endy Chavez made an absolutely spectacular snow-cone catch, reaching full extension and robbing a home run from Rolen. Chavez doubled Edmonds off of first, ending the inning and sending the Queens crowd into hysterics.

When the Mets mounted a threat in the next half-inning, everyone in the stadium was sure they were going to capitalize on the moment and roll to a win. Everyone except Suppan. With the bases loaded, the Cardinals starter struck out Jose Valentin, and got Chavez to fly out. It remains the unheralded turning point of a truly great game.

“They had every ounce of momentum going into the inning,” Wainwright said. “After that catch, the whole crowd was just ignited. The whole team felt a certain energy. And Endy was coming up to bat also. So it was like, ‘Jeez, are you kidding me?’ It couldn’t work out more of a storybook kind of ending than that. They had everything in their favor, and Suppan just kind of said, ‘The heck with that, I’m getting out of this.’”

Tension reigned over the next two innings as the score remained tied. Yadier Molina took Aaron Heilman deep in the top of the ninth, and suddenly the underdog Cardinals were three outs away from the World Series. Shea went as quiet as 50,000 New Yorkers can get, while the Cardinals dugout and bullpen erupted.

It meant celebration time to just about everyone in a gray uniform. But for Wainwright, there was no time to celebrate. Molina’s blast meant only one thing: time to get to work. He began warming up in the visitors bullpen at Shea Stadium, getting ready for the biggest and toughest three outs of his life.

“Everybody’s going crazy in the stands and all of a sudden a huge hush comes over them,” Wainwright said. “Everybody in Shea Stadium got the wind knocked out of them. Our bullpen is going crazy. And yet, I’m staying focused because I know I’m the guy. So all I do is, I turn and I walk right to the mound. That’s a good feeling to have. Knowing that the biggest situation in your life is about to happen and you’re the man to do it.”

He’d been preparing his whole life for this assignment, whether he had realized it or not.

Wainwright strode to the mound and prepared to face Valentin. He fell behind Valentin in the count, eventually giving up a bleeder single at 3-2. Chavez also got ahead of Wainwright and singled, bringing the winning run to the plate with nobody out.

A right-hander and a left-hander began warming up in the Cardinals bullpen. Duncan came out for a conference with Wainwright, Molina, and Rolen. Wainwright had gotten in trouble before he even realized what was going on. Now it was his job to get out.

“I was so amped up, so geared up, that I couldn’t control where I was throwing the ball or my emotions,” Wainwright said. “The first two guys got hits, but that is what allowed me to get through that inning. When they got on base, I said, ‘The heck with that. This is not how I pitch. I’m focusing. Let’s just get back to my game. They’re not scoring.’”

He got ahead of pinch hitter Cliff Floyd with a fastball, working another difficult at-bat before Floyd watched a curveball for strike three. One down, but damage coming: the Mets order turned over, bringing up Jose Reyes, the dangerous and speedy leadoff man. But Reyes lined out to center field for the second out. He struck the ball well, but Jim Edmonds tracked it, and the Cardinals were one out away.

Now it was Wainwright versus catcher Paul Lo Duca, two outs, two on, and everything on the line. And if Lo Duca wasn’t threat enough, someone else was lurking—Cardinal-killer Carlos Beltran stood on deck. Beltran had almost single-handedly beaten the Cards in 2004, when St. Louis held off a furious fight from the Astros in the NLCS. Yet Wainwright did the one thing he didn’t want to do. He walked Lo Duca, bringing up Beltran.

The switch-hitting slugger strode toward the plate, and Wainwright and Molina conferenced. This time Duncan remained in the dugout and Rolen remained at third. It was not a matter of cooling Wainwright down. It was all about the immediate task at hand—getting Beltran out.

“Yadi came to the mound and we originally decided to go sinker away,” Wainwright said. “But the thing about Beltran is, if you make an ounce of a mistake, he’s going to hurt you. The first ball there, I’ve got to think that he’s going to be aggressive. So if I miss location with a sinker, hopefully I miss out of the zone, but if I miss in the zone, he’s going to kill it. He’s going to really hurt that ball.”

So even after agreeing on a fastball, both Wainwright and Molina had a change of heart. It led to what may have been the most important pitch of the at-bat, though surely not the most famous.

“Immediately he [Molina] ran back to home plate and started tapping his chest,” Wainwright said. “And I knew we were doing something different. And I was hoping it was going to be a changeup, and it was.

“If I throw a changeup and it’s in the zone, in that situation there, there’s no possible way that he can look for that pitch. None. So even if he does swing at it and I miss in the zone, I’ve got a good chance of having him off-balance.”

