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INTRODUCTION
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Some ten years ago, a friend gave me a set of tapes of interviews Larry Ritter had done as the basis for his captivating book The Glory of Their Times, and I was enthralled to listen to old-time ballplayers talk about their days in baseball in the early part of the twentieth century. This book, the third in a series, is a direct product of that chance encounter with the superb work that Ritter had done.

My decision to try to emulate Ritter led to some forty-five interviews of ballplayers and to the deposit at the Hall of Fame in Cooperstown of the videotapes of those interviews, with the hope that over time fans of our wonderful game would be able to see these fine players tell their stories. By preserving these tapes we preserve the essence of what makes baseball unique.

At the outset of this Oral History Project, my friend and mentor Herbert Allen encouraged me and helped me to finance the effort with a generous grant. The Hall of Fame receives the author’s share of the proceeds from this book, and has graciously begun to find ways to make the tapes available to fans and students of baseball. In doing the interviews, I have been assisted by good friends Claire Smith, Murray Chass, eminent baseball writers; my good friend Walter O’Hara; Dick Crago, the longtime announcer at Dodgertown in Florida; and Jon Pessah. My editor at Simon & Schuster, Bob Bender, and I edited transcripts of the videotapes to create this manuscript. We tried to faithfully record the comments of the interviewees, correcting minor grammatical mistakes and occasional errors caused by the inevitable lapses of memory after several decades. Thanks also to Jim Gates, Bill Francis, Gabe Schechter, Freddy Berowski, and Tim Wiles at the Hall of Fame for their help with the introductions to the ballplayers and to Pat Kelly at the Hall of Fame for the photographs. And, once again, I acknowledge the enormous contribution of my colleague George Cooney, whose production crews have ensured that our videotapes are highly professional. My thanks to them and to all the others who have worked with us to make this such a rewarding undertaking.

My dear friend Bart Giamatti claimed baseball was essentially oral history and he loved to hear and retell baseball stories. This book is replete with good stories and I hope it captures some baseball moments that would otherwise have been lost. These superb players talk of magical games, relate memorable experiences, and explain what it means to be a professional. I very much hope you find it both interesting and instructive.
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WILLIE MCCOVEY


Topping out at six feet four inches tall, Willie McCovey earned the nickname “Stretch” as he embarked upon a dominating major league career, mostly playing first base for the San Francisco Giants. As a sign of things to come, McCovey went 4-4 in his July 1959 big league debut against Hall of Fame pitcher Robin Roberts. He would complete the season with a .354 batting average and National League Rookie of the Year honors.

Teaming up with fellow slugger Willie Mays, McCovey would pursue a career in which his power hitting was also matched with excellent defense and sound baseball judgment. As noted by his manager Clyde King, “I’d hate to think where we’d have been without McCovey. He played when he was hurt and came through when he was hurt.” He also said, “In my opinion, Willie is the best-fielding first baseman in the National League. In fact, he’s the best I’ve ever seen on thrown balls. Stretch saved our infielders a great many errors this season.”

As to McCovey’s baseball acumen, King remarked, “He’s the kind of guy who is good for an organization because he has such a good baseball mind. His judgment is very sound. He knows how to evaluate opposing players.”

With respect to his opponents, McCovey was an intimidating figure at the plate. “I’m not afraid of any pitcher,” he said. “I’ve been pitched almost every way, and I’ve hit every kind of pitch. There wasn’t much else to do in Mobile.” This thought was echoed by manager Sparky Anderson, who stated, “Here’s a guy who is the most feared in baseball. If you pitched to him instead of around him, he’d hit eighty home runs.” And, according to Walter Alston, “McCovey didn’t hit any cheap ones. When he belts a home run, he does it with such authority it seems like an act of God.”

As a dead-pull, line-drive-type hitter, he often faced defensive shifts by opposing teams. McCovey was not flustered by this tactic, noting, “Those shifts don’t really worry me a lot. Sometimes they’re successful. Other times they hurt a team’s defense. Of course, the shifts don’t mean anything at all if I can hit the ball over the top of them. Sometimes [I] hit through it, sometimes opposite, and sometimes bunted.”

Willie McCovey retired from major league ball after twenty-two seasons. His career numbers place him in a special pantheon of talent: 521 home runs, 1,555 RBIs, 1,229 runs, and 2,211 hits. Along with his Rookie of the Year Award, he also won the National League Most Valuable Player honors in 1969, was a six-time All-Star selection, and captured three National League home run crowns.

