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Dreams brimming over,

childhood stretched out in legs,

this is the moment replayed on winter days

when frost covers the field,

when age steals away wishes.

Glorious sleep that seeps back there

to the glory of our baseball days.

—Marjorie Maddox, Rules of the Game: Baseball Poems, 2009







INTRODUCTION

 Like other Yankee icons before and after him, Mickey Mantle has been the subject of numerous volumes of literature. He wrote and/or contributed to several biographies during his lifetime. But multiple sources agree that he wasn’t the most accurate historian. In her acclaimed work, The Last Boy: Mickey Mantle and the End of America’s Childhood, author Jane Leavy explains, “[Mantle] is a blend of memory and distortion, fact and fiction, repetition and exaggeration. … In a life so publicly led, the accretion and reiteration of fable and detail are as thick as 50 years of paint jamming an old windowsill.”

Mantle’s career on the diamond was a contrast between what actually happened and what might have been. Hampered by an endless string of injuries, he missed hundreds of games during his 18 seasons in the majors. His unnaturally high strikeout and walk totals prompted him to famously joke that he “played seven years without ever hitting the ball.” In spite of the pain, and the surgeries, and the missed opportunities, he assembled an impressive batch of statistics. To the present day, he still holds the all-time record for home runs by a switch-hitter.

Mantle was among the most revered and decorated players in baseball history, capturing seven World Series rings and three MVP awards. Not only was he the face of the Yankees, but he was the face of the game itself—rakishly handsome and perpetually smiling. Tom Molito, a marketing executive and author who developed a friendship with Mantle during his later years, colorfully remarked, “Mickey Mantle was the All-American Boy. He was Babe Ruth, Jack Armstrong, and Red Grange wrapped up in one. His platinum blonde hair complemented his natural muscular build and boyish good looks. All that was missing was the cape with the big ‘S.’”

Though he publicly fit the image of the wholesome “boy next door,” Mantle was a complex individual with a number of tragic flaws. Haunted by childhood trauma and frustrated by his inability to reach his full potential as a ballplayer, he became a chronic alcoholic and incorrigible womanizer. He could be generous and accommodating, but there were times when he was unforgivably rude. By his own admission, he was rarely around when it counted for his wife and four sons—all of whom developed substance abuse issues of their own.

In spite of the many setbacks he encountered on and off the field, Mantle acknowledged his own good fortune. He escaped a life of drudgery in the Oklahoma mining trade by forging a successful career in baseball. “I could have ended up in a hole in the ground, and I ended up being Mickey Mantle,” he once said. “There must be a god somewhere.”

Mantle’s flaws—his humanness—make him eminently more appealing. Toward the end of his life, he sought treatment for his drinking problem. He apologized to his sons for being neglectful and reconciled with his estranged wife. He advised young fans not to follow his example. Similar to his experience on the ballfield, he never got to realize his full potential as a recovering alcoholic. In 1995, he learned that his liver had been irreparably damaged by cirrhosis and hepatitis C. In the wake of a transplant procedure, doctors discovered that cancer had spread throughout his body. He died in August of 1995.

Today, Mantle’s life story is still absorbing to many. He has maintained a sizable fan base over the years. Often acknowledged as the godfather of the trading card industry, his cardboard likeness still commands a high price. Even now, more than a quarter-century after his passing, it seems that people still want a piece of “The Mick.”





ON MANTLE

PLAYERS AND WRITERS


“There is no sound in baseball akin to the sound of Mantle hitting a home run, the crunchy sound of an axe biting into a tree, yet magnified a hundred times in the vast, cavernous echo-making hollows of a ballfield.”

—Arnold Hano




“No man in the history of baseball had as much power as Mickey Mantle. No man. You’re not talking about ordinary power. Dave Kingman has power. Willie Mays had power. Then when you’re talking about Mickey Mantle, it’s an altogether different level. [It] separates the men from the boys.”

—Billy Martin




“Until I saw Mantle peel down for his shower in the clubhouse at Comiskey Park one afternoon, I never knew how he developed his brutal power, but his bare back looked like a barrelful of snakes.”

—Dave Lancaster




“Mickey Mantle is the strongest hitter in the game. He’s the only one who hits the ball so hard, he knocks the spin off it. Catching a liner from him is like catching a knuckleball. It flutters all over.”

—Jim Busby




“He didn’t train and didn’t take good care of himself. He just assumed that he would die at an early age of Hodgkin’s disease, as had his father and others on his father’s side. So he lived it up at night. He’d wrap those knees every single day and then go out and do the job. Amazingly, he could still run and hit despite the pain… . He was truly a marvel to watch.”

—Joe DeMaestri




“Mickey Mantle’s greatness was built on power and pain. He exuded the first and endured the second.”

—Roy Fitzgerald




“On two legs, Mickey Mantle would have been the greatest ballplayer who ever lived.”

—Nellie Fox



MANTLE ON MANTLE

“While you’re playing ball, you’re insulated. All the ballparks and the big crowds have a certain mystique. You feel attached, permanently wedded to the sounds that ring out, to the fans chanting your name, even when there are only four or five thousand in the stands on a Wednesday afternoon.”

“I am proud to have been a Yankee. I was in there with some of the greatest outfielders of all time: Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio, Stan Musial, Duke Snider—I was among them, a Hall of Famer. To think of it sends chills up and down my spine. Since I was four years old, it’s all I ever worked for.”

“Perhaps if I had been around when Babe Ruth was playing, he would have been my idol. I was like him in many ways. No, not the home runs. I mean the staying out all night. And boy, how often I’ve thought about being on the same team with him.”