Beltran took the first-pitch changeup. In terms of location, it was an eminently hittable pitch—over the plate and up a little bit. In terms of selection, it was anything but.

“It was a perfect call,” said Wainwright. “Because from then on, he’s like, ‘Man, this guy has no idea what he’s doing out here. I don’t know what’s coming.’ He had no idea how to approach me after that, I don’t think.”

Even the television broadcast crew was mystified. Analyst Tim McCarver referred to the pitch as a fastball. Baseball’s old law says you don’t throw a first pitch changeup, because after all, what are you changing from? But that’s exactly why the pitch worked so well.

“A changeup is designed to be a pitch that’s swung at, a pitch that’s put in play,” Wainwright said. “I threw that with the intention that he was going to pop it up to second or roll over that ball. A taken strike wasn’t exactly what I had in mind for that, but it worked out just as well.”

At 0-1, Wainwright broke off a curveball, but he missed his spot. With Molina set up outside, Wainwright left the ball too far inside. But the pitch had so much movement on it that all Beltran could do was foul it off. Oh-and-two. Beltran had seen the curveball, and flailed at it. All he had to show was a bruised right ankle, as the foul grazed him on its way down.

Well ahead in the count, Molina and Wainwright both knew a strike wasn’t necessary. What they needed was a pitch Beltran would chase out of the zone. Sometimes this plan is called “wasting a pitch,” but that’s not an accurate depiction. It’s more like trying to get the batter to waste a swing. The hitter must defend the plate with an 0-2 count, so maybe he’ll defend the area beyond the plate also.

A big-breaking curveball like Wainwright’s is the perfect offering for an 0-2 count, even against a selective hitter like Beltran. After Molina gave Wainwright the signal, he put his mitt almost on the ground. Bury this one. Better to miss in the dirt than in the strike zone. Molina had confidence that Wainwright would not hang the pitch. Wainwright had confidence that if he did bounce the ball, Molina would be all over it, and the runners would not advance. Everybody was on the same page.

Wainwright was set for the biggest pitch of his life.

And he made an absolutely brilliant pitch, a curveball that started way up high and dropped way down low. It was the very definition of how a curveball should look, the kind of thing you might put on an instructional video—except that it would be unfair to ask anyone else to duplicate a pitch like that. It completely befuddled Beltran, who stood as though he’d never seen any curveball before, much less one that good. The Mets outfielder was so baffled that despite the 0-2 count, despite the runners on base, despite the chance to drive in pennant-winning runs, Beltran just froze. He took the pitch.

And rookie Adam Wainwright was suddenly an October hero. Beltran was not a goat, because no one could have hit that pitch, and no one could be blamed for taking it. It wasn’t that Beltran lost the battle. Wainwright won it.

“Not one time in that inning did I think about losing,” Wainwright recalled. “I didn’t think about [Beltran] getting a hit. I didn’t think about Reyes getting a hit. I didn’t think about Cliff Floyd getting a hit. It just never crossed my mind. And I think if it had crossed my mind, if I would have started really worrying about, ‘Oh, this guy’s a Cardinal killer,’ he probably would have killed me. But since I didn’t, I had the upper hand.”

A gray-clad mob descended upon Wainwright. The Cardinals had won one of the great playoff games in history, and they’d closed it out with the kid on the mound. Eight days later, St. Louis won its first World Series championship in 25 years. Again, Wainwright was on the mound for the final out. Showing his remarkable repertoire, he fanned Brandon Inge on three sliders to end the Fall Classic. Not a curveball in the bunch.

Eight and a half months after his journey began, Wainwright earned the thing that all ballplayers only dare to dream about—a World Series ring. But when he looks back, it’s Game 7 that he remembers.

“I definitely get more comments about that than anything else,” he said. “I never hear anything about the World Series. It’s all, ‘Man, that pitch to Beltran.’”

Wainwright still hears it from Mets fans when he goes back to New York. When an out-of-contention St. Louis team made a one-game swing to Queens in September of 2007, New York partisans greeted him with taunts about his club’s struggles. They pointed out—not in so many words—that in October of ’07 the right-hander would be golfing instead of pitching.

But Wainwright had the perfect comeback. And he’ll always have in his back pocket.

“One guy says, ‘Hey Wainwright! You’re not going to be striking out Beltran in Game 7 this year!’” he recalls.

“I said, ‘Hey, I’ve only got to do it once.’”


CHAPTER 2

GLENN BRUMMER

“Brummer’s stealing home!”

Cardinals broadcaster Mike Shannon made the call not so much out of excitement, but disbelief Glenn Brummer? Stealing any base, let alone home plate in the 12th inning?