In 1986, McCovey received baseball’s highest honor when he was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame. His reputation as a quiet, unassuming ballplayer remained intact as he said, “And now I have become a player on the most distinguished team of all. It’s a new family in a way, a family of men whose accomplishments in baseball and in life set them apart from all others; and I’m truly honored and blessed with this ultimate adoption, if you will, by the game that I played so hard and loved so deeply.”
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Of all the great guys that came out of Mobile, I’m the only one really that came out of Mobile proper. Hank Aaron is from Mobile, Billy Williams, and we can go on and on. But most of those guys were born outside of Mobile proper. I was really born right in Mobile.
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Willie McCovey

We were eight boys, two girls. I was number seven of the ten. And for some reason, I was the only athlete. I don’t know why. A couple of my brothers thought they could box, but they couldn’t. So it didn’t take them long to realize that they couldn’t make a living boxing.

We were playing baseball off the streets of Mobile, I can remember that, right in front of my house, and the paper boys were coming around with the Extras. Extra, Extra, read all about it, the death of President Roosevelt. I remember that, for some reason, very vaguely, you know? I was born in 1938 and I don’t remember a whole lot about 1945 other than that, to be honest with you. But I do remember that.

We didn’t have any ballparks to play in. Most of the open fields weren’t open to us. Although a little later, for whatever reason, we became pretty friendly with the white kids and the sports guys of Mobile, and we started playing games against them. And I think we were the only southern team that was able to do that.

The white kids came out with uniforms, they had this full equipment. They had nice-looking cheerleaders cheering them on. And we came out in dungarees and some Levi’s and things like that and homemade gloves, just a couple pieces of leather sewed together.

I was my own coach. So I just went by things that I read or whatever. You know, I listened to the radio because there was no TV then. The games were on radio. They were re-created, although at the time we didn’t know that. I tell you, they sounded live, like it was happening just then. Once a week, the Giants, the Dodgers. Mobile was a Dodger farm team at the time, the Mobile Bears. So naturally, we followed the Dodgers closer. And then Jackie Robinson breaking the color line with the Dodgers made the Dodgers even more of a favorite down in Mobile. But they had a Double-A team, Southern Association. So we could go follow that whole game and watch the Mobile Bears play. The guys that played for the Bears, we saw them work their way up to Brooklyn to play with the Dodgers.

My very first idol, I think, was Whitey Lockman because he was with the Giants. And I liked the Giants for whatever reason, I guess because of Whitey, although the Dodgers were my favorite because of Jackie. I don’t know why I liked Whitey Lockman, and of course, I got to meet Whitey because we became teammates with the Giants later on. He coached me at first base.

Billy Williams and I knew each other. We played against each other down there. Billy was from a little town called Whistler. And of course, Aaron lived out that way, too. And our league at the end of the year would meet Billy’s league, so, you know, we almost always played against each other in the playoff game, a championship game or whatever you want to call it at the end of the year.

Henry Aaron was a little older. Yeah, we all idolized Henry because by the time we were on our way, Henry had already signed up to play in the Negro Leagues. So, we followed him and his exploits with the Negro Leagues before the Braves signed him.

I wanted to play in the Negro Leagues. I thought that was the only place we’d get to play, really, until Jackie broke the color line. So, for me, at the time, that was our major leagues.

Satchel Paige is from Mobile. Satchel used to come down during the winter and we would all gather around the little oak tree. We had a little oak tree where all the guys kind of hung out. And Satchel used to come down to the oak tree and would tell us stories about what went on the last year in the league, tell us stories about Josh Gibson and Cool Papa Bell. And we’d sit there half a day listening to Satchel.

God, he told us a lot of stories, a lot of it I have forgotten. He would tell us about how good Josh Gibson was. He was, I guess, the Babe Ruth of the Negro Leagues. He could really hit. They were unbeatable then when he and Josh were on the same team. But he would tell us stories about Cool Papa, who was probably the fastest human being alive at the time. One of those stories that used to go around about Cool Papa was he was so fast that he could turn the light switch off and be in the bed before the lights went out. That’s how fast he was. But Satchel told us, well, he’d run his way over from first base and steal second and third on me. And Satchel said, I looked over at him one day after he had done that and said, now, let me see you beat my fastball across home plate. Well, he had a million of them. I’ve forgotten most of them.

It was either get into sports and play sports or get in trouble. And unfortunately, most of the guys down that way got in trouble. They went the other way. But fortunately, I hung out with the guys who liked sports. We played all sports. But baseball was the one we thought would allow us a better career, mostly because of the Negro Leagues. And then after Jackie signed, we figured, hey, there’s a chance to go into the major leagues now.

At that time, we figured, you could have a longer career playing baseball. So that’s why most of the good athletes signed to play baseball at that time.

The Giants had a scout named Alex Pompez. And all scouts have what they called bird dogs, who are not scouts per se, but they knew scouts in the different organizations. So they looked out for good players in that neighborhood where they grew up. And this guy Jesse Thomas was the head of the playground where we used to go and play. And whenever there was a player that Jesse Thomas thought had some ability or some future or whatever, he would call Alex Pompez and let him know. That’s how I got invited to the Giants minor league training camp.