“After I hit a home run, I had a habit of running the bases with my head down. I figured the pitcher already felt bad enough without me showing him up rounding the bases.”

“Sometimes I think if I had the same body and the same natural ability and someone else’s brain, who knows how good a player I might have been.”

“If I had played my career hitting singles like Pete [Rose], I’d wear a dress.”

“There never was any talk about what I would be in life. Dad and I knew I was going to be a ballplayer.”





PART I:
A CHRONOLOGICAL JOURNEY THROUGH MANTLE’S LIFE AND CAREER 





HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


The Mantle clan originally hailed from a region of the English West Midlands known as “Black Country”—named for its coal mines and iron foundries. Seeking a more agreeable way of life, the family moved to America in the mid 19th century. Elvin “Mutt” Mantle (Mickey’s father) was born in Osage County, Oklahoma, in 1912. His mother, Mae, died in childbirth when he was eight years old. Charlie, Mutt’s father, raised four kids with the help of various family members. He never remarried.

When Mutt was still a teenager, he tied the knot with an older divorcee named Lovell Richardson. She had two children from a previous marriage. While Mutt was described as quiet and easygoing, Lovell was widely regarded as outspoken and domineering. Mickey—the first of four sons born to the couple—came into the world on October 20, 1931. He was named after Mutt’s favorite baseball player, Hall of Famer Mickey Cochrane. The boy’s training began before he could even walk, when Mutt and Charlie got in the habit of propping him up in the corner of the living room and rolling balls to him across the floor.

Mutt worked on a road crew in Spavinaw, Oklahoma, but ended up losing his job during the Great Depression. He turned to farming on an 80-acre plot of land before a prolonged drought drove him into the mining trade. By the time the 1940s arrived, the family had grown significantly with the addition of four more children. The Mantles took up residence in Commerce, where living space was limited. Their single-story house had only four rooms and measured 25 by 30 feet.

The tract of land that came to be known as Commerce had originally been allocated to the Cherokee Nation. In the early 20th century, a settler named Amos Hatton founded a mining camp there. The rich mineral deposits attracted many workers and, in 1908, a railway was built connecting the camp to adjacent communities. The town received its name in 1914, when the seams were acquired by the Commerce Mining and Royalty Company. In 1926, Commerce became one of many stops along US Route 66. By the late 1950s, the mineral supply was drying up and the highway was falling into a state of disrepair.

When Mickey was in his early teens, his grandfather fell ill with Hodgkin’s disease. Believing he might recover in a more rustic setting, Mutt moved the family to a farm on the outskirts of town. The fresh air didn’t help as Charlie’s health declined rapidly. In the wake of his passing, the Mantles eventually returned to Commerce, which had a population of around 2,400.

When Mickey began playing sports as a boy, Mutt refused to sit with Lovell at the games. She was fiercely protective of her sons and prone to angry outbursts. She once punched an opposing football coach after one of Mickey’s brothers was injured during a game. Mickey’s wife, Merlyn, described Lovell as a cool and emotionally detached woman who rarely offered verbal expressions of love. She was also known to use corporal punishment on her children when they misbehaved.

As a boy, Mickey was quiet but spirited. He had a number of phobias, including a fear of heights and bugs. He was a chronic bed wetter until his teen years—a secret he later revealed to talk show host Dick Cavett on national television. His parents often attended Friday night barn dances, leaving the children in the care of Mickey’s half sister, Anna Bea. During his preschool days, Mickey was repeatedly molested by his teenaged sibling—sometimes in front of her friends. He was so deeply embarrassed and ashamed, he held onto the secret until his twilight years, revealing it only to his wife. “I thought I understood more clearly than I ever had why his ego was so fragile,” Merlyn later said. “He was a loner who loved a crowd when they cheered from a distance. He never respected women. He demonstrated it in the ladies he chose for his one-night stands and in the crude way he talked and acted in front of women when he drank.”

Mutt took a keen interest in his son’s sporting activities. Like his father before him, he played at the semipro level as a pitcher and catcher. Moderately talented, his skills went into decline after he broke his leg sliding into a base. He lived vicariously through his son, pushing the boy unreasonably  hard at times. Even so, Mickey always spoke highly of his dad. “What [kept] me driving hard, from the time that I was ten, to hit the ball better and farther was first of all my own love for the game and then my love for my father,” the Yankee slugger once said. “I knew from the time I was small that every small victory I won, and every solid hit I made or prize I was awarded, brought real joy to my father’s heart.”
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Mickey’s first baseball outfit—handmade by his mother—was comprised of material cut from Mutt’s old uniform. Mickey wore it for the first time at the age of five—the same year he was taught by his father and grandfather to hit from both sides of the plate. Using a decrepit old shed as a backstop, they developed special ground rules, which the slugger explained in a 1953 magazine article. A grounder or popup was an out. A drive off the side of the house counted as a double. A ball hit onto the roof was a triple, and anything that sailed over the roof onto neighboring properties was a home run. “I’m probably the only kid who made his old man proud of him by breaking windows,” he joked.

A baseball prodigy, Mantle broke plenty of windows growing up. He was so talented by the time he reached the majors, he dazzled even the most hardened skeptics. During his up-and-down 1951 debut, Casey Stengel fittingly said: “He has more speed than any slugger and more slug than any speedster—and nobody has ever had more of both of ’em together. This kid ain’t logical. He’s too good. It’s very confusing.”




LIFE - THREATENING INJURY

Mutt Mantle had high hopes for Mickey during the boy’s developmental years. Money was in short supply, but baseball was considered essential. While the other Mantle children received socks or other trivial gifts for Christmas, Mickey always ended up with a new baseball glove. He later confided to a friend that he cried every year because he never got any toys to play with.