Yes, yes, and yes. Brummer, a second-year player appearing in the 50th game of his major league career, was the unlikeliest hero for the Cardinals in 1982. At 27, he wasn’t a prospect but already something of a journeyman. He was one of three catchers on the roster, along with star Darrell Porter and old sage Gene Tenace, and his appearance in the game at all wasn’t a certainty that day.

Doubly unlikely was that Brummer, a catcher, would make his name for a base-running play. Speed was not exactly his calling card. Yet Brummer stole home in the literal heat of St. Louis in August, not to mention the figurative heat of the pennant race. He took the chance, and he made it. And in so doing, he burned his name into the memories of Cardinals fans all over the Midwest and the country.

On August 22, 1982, Glenn Brummer became a household name in Cardinal Nation. His hometown hero status was cemented two months later when that Cardinals team won the franchise’s first World Series championship in 15 years.

“It just kind of put a little spark in that team,” Brummer said. “You had the feeling, ‘Hey, we’re going to win it.’ If we can win like that … We did have a good team. Defense, speed, good pitching. It was just a little spark. It was just a little spark to drive us on. We said, ‘Hey, we do have a chance of winning.’”

When you talk about the 1982 Cardinals, you talk about Hall of Famers Bruce Sutter and Ozzie Smith, of course. Soon the conversation will turn to Keith Hernandez, Joaquin Andujar, Bob Forsch, and manager Whitey Herzog. But invariably, Brummer’s name comes up. Sometimes it comes up before anyone else’s, even though Brummer got a grand total of 64 at-bats that year, and none in the postseason. He is associated with that team as strongly as players who had 10 times the at-bats. Everyone remembers where they were when Brummer stole home, and Brummer himself revisits the play every day.

“It’s amazing that just one play really made my career,” Brummer marveled. “One play that lasted about three seconds. It’s amazing how people remember me stealing home. I’m in awe of what’s gone on and how many people remember.

“I went to a signing, and this one old-timer, he was about 70 years old, he said, ‘I remember when I was a kid and Pearl Harbor was bombed. I remember when JFK was assassinated. And I remember where I was when Glenn Brummer stole home.’ That’s all he said. That’s something else.”

Sometimes unlikely heroes grow weary of the spotlight. Sometimes they become offended or feel slighted. They want to point to the other things that make them special. Don’t define me by one moment, they insist.

Not Brummer. He still revels in his one moment. He still treasures his taste of baseball immortality, the brightest spot in a brief career.

Brummer played in 178 major league games. He took all of 347 at-bats, hit exactly one big-league homer and was thrown out in eight of his 12 steal attempts. And no one cares about any of those numbers. They care about Brummer stealing home.

“I think about it every day,” he said, “but I didn’t think it would be this big. Why is it a big play? I don’t know. Has it ever happened before? Is it going to happen again? It’s obvious that it doesn’t happen every day. People have asked me, has it ever happened? I say I don’t know. A walk-off steal, it doesn’t happen every game.”
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Glenn Brummer was the very definition of a role player, yet his name became a household name thanks to one play on one hot afternoon. Brace Photos

The Cardinals started play on Sunday, August 22, with a two-game lead over the Phillies in the National League East division.

They’d been in first place for only a few weeks, and a young team was trying to end the franchise’s 14-year postseason drought. Philadelphia had been to the playoffs in each of the previous two years, and the Phils were keeping the pressure on the Redbirds.

The San Francisco Giants, clinging to contention five games behind the Braves in the National League West, were in town for the rubber game of a three-game series. It was, of course, hot. Casey Stengel once joked of Busch Stadium, “It holds the heat well.”

The Cardinals took an early 3-0 lead, but San Francisco got all those runs, and one more, back in the sixth. The Giants still led, 4-3, in the ninth inning, and it took a minor miracle for the game to even go into extra innings. Ken Oberkfell hit a two-out RBI double in the ninth to tie the score, and on the contest went. And on and on. The two clubs had been playing for four hours when Brummer broke for home.

Brummer had actually entered the game as a pinch runner. Steve Braun pinch hit for Gene Tenace in the eighth, and Brummer came in to run for Braun. It was not exactly speed for speed, but Brummer obviously turned out to be the sage choice for a runner. Actually, he just happened to be the remaining option to catch, since Porter was set to pinch hit. Brummer remained in the game as the catcher, and he struck out in the 10th inning.

In the 12th though, Brummer stroked a one-out single off of lefty Gary Lavelle. Willie McGee followed with a single, sending Brummer to second-again, be reminded that the man was not exactly a speed demon. Julio Gonzalez’s popup provided the second out, and Smith reached on an infield single.