Lovell Mantle was an avid baseball fan. She religiously followed the St. Louis Cardinals, listening to the radio broadcasts while doing housework. During supper, she regaled family members with detailed game accounts. Her passion was contagious, and Mickey grew up rooting for the Cards.

When Mickey was 10, he joined a Pee Wee League team in Douthat, which is located just north of Commerce. He started out as a catcher, but was ill suited to the position. “When he squatted down behind the batter wearing that protector that was too big for him, you couldn’t see his feet,” Lovell recalled. “About all you could see of him—except for his arms—were those two little eyes sticking out of the protector like a scared turtle looking out of its shell.” Despite his diminutive stature, Mickey helped guide the team to a league championship.

Mutt wanted his son to continue as a catcher (following in his own footsteps), but Mickey was eventually moved to other infield stations. Mutt had a low tolerance for mistakes on the field and was known to become highly irritated when his instructions were ignored. One day, he got out of work early and found Mickey batting right-handed against a right-handed pitcher. After being subjected to Mutt’s long-winded tirade, Mickey never repeated the mistake.

Though Mutt was generally even-tempered, Mickey recalled an incident from his childhood in which he received a beating. During the 1930s, water and ice were delivered to homes in commercial trucks. One day, Mickey grabbed hold of the wooden beams supporting the water tank and rode the underside of the truck while it was in motion for about half a block. When he returned home, his father was so angry, he swatted Mickey several times with a piece of baling wire. “It was just about the only time he ever whipped me,” Mantle asserted. “[It] was about the last time he ever had to whip me, too.”

Mutt was dead-set against football, but Mickey joined the Commerce squad in his freshman year of high school. His exceptional speed and natural athleticism made him an ideal running back. According to multiple sources, he scored 10 touchdowns in seven games during his debut season. Even then, he suffered from leg problems and would sometimes limp off the field.

Shortly before his 15th birthday, Mantle was kicked in the shin during practice. Allan Woolard—the Commerce football coach—didn’t believe it was a serious injury, but he was mistaken. By the following day, the leg was grotesquely swollen and had turned an angry shade of red. Even worse, Mantle was spiking a temperature of almost 104 degrees.

Mutt and Lovell rushed their boy to a nearby hospital in Picher, where he was diagnosed with osteomyelitis—a rare and potentially fatal infection that, if left untreated, results in a loss of blood to the affected area. Mantle’s half-brother, Ted, had developed the same condition during his boyhood, and maggots had been used to strip away the infected flesh. Though the procedure sounds barbaric, it was not uncommon at the time. Amputation was another unpleasant option. When the doctors in Picher told Mickey’s parents that they wanted to cut off the boy’s leg, Lovell ordered them to pursue another course of treatment.

Fortunately, a new drug called penicillin had proved effective in clinical trials and was coming into widespread use. Mickey received multiple injections every day for over a week. His complexion, which had become jaundiced and pale, returned to a healthier hue. Likewise, the swelling in his leg dissipated and he was able to leave the hospital—temporarily at least.

There were numerous follow-up visits, including a trip to the Crippled Children’s Hospital in Oklahoma City, which was located about 200 miles southwest of Commerce. Mantle spent more than five weeks under the direct care of physicians and nurses over a 13-month period. It served as foreshad-owing for the troubles that lay ahead.





OPPORTUNITY BECKONS


In 1947, Mantle was invited to play for a Junior League team known as The Whiz Kids. He was so small in stature, owner/manager Barney Barnett had trouble finding him a uniform. Though Mantle put up mediocre numbers in a handful of scattered appearances, Barnett saw great potential. In the offseason, he set Mickey up with a cemetery job. After many hours spent digging graves and hauling gravestones, the budding slugger added some bulk to his frame.

In the summer of 1948, Barnett spoke to scout Tom Greenwade about a number of prospects. Mantle was included in the discussion. A top minor-league pitcher before his arm went dead, Greenwade spent two decades evaluating talent for the Browns, Dodgers, and Yankees. In addition to Mantle, he was responsible for the discovery of Elston Howard and Bobby Murcer. He was also instrumental in the signing of Jackie Robinson.

Greenwade first saw Mantle play in Alba, Missouri. At that time, the future Yankee icon was being groomed as a shortstop. Greenwade wasn’t blown away by the youngster’s performance, but he took note of some qualities that might warrant future consideration. In some retellings of the story, Greenwade convinced Mantle’s high school principal to leak a false rumor that his bout with osteomyelitis had left him with permanently damaged legs. This allegedly prompted scouts from the Indians and Cardinals to pursue other prospects.

In the spring of 1949, a Ban Johnson League umpire named Kenny Magness mentioned Mantle in an informal conversation with Greenwade. The veteran talent hawk decided to give the kid another look. By then, Mickey was hitting the ball with power and demonstrating remarkable speed. Existing rules prevented scouts from speaking with underage prospects, so Greenwade inquired about Mantle’s high school status before approaching him. As it turned out, Mickey was scheduled to graduate that afternoon but the ceremony had been postponed until the evening, when he was slated to play in Coffeyville, Kansas. According to various accounts, Greenwade (accompanied by Commerce football coach Johnny Lingo) talked the superintendent of schools into giving Mantle his diploma while excusing him from commencement activities.

Mickey went 3-for-4 at Coffeyville with a pair of home runs—one from each side of the plate. Greenwade claimed he didn’t know Mantle could switch hit until then. Sufficiently impressed, he entered into tentative negotiations with the slugger’s father. In an attempt to keep the signing price down, he told Mutt that he still needed to take a look at another prospect before arriving at a decision.

The next game was in Baxter Springs. The evening was wet and dreary, but Mantle played exceptionally well, prompting Greenwade to make an official bid. His initial proposal was less than what Mickey could have made playing semipro ball while working in the Commerce mines. Greenwade justified the offer by pointing out Mantle’s deficient skills at shortstop and below-average physical stature. The Yankees typically drove a hard bargain in those days, knowing full well that they were the team of choice among a majority of young players. After a bit of haggling, Mutt convinced Green-wade to add a modest signing bonus with a monthly salary of $140. It took less than a half-hour to close the deal. At the age of 17, Mickey was officially on his way to a career in professional baseball.

There is another small piece of the story that has rarely been included in accounts of Mantle’s early career. According to Yankee farm director Lee MacPhail, the budding star was invited to a Yankee tryout camp in Bran-son, Missouri, prior to his high school graduation. He failed to impress the scouts on hand. “I know Tom was a little disappointed in his showing there,” MacPhail said, “but you could see all the tools that he had. Tom was a very good judge of talent, so it was only understandable that he hoped Mickey would do better.” Interestingly, Mantle’s father brought him to another camp being held by the St. Louis Browns during his senior year of high school. Fate intervened when a drenching downpour resulted in the cancellation of scheduled activities.




AN AUSPICIOUS DEBUT

After coming to terms with Mantle, the Yankees assigned him to Independence, Kansas, where their Class D affiliate was located. While he was excited to be joining the most successful franchise in the majors, he was nervous about leaving home. He knew he would miss his family and friends. He also worried about not having his father around to provide input and instruction.

Mantle found his new manager, Harry Craft, to be cold and detached at first meeting. But as the season wore on, he grew accustomed to Craft’s hands-off style. A center fielder during his playing days, Craft helped the Cincinnati Reds to consecutive World Series appearances in 1939 and 1940. Although he was an exceptional fielder, his mediocre hitting eventually drove him out of the majors at the age of 27. He finished his career in the Yankees’ farm system, becoming a manager in 1949—the year of Mantle’s pro debut.

The new surroundings were a lot to take in, and Mantle almost wilted under the pressure. “I suppose small town kids who go away for the first time still get homesick,” he told a biographer in later years. “But I have never met anyone who was home-sicker than I was my first few days in Independence… . For a time, I seriously thought I would give up the whole deal and go back to playing ball in Commerce.” He didn’t, of course, and the Yankees were better off because of it.

The Independence squad was composed mostly of teenagers, and Mantle soon blended in. A high-spirited bunch, they kept Craft on his toes with their juvenile behavior. On long bus rides, they shot each other with squirt guns. During hotel stays in out-of-the way places such as Chanute, Kansas, and Ponca City, Oklahoma, they stirred up trouble by filling paper bags with water and dropping them from upstairs windows onto the heads of pedestrians. They also engaged in melon wars, cutting the fruit into small pieces and flinging it at one another. Craft tolerated the behavior to an extent, but was not above reprimanding players he felt had crossed the line.

During homestands, Mantle and his cohorts frequented a soda shop known as “Pop’s Place,” which was located in the busiest section of town. After enjoying a snack, they would stand outside on the street corner razzing each other and ogling passing women. Mantle struck up a friendship with future major leaguer Lou Skizas—the team’s starting third baseman. One day, on a ride to Bartlesville, Oklahoma, Mickey began demonstrating how to grip a knuckleball. Skizas asked him to throw one while the two were playing catch during warmups. The ball had so much movement, Skizas was unable to get his glove on it. It hit him squarely in the face, breaking his nose and putting him out of action for a few days.

Mantle was not a good fit for the position of shortstop. Though he had quick reflexes and decent range, he struggled with pop flies and his throws to first base were often wild. By season’s end, he had committed 47 errors in 89 appearances. There were times when he sulked on the bench, feeling embarrassed and dejected, but Craft had a way of keeping his spirits up.

The team played well behind Craft, finishing first with a 71-53 record. Mantle was a major contributor with 29 extra-base hits, 63 RBIs, and a .313 batting average. The squad breezed through both rounds of the playoffs, making quick work of the Iola Indians in the finals. Though it was a highly successful season for Mantle on the whole, he clearly wasn’t ready for the majors.





MOVING UP THE LADDER


In the fall of 1949, Mantle took a job in the Commerce mines with his father, who had worked his way up to a supervisory position. To ensure his son’s safety, Mutt assigned him to the electrician’s shop, which was located above ground. Mantle was settling nicely back into small-town life when he received a postcard ordering him to report to the Ottawa County draft board for a physical. Mickey and his dad dreaded the possibility of putting his promising baseball career on hold, but they needn’t have worried. In the end, the injury that had nearly killed him spared him from military duty. In the wake of a full examination and X-ray of Mantle’s right leg (which had been afflicted with osteomyelitis), he was given a 4-F classification.

The fall of 1949 was significant in another respect as Mantle ended up meeting his future bride. While attending a high school football game in Picher, one of Mickey’s friends arranged a triple date with some of the local team’s majorettes. Mantle was originally paired with a girl named Lavanda Whipkey, but when she declined a second date, he set his sights on her friend, Merlyn Johnson. In those days, Mantle wasn’t a smooth operator. During an outing with Merlyn to a movie theater in Picher, he accidentally locked his keys in the car and left the engine running. He called his dad for help, but ultimately it was a local police officer who opened the car door with a wire hanger. In spite of the embarrassing mishap, Merlyn and Mickey continued to see each other regularly after that.