So it comes to every kid’s backyard dream—two outs, bases loaded, extra innings. But it’s all set up for batter David Green, not Brummer, to be the hero. Green had already singled and reached base as a hit batsman in the game, and scored on Oberkfell’s game-tying double. Brummer was the furthest thing from the minds of nearly everyone—including Giants third baseman Darrell Evans and pitcher Lavelle. That just set Brummer’s wheels turning.

“Lavelle was pitching out of the stretch,” Brummer recalls. “He’s got his back to me. And most left-handers won’t check the runner on third if they’re pitching out of the stretch. If they’re pitching out of the windup, they’ll glance at you, but they can’t do nothing.

“In this particular case, Lavelle, a tall left-hander, had a high leg kick and he was slow to home. And he was pitching out of the stretch. The third baseman, a lot of times, tries to hold the runner close. But Darrell Evans was playing off the bag and deep, toward left field. And rightly so, because all they need is an out. So they ain’t going to pay no attention to me. They’re going to try to get the hitter.

“That’s their thought process—get the hitter, get back in the dugout, and play some more baseball. They’re not even thinking of the base runner, of anybody taking off That was my thought process. His back’s to me, so no one really cares about where I’m at.”

Brummer actually wanted to go one pitch earlier than he did. But the play was so audacious that third-base coach Chuck Hiller first put the kibosh on it.

“For the first couple or three pitches, we’re waiting for David Green to get a base hit and win the game,” Brummer said. “But the count went to 2-1, and I turned around and looked at Chuck Hiller and said, ‘You know I can go.’ And he nodded and said, ‘I know.’

“‘Should I?’

“‘Well, better not.’

“But I didn’t listen to him. The next pitch was a strike, so that made it 2-2. I had wanted to go on 2-l. I could have gone any time, but 2-1, I really did want to go. I wanted to go on that pitch, but Chuck said, better not. And the next pitch was a strike, so that made it 2-2. I really didn’t want to go on two strikes. But the play was there and everything was right, so it was just a matter of hopefully it wasn’t going to be strike three.”

It wasn’t. Or if it was, home plate umpire Dave Pallone didn’t call it. Lavelle went into his delivery, and Brummer broke for home. Green, a right-handed hitter, started to move once he saw Brummer coming, though he wasn’t actually in on the play from the start.

“David Green had a feel for me, and he stepped out,” Brummer said. “But I was going anyway. I wasn’t stopping. I didn’t know what David Green was going to do, but I was going.”

Catcher Milt May lunged forward to catch the ball as early as possible and try to put a tag on Brummer. Pallone, as surprised as anyone, found his attention diverted to the developing play, rather than the pitch. The ball may well have been right down the pipe. It may have been a foot out of the zone.

Pallone simply called the play at the plate, and he called Brummer safe. Shannon made his famous, simple call, and fans all over KMOX’s mammoth broadcasting range were stunned. Even the people at the ballpark still weren’t exactly sure what had happened—Brummer included.

“I said to [Shannon], ‘You saw the play better than I did. What happened?’

“Mike’s still watching, I’m in the dugout, and after the play happened, Mike’s still wondering what’s going on. He said [Giants manager] Frank Robinson stayed out there for 10, 12, 15 minutes wondering what the pitch was, if it was strike three. Meanwhile, Whitey’s got the grounds crew on the field, rolling that tarp out. It’s done. Ballgame. Whitey said, ‘Let’s get out of here. Let’s try to get people off.’

“I’m sure there was a standing O, but I had no idea what was going on. I should have tipped my hat, but I didn’t know what was going on. I just went in the clubhouse and had a cold beer. I did not know Frank Robinson was out there for that long.”

What if Brummer had been wrong? What if this second-year, backup catcher, not at all established, had been out? He had gone against the suggestion of his coach, and made a highly risky play. The consequences might have been dire, but the thought never crossed Brummer’s mind. He wasn’t worried about the downside, because he saw no downside from his perspective. Brummer saw no circumstance in which he was going to be out. At worst, Green would strike out, or would somehow put the ball in play. Brummer was certain, and remains certain, that there was no way he would be tagged out.

“When I took off, I knew I was going to be there, but I didn’t know what was going to happen,” he said. “I knew I would be safe. But was David Green going to hit the ball? I beat the ball there. Was Milt May going to catch it? Drop it? I don’t know. Maybe a balk would be called, but if he didn’t see me, he wasn’t going to balk.