When the spring of 1950 arrived, Mantle attended a Yankee training camp located in the Ozark Mountains near Branson, Missouri. He spent his idle time with teammates hunting frogs and fishing for bass on Lake Taneycomo—a manmade reservoir located on the White River. He carried fond memories of the experience into his later years, remarking in his 1985 autobiography, “I’m not kidding—it was one of the most fun times I ever had. Not a single care in the world from the middle of March until mid-April.”

After a strong showing in camp, Mantle was assigned to the Joplin Miners—a Class C team affiliated with the Western Association. A number of his Independence teammates also made the cut, including his good pal, Lou Skizas. Pleased with Harry Craft’s performance in 1949, the Yankees offered him the managerial post in Joplin. It was the first in a long line of promotions that ultimately carried him back to the major leagues. Mantle was greatly pleased to be playing for Craft again.

The ballpark in Joplin was somewhat small and run-down. There was an orphanage situated beyond the right field fence, and Mantle recalled that the children would watch the games from the windows. Over the course of the season, he hammered a number of shots over the fence onto the adjacent property. One of his blasts shattered a window. According to Mantle, the children hung a bedsheet over the broken pane with a message that read, “Thanks For the Ball, Mickey!”

Mantle became very popular while playing for Joplin. A local restaurant began giving out free steaks every time the Miners hit a home run, and Mantle’s team-leading 26 clouts fed quite a few fans for free. Not everyone was enamored with Mickey’s talents, however. At a local house party one night, he was punched in the face immediately upon stepping through the door. The blow caught him completely off guard, allegedly breaking his nose. He never found out who assaulted him, figuring it must have been someone holding a jealous grudge.

The Miners went off on a tear in the early going, building a 20-game lead over their closest competitors. To keep things interesting, league officials switched to a split-season format, dividing the campaign into separate halves and scheduling a playoff series between the winners of each half. Mantle was chosen to participate in the Western Association All-Star Game, which took place in Muskogee, Oklahoma. It turned out to be an embarrassing experience as he committed four errors and was hit in the face with a throw from his third baseman.

Though the Miners compiled the best overall record in the Western Association at 90-46, they lost to the Springfield Cubs in the playoffs. Mantle’s .383 average that year—the highest single-season total of his professional career—easily earned him a batting crown. As if that wasn’t cause enough for celebration, the Yankees invited him to New York. On September 17, 1950, his picture appeared in the Oklahoman with a caption that read, “Mickey Mantle, 18 year-old Commerce product who burned up the Western Association with Joplin this season, may become one of the all-time greats of the New York Yankees.”




A TASTE OF THE BIG APPLE

When Mantle arrived in the Bronx as a non-roster invitee, the Yankees were locked in a close pennant race with the Tigers and Red Sox. They finished strong, winning 8 of their last 11 games and wrapping up the pennant by the end of September. There was very little in the way of celebration since the club was so accustomed to winning.

Having been recruited as a shortstop, Mantle paid close attention to Phil Rizzuto, who was putting the finishing touches on an MVP season. After observing his graceful fielding and exceptional range firsthand, Mickey decided that he could never be a suitable replacement. Rizzuto later admitted to feeling somewhat threatened when Mantle first appeared, but he kept up a good front. Asked by a reporter what he thought of the new Yankee prospect, he said with a wink, “A little big for a shortstop, don’t you think?”

Casey Stengel was very accommodating to Mantle, singing his praises to the New York press. Stengel had begun his career in the Dead Ball Era and developed a reputation as an eccentric. In an oft-told tale, he allegedly hid in an outfield drainage hole one day and popped out just in time to catch a flyball. Before managing the Yankees, he played for both of the other New York teams. He was a World Series star for the Giants and Robins, compiling a .393 postseason batting average.

Stengel’s big-league managerial career began in Brooklyn during the mid-1930s. When the team failed to contend, he was dismissed. During a six-year stint with the woeful Boston Braves (officially known as “The Bees” from 1938 through 1940), he used humor to deflect tough questions about the club’s abominable performances. His comical quotes made him popular with sportswriters. He was less popular with players, many of whom came to resent his endless shuffling of players in and out of the lineup.

By the time he took over the Yankees in 1949, Stengel had just one winning season to his credit—a fact that greatly concerned members of the Gotham press corps. Justifying his presence in New York, he told them, “I didn’t get the job through friendship. The Yankees represent an investment of millions of dollars. They don’t hand out jobs like this because they like your company. I know I can make people laugh and some of you think I’m a damn fool, [but] I got the job because the people here think I can produce for them.”

He did produce … big time.

In 12 years at the Yankee helm, Stengel guided the club to a record 10 pennants and seven World Series titles, distinguishing himself as an outstanding judge of talent along the way. Recognizing Mantle’s vast potential, he took the shy, star-struck teenager under his wing. But he wasn’t the nurturing type. Describing Stengel’s managerial style, outfielder Gene Woodling commented, “There were a lot of field managers as good as Casey, but Casey was better than other managers at understanding his players’ attitudes. He figured out how to stir us up so that we were so angry—and I wanted to kill him sometimes—that we’d go out and beat the other team’s fanny… . All that fun stuff was for the press and fans, but he was a tough man to play for. You didn’t horse around with him. He was all business. Which isn’t to say he wasn’t compassionate. You could go to him with problems.” Mantle later claimed that Stengel was like a father to him, but their relationship was complicated. Though Mickey could have used a little more nurturing, Stengel frequently chose the tough-love approach. During one of the slugger’s periodic dugout tantrums, Casey handed him a bat and invited him to smash himself over the head with it.

Mantle’s early days in New York were very lonely. He missed his father and his Joplin teammates. He needed someone he could relate to. That someone arrived in the form of Bill Skowron.

After a doubleheader against the Browns at Sportsman’s Park on September 17, the Yankees traveled to Chicago to play the White Sox. Skowron, a 19-year-old college kid who carried the nickname of “Moose,” had been invited to Comiskey Park for a tryout. During batting practice, he impressed Stengel by depositing a couple of pitches into the upper deck. This prompted an invitation to stick around as a non-roster player for the remainder of the season.

Over the next couple of weeks, Mickey and Moose became fast friends, sharing a room together at the Concourse Plaza Hotel. They established a daily routine, taking batting and fielding practice before games. After the regular players hit the showers, they attended evening workouts supervised by Yankees coaches. In their spare time, they binged on pizza, went to movies, and got lost on the subway.

Though he formed a strong bond with Skowron, Mantle got off on the wrong foot with the club’s preeminent star. As the story goes, he was playing Pepper with a few of the younger players during practice when one of his hits struck Joe DiMaggio squarely in the shin. This prompted an icy glare from the “Yankee Clipper.” Mantle admitted to being highly intimidated by DiMaggio. “With [Joe], I couldn’t even mumble hello,” he said. “He had this aura. It was as if you needed an appointment just to approach him. Then it was a question of getting enough courage to speak.”

After the Yankees swept the Phillies in the World Series, Mantle was invited to an instructional camp in Phoenix along with the team’s other top prospects. Though Mantle earned an official roster spot in 1951, Skowron spent the next three seasons in the minors. In his absence, Hank Bauer—a former US Marine with a commanding presence—befriended Mickey, helping him through what would prove to be a very rocky year.





SPRING PHENOM


Mantle spent the winter of 1950-51 working in the Commerce mines. He provided conflicting accounts of what tasks he was assigned to. In his 1985 autobiography, he claimed to have worked underground on a pump crew. But an earlier recollection placed him aboveground as a jack of all trades.

Life in the mines was dangerous and stressful. Workers developed a twisted sense of humor. Mantle recalled a bizarre ritual in which crew members would hit each other with a wooden paddle. Those who endured five or six solid whacks without crying out in pain were entitled to use the paddle against their aggressors. The risk of cave-ins was a looming hazard. When the sound of loose rocks or gravel was detected, alarms were activated and crews would scramble to evacuate. The men gradually became desensitized, resorting to tactless practical jokes such as throwing stones at the helmets of coworkers when their backs were turned. This resulted in a lot of false alarms.

Over the course of the winter, Mutt Mantle’s failing health became increasingly evident. He began to steadily lose weight. He also suffered from chronic fatigue and soreness. But a life of hard labor had taught him to carry on in spite of his afflictions.

Mickey and Merlyn developed an exclusive relationship. Charmed by her wholesome small-town values, Mutt began pressuring his son to make a serious commitment. He worried that a bachelor’s lifestyle would negatively impact Mickey’s baseball career. Whether it was out of true love or a sense of allegiance to his father (or likely a combination of both), Mickey purchased a ring with money borrowed from his half brother, Ted. He gave it to Merlyn shortly before Christmas.

Mantle’s invitation to spring training arrived in February. Since there was no money or train ticket included, he assumed he would have to cover the cost himself. Short on funds, he continued to work in the mines. His failure to report prompted a second summons to camp. Concerned that he might be holding out, the Yankees eventually wired him the money.

It was a long drive to the train station, and both of Mickey’s parents made the trip. Though he had gotten a taste of major-league life a few months earlier, he found himself overwhelmed by sadness, fear, and anxiety. “I kept swallowing hard and drinking more water than I ever needed before,” he recalled. He was still choking back tears an hour into the trip.

When Mantle arrived in Phoenix, he discovered that the Yankees had an army of rookies on hand, among them Skowron, Gil McDougald, and Bob Cerv. Casey Stengel was still in the process of asserting control over the club and sometimes held team meetings that lasted for more than an hour. Many players walked away confused and/or resentful—especially the established stars who didn’t feel that they needed to be told what to do.

At the end of the 1950 campaign, Joplin manager Harry Craft had drafted a scouting report recommending that Mantle be switched from shortstop to third base or the outfield. Stengel was inclined to agree, but since the club already had a regular third baseman and a wealth of capable outfielders, it was a question of where to put him. Mickey’s incredible skills convinced Stengel that he needed to be somewhere in the lineup. He was clocked running the bases at 13 seconds—a figure so astonishing that Casey repeated the trial several times believing that his watch was broken. Mantle’s exceptional speed earned him the nickname, “The Commerce Comet.”

In a story Mantle retold on multiple occasions, he made his first exhibition appearance in center field. Indians infielder Ray Boone hit a line drive straight toward him. He raced in a couple of steps and flipped his sunglasses down. The sudden change from bright light to shade left him disoriented and the ball hit him squarely in the forehead, breaking his glasses. After trotting in to get another pair from the batboy, he realized that all of his teammates were laughing at him.

There were better moments ahead. During a game against the USC college team, Mantle hit a pair of tape-measure homers. One of them sailed over the left field wall and landed on the roof of a distant house. The other was originally believed to have traveled in excess of 600 feet. After the game, Mantle was mobbed by a throng of enthusiastic college students seeking autographs.

As Mickey’s popularity grew, an unexpected problem arose. Hailed as the second coming of Babe Ruth, a number of writers began to question why he had been exempted from military duty. It created enough of a stir that the Yankees asked the Oklahoma draft board to perform another physical examination.