“On the replay, Lavelle did not see me go. He threw the ball right down the middle. To be honest with you, it was strike three right down the middle. David Green stepped out, so he’s not going to hit it. Dave Pallone, the umpire, stepped away from the play, so he’s not going to call the pitch. So Milt May, he probably did the right thing. He went out front and caught the ball and made the tag. But I was underneath the tag, so that was it. Ballgame.”

And Brummer became one of the best-known names in the long history of the Cardinals. Mike Ramsey, Dane Iorg, Green, and Gonzalez all saw more at-bats and more games than Brummer that season. But none is remembered like the Olney, Illinois native.

The run gave the Cardinals a pivotal playoff-chase win, and dealt a painful loss to the also-contending Giants. St. Louis eventually won the National League East by three games, but the lead was as small as a half-game in mid-September. There was never any doubt that Brummer’s play was a big part of the Redbirds’ run to glory.

If Brummer didn’t know that himself, right away, he realized it quickly. He was literally an overnight sensation—his teammates and his fellow St. Louisans let him know what he’d accomplished in a variety of ways, starting the following morning.

“They had the newspaper sitting on my stool the next day,” Brummer said. “I couldn’t buy a newspaper! I went out to try to buy a newspaper, to see what was in it, and I couldn’t buy one. That afternoon, somebody brought one and put a bottle of champagne on my stool in the locker room. Jim Kaat got everybody to sign home plate, and Amadee, the artist, drew me a picture. They signed it and everything, gave me home plate.”

It was one of very few champagne-awarding kind of days in Brummer’s career. He popped the corks with the Cardinals three times in ’82, when they won the division, the League Championship Series, and the World Series, and he made a brief appearance on the field at the end of the Cards’ blowout Game 6 World Series win. But never again was he the center of attention, the center of everything, like he was on August 22, 1982.

“After I stole home, which was a career highlight, then playing in Game 6 of the World Series and winning in Game 7, I kept on playing, but I could have ended it right there, with those two things. But I kept on playing. I went on and played with the Cardinals in ’83 and ’84, and then in ’85, the Cardinals released me in Spring Training. And Whitey turned around and got me another job with the Texas Rangers for another year in the big leagues. So I got into my pension then, which helps nowadays.

“But yeah, after winning the World Series, that was pretty much it as far as highlights in my career.”

Brummer chased the dream for a while longer after his last game in the big leagues. He played for the Pirates’ Triple-A affiliate in Hawaii, and he tried to make the rival Cubs as a backup catcher. He ended up as Chicago’s bullpen catcher for a spell before heading south. He served as a catching instructor and Spring Training coach in the Phillies organization, living in Florida for nearly two decades after he hung it up as a player.

Whether he was working with players in the spring or traveling as a roving catching instructor, he always ran into people who knew his name. And his play. It’s almost as though his name has some extra words—“Glenn Brummer, the guy who stole home,” instead of simply Glenn Brummer.

“I was in Martinsville, Virginia, coaching rookie ball,” he recalls. “This guy came out of nowhere when I was sitting in the bullpen. He goes, ‘Brummer! I remember when you stole home!’ I mean, we’re in no-man’s-land. ‘I was there!’ It’s amazing. All over the United States, where as a coach and an instructor I’ve traveled, everywhere, I go to ballparks, and people come out of nowhere. When they announce me as a coach or an instructor at the game, they come down and say, ‘Hey, Brummer, I was there at that game.’”

If 47,000 people were actually at Busch Stadium that day, surely 147,000 or more claim to have been there. More than 40,000 were in attendance 25 years later, when Brummer threw out a ceremonial first pitch at new Busch Stadium on the anniversary of the play. He was still a star, even with the ’07 team in the hunt for a championship of its own.

“That’s one chance in a lifetime—unless they do it on the 50th anniversary,” he quipped. “But I might not be around.”

Even the people who weren’t there recall it vividly.

“A lot of them are pretty honest with me,” Brummer said. “They just say, ‘Hey, I remember the play, but I wasn’t there.’ A lot of them say, ‘I was there and I seen it.’

“A lot of them heard it over the radio. In fact, one guy came up to me and he said, ‘I was driving on the interstate toward Springfield, Illinois, Interstate 55, and I ran off the road.’ A guy said he was flipping burgers and hot dogs on his grill and when he heard the play, he upset the grill. But this one guy said, ‘I ran off the road. I parked it and had to get myself together.’”

That’s what the Cardinals mean in St. Louis. And that’s a big part of why Brummer packed up after a healthy stint in Florida and moved back to the St. Louis area. He’s a hometown boy and he wanted to be among his people. Just like so many people who grew up following the Cardinals, Brummer never stopped checking the box scores. Even when he was working in other organizations, his love was for the team he knew best.
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