The exam took place in Tulsa. After an exhibition swing through Texas and Kansas City, Mickey met up with his dad. He noticed that Mutt looked alarmingly pale and thin, but when he inquired about it, he received a dismissive response—something to the effect of “don’t worry about it, I feel fine.” Together, they made the long drive to the military induction center in Tulsa. The results were the same. Even in a dormant state, osteomyelitis was considered a chronic condition that was sufficient grounds for deferment.

Mantle remained unsure of his status with the Yankees late into the spring. He would have been satisfied to play for the club’s Texas League affiliate in Beaumont, where Harry Craft had been reassigned, but on the other hand, he didn’t want to disappoint his father. One day, Mickey’s friend Nick Ferguson called him on the phone pretending to be Beaumont’s GM and instructed him to report immediately. Mantle fell for the ruse, politely conceding. He was greatly relieved when Ferguson told him it was just a prank. Shortly afterward, he learned that he had earned a spot on the Yankees’ Opening Day roster.




GROWING PAINS

The 1951 regular season began with a series of rainouts at Washington. When the team returned to New York, outfielder Hank Bauer noticed that Mantle was not adhering to the standard Yankees dress code, which included a dress shirt and tie. Realizing that he probably couldn’t afford a new set of clothes, Bauer took Mickey to an upscale men’s apparel store and bought him a pair of suits. He proved to be quite helpful to the rookie slugger on a number of other occasions that year.

Sportswriter Jim Murray once quipped that Bauer “had a face like a clenched fist.” A hard-nosed, no-nonsense kind of guy, he had fought in the Pacific Theater during World War II and earned a number of medals for valor. During his 12 years with the Yankees, he emerged as a team leader and clutch performer, capturing seven World Series rings.

With all the media hype surrounding him, the pressure on Mantle to perform was intense. Though Joe DiMaggio’s skills were obviously in decline, he was still adored by New York fans. Mantle was viewed by many as an interloper out to steal “Joltin’ Joe’s” thunder. Subjected to boos and catcalls whenever he failed to deliver in the clutch, Mickey began to doubt himself and throw tantrums in the dugout. Bauer offered reassurance and support, helping him avoid the pitfalls of life on the brightly lit New York stage.

Mantle made his regular-season debut against the Red Sox at Yankee Stadium in front of 44,000 fans. It was the largest crowd he had ever seen. In an amusing story that may or may not be embellished, Yogi Berra met him on the dugout steps and asked him if he was nervous. When Mickey answered “no,” Berra teased him by asking why he was wearing his jockstrap on the outside of his uniform. “I took off for right field like my ass had caught fire and didn’t stop grinning until they finished playing the National Anthem,” Mantle said. Batting third in front of DiMaggio, he matched the Yankee Clipper’s performance that day with a single and RBI in four at-bats.

At the end of his first week, Mantle’s batting average stood at .320. But that was as high as it would get all year. He played fairly well in May and then fell into a bit of a funk. He was pressing too hard and swinging at pitches outside the strike zone. As the New York crowds got on his case, he began to dread coming to Yankee Stadium, where disgruntled fans were sometimes waiting at the players’ entrance to harass him.

In a doubleheader against the White Sox on June 19, Mantle went 4-for-8 with a pair of homers. The outstanding performance was followed by another slump. Though he wasn’t totally ineffective, gathering 45 RBIs in the first half, he clearly wasn’t living up to expectations. And he had lost his confidence to boot.

On July 15, Mantle received some very discouraging news. While Yankee players were taking the field for warmups at Detroit, Casey Stengel asked the clubhouse attendant to bring Mickey back in. The Yankee skipper had tears in his eyes when he told Mantle that he was being sent to the minors for more conditioning. “All we want you to do is just go down to Kansas City and get a couple of home runs, a couple of hits,” Stengel said. “And the first thing you know, you’ll get your confidence back, and we’ll bring you right back up.” Mantle appreciated the fact that Casey had waited until the clubhouse was empty before speaking with him.

In Mantle’s first game with the Kansas City Blues, he beat out a bunt for a base hit. Upon returning to the dugout, manager George Selkirk scolded him, pointing out that the only reason he was there was to find his power swing. It was a slow process, and Mantle nearly quit the game altogether. At one point, he called his father complaining that he didn’t think he could cut it as a ballplayer. Mutt made the 160-mile trip from Commerce to Kansas City. Though Mickey expected a pep talk of sorts, he got something entirely different.

Upon entering Mickey’s hotel room, Mutt began irritably throwing his belongings into a suitcase. When Mickey asked what he was doing, Mutt told him that he was taking him back home to Commerce. “I thought I raised a man,” he snarled. “You’re nothing but a coward, a quitter. You might as well be a miner like me, so just get your stuff and let’s get ready to go.” The hard-line strategy worked as Mickey agreed to tough it out.

Mantle hit .361 in 40 games for Kansas City with 11 homers and 50 runs batted in. Before returning to New York in late August, he was called by the draft board to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, for another physical. To no one’s surprise, he was deemed unfit for military duty yet again. He resumed his major-league career on August 24 against the Indians, collecting a hit and a walk in five plate appearances. The following day, he smashed a two-run homer off of 20-game winner Mike Garcia. He finished the season strong, hitting close to .300 in his last 20 games. Proving he had what it took to overcome adversity, he remained a regular in the Yankee lineup for the next 17 years.




OCTOBER DISASTER

Though the 1950s are often viewed as a “golden era,” it was actually a troubled time for many. In June of 1950, the North Korean People’s Army staged the first military offensive of the Cold War by invading their neighbors to the south. Within a week, the United States had entered the conflict on South Korea’s behalf. That same year, Wisconsin senator Joseph McCarthy claimed that dozens of communists had infiltrated the US State Department. An ongoing series of accusations and investigations followed, bringing the country to the brink of panic.

The 1951 baseball season was played in a climate of fear and paranoia as Chinese and North Korean forces captured the South Korean capital of Seoul. In response to the perceived threat of communism, the United States began testing weapons in the Nevada desert. A one-kiloton bomb known as “Able” was the first air-dropped nuclear device to be detonated on American soil. Hundreds of subsequent tests were conducted over the course of the decade.

Baseball underwent a significant organizational change in 1951 with the appointment of Ford Frick as commissioner. A former sportswriter for the New York American, Frick had served as public relations director of the NL before ascending to the league presidency in 1934. During his 30-plus years as a major-league executive, he played a vital role in the establishment of the National Baseball Hall of Fame and the integration of the sport.

The 1951 regular season produced a number of memorable moments as St. Louis Browns owner Bill Veeck staged a wild publicity stunt, sending a 3-foot-7 circus performer named Eddie Gaedel to the plate against Tiger hurler Bob Cain. Instructed not to swing at anything, Gaedel walked on four pitches. The pennant races were tight with the Giants battling the Dodgers to a first-place tie. A rare three-game playoff was scheduled to crown the champions of the National League. It ended with Bobby Thomson’s memorable walkoff homer in the third meeting. Years later, the Giants were accused of conducting a sign-stealing operation in the second half of the season. Thomson didn’t deny that signs had been stolen, but insisted he had received no advance notice of pitcher Ralph Branca’s offerings during his iconic at-bat.

The AL pennant race was a shootout between the Yankees, Red Sox, and Indians. The Yankees set the pace in September while their rivals crumbled down the stretch. Boston and Cleveland combined for a 4-16 record in their last 10 games, allowing the Yankees to capture a third consecutive American League title.

With Stengel’s platoon system in effect, Yogi Berra and Phil Rizzuto were the only players to appear in more than 140 games for the Yankees. Berra had a fine season, claiming the first of three MVP awards. Meanwhile, an aging Joe DiMaggio was hampered by injuries, slumping to .263 at the plate—the lowest mark of his storied career. In the pitching department, Eddie Lopat and Vic Raschi both gathered 21 victories while Allie Reynolds stole the spotlight with a pair of no-hitters. The second one was a pennant-clinching effort against the Red Sox.

After his tune-up in Kansas City, Mantle more closely resembled the highly touted prospect he had been made out to be. Satisfied with his progress, Stengel elevated him to first-string status in the postseason. The Giants’ early-October heroics drained a bit of energy from the city’s ninth “Subway Series” (six of which had been won by the Yankees to that point). Prior to Game 1, Red Smith of the New York Herald Tribune wrote, “After that final playoff game in the Polo Grounds, this sport can hold no more surprises, offer no excitement or entertainment that wouldn’t seem pale by comparison.”

Over 65,000 fans attended the series opener at Yankee Stadium. Most of the highlights were provided by the Giants as Reynolds faltered on the mound, allowing eight hits and five runs in six innings. Mantle hit in the leadoff spot, drawing two walks off of starter Dave Koslo. He never made it as far as second base. The Yankees’ only run came on a second-inning double by AL Rookie of the Year Gil McDougald. He was driven home on a single by infielder Jerry Coleman. There were no other tangible Yankee threats in the 5–1 loss.

In Game 2, Mantle recorded his first career postseason hit with a bunt single. He came around to score on successive hits by Rizzuto and McDougald. The Yankees were leading, 2–0, when disaster struck. Willie Mays, playing in his rookie season, led off the fifth inning with a popup to short right-center field. DiMaggio, slowed by a bad heel, was not nearly as mobile as he had been in earlier years. Acutely aware of that fact, Mantle sprinted into DiMaggio’s territory. When he got there, he was surprised to find Joe D. already camped out under the ball. Forced to make an abrupt stop, Mantle’s spikes caught the rubber cover of an irrigation outlet. There was a loud snap as the ligaments in his knee tore loose. He crumpled to the ground in agony. DiMaggio told him not to move and assured him that a stretcher was on the way. It was one of few conversations that took place between the two men that season.

Forced to sit out the rest of the series, Mantle underwent surgery on the day of Game 3. While climbing out of a cab in front of Lenox Hill Hospital in Manhattan, he leaned heavily on his father, who promptly collapsed to the pavement. The two were admitted to the same hospital room. Though Mickey’s procedure was a success, Mutt was in bad shape. A battery of tests revealed that he was dying of Hodgkin’s disease—a cancer of the lymphatic system. The news, though disheartening, came as no surprise to Mickey, who had lost his grandfather and an uncle to cancer.

Summarizing his October experiences, Mantle once remarked, “All of my early memories about the World Series are woven around my family and glad times laced by pain and sadness. That became a kind of pattern of mine and I never questioned my luck, good or bad. I was just a mouse in a maze. I’d get the cheese and then the electric shock.”

Mantle’s 1951 surgery was the first of several that would be required to preserve his career. In his absence, the Yankees won the World Series in six games. Rizzuto hit .320 with five runs scored. McDougald drove in a team-high seven runs. And DiMaggio blasted the final home run of his extensive postseason career. Though the Yankees offered Joltin’ Joe a handsome salary to play one more season, he officially announced his retirement in December. It left an opening in center field that Mantle would capably fill for more than a decade.
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