I was in Los Angeles at the time. I left Mobile just to spend some time with my brother, who was living in Los Angeles. And after I got to L.A., I decided I wanted to stay. My brother said, well, you got to get a job. So I went to the employment office and started to register for a job.
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Alex Pompez

This was ’55. And my mother called me. This was in January or February in ’55. My mother called me and said, Jesse Thomas wants you to come home. He wants to send you down to the Giants training camp. I thought she was kidding at first. But I knew my mother wouldn’t kid me. So I went back home to Mobile and there was a bus ticket waiting for me to go to Melbourne, Florida.

That’s where all the Giants farm teams trained. And like a week or so before their farm teams would report, they would invite a bunch of guys like me, who were unsigned, that were sent down by bird dogs to try out. They chose up sides and we played against each other. And of course, in that camp were myself, Orlando Cepeda, Felipe Alou, and Jose Pagan. Yeah, all those guys were taken there. That’s the best one they ever had. So we all got signed that spring. And then after we were signed, they would assign us to different farm teams.

I signed for $75 a month. And little did I know that, behind my back, my mother called and negotiated $500 for herself. She turned out to be a good agent. I didn’t know it.

I signed with Sandersville, Georgia, with the Georgia State League. That’s the Deep South. And even though I grew up in the segregated South, I had never heard some of the things I was called in that league, so I still got some of the stuff that Jackie had to go through. It was still prevalent at that time, you know?

The other African-American guy on the team was born and raised in New York, and he couldn’t take it. He quit, he went home. So that left me the only one.

I got death threats and things. Back home we were able to mingle with the white kids in Mobile and, you know, I never got anything like that.

The person I liked the most—and she didn’t realize how much trouble she was getting me in—was our manager’s wife. She was like Miss America, she was gorgeous. Pete Parlick played second base and managed, so he was a player-manager. I used to walk home from the ballpark. And naturally, I lived in a different neighborhood than the white guys did.

Pete’s wife would always come around and pick me up and drive me home. And, you know, me driving home at midnight with her, she didn’t realize that’s a no-no. But she didn’t care. I got a lot of threats from that.

After Georgia, I went to Danville, Virginia, in the Carolina League. It was the only team in Virginia with the league, everybody else was in Carolina. So a lot of the same stuff but not quite as much as the Georgia State League. After that, I went to Dallas in the Texas League.

In my first year in the Georgia State League, I led the league in home runs and RBIs, so I figured then there was some promise. And the next league was Class C, after the Class D where I broke in. But I was good enough to skip Class C and go to Class B, which was the Carolina League. I had another good year in that league. I played with a guy by the name of Leon Wagner, Daddy Wags, who was like a great home run hitter in that league. He hit over 60 home runs in that league. I think he hit 66. And, I mean, just throughout the league. And I hit right in front of him in the lineup. I didn’t realize how much respect I had against other pitchers until that year when they would walk me to pitch to him. He was having that incredible year, but they would still rather pitch to him than me. So that’s when I started gaining the respect at the plate.

One thing is I didn’t fraternize. That’s the one thing. There were a lot of guys who did. So the guys didn’t get to know me very well, so I kind of evoked that presence to the pitchers. And, you know, I just turned into a good hitter. I could think at the plate. I didn’t give in to pitches. I didn’t swing at a lot of bad balls and things like that. So all that added up, I guess.

We were embarrassed to strike out during my era. For some reason, that’s no big deal now. I guess the guys figured that out now, so it’s nothing for them to strike out 150, 200 times.

Unfortunately, I got hurt that year, so I didn’t really play a full year at Dallas. I sprained my ankle and tore up my knee. It was just bad. First time I started having problems with injuries is in Fort Worth, Texas, when Dallas was playing Fort Worth. And that’s when I first started sampling the Dodgers-Giants rivalry. That’s where it started, in the Texas League. At Fort Worth with the Dodger farm team. Dallas was the Giants farm team. So, we didn’t like each other.

That’s when I met guys like Tommy Davis, and we became lifelong friends. We always had this rivalry going, who was gonna have the best year, and that carried on through when I got to the major leagues.

We were in the Pacific Coast League together. The Giants called me up in July, and of course, everybody knows I went 4-4 against Robin Roberts. And I got back in the clubhouse, and the first telegram they handed to me was from Tommy, congratulating me. He said, I’m taking over Dallas here now that you’re gone.

Dallas was a good town. I like Dallas a lot. But I spent a lot of time in the training rooms, unfortunately. And the real time I got back to play, I had a pretty good year, enough to be moved up the next year. So, that’s when you know you’ve done well, if you don’t have to go back to that same league again the next year.

When I had to have knee surgery, they sent me to New York. And when I was released from the hospital, they wanted me to stick around in New York so they could check it.

That’s when the scout introduces me to Willie. And he told Willie that, well, I had to stick around about a week. Willie said, oh, he can stay with me. So, I stayed in Mays’s house for a week, and talk about a thrill. So he takes me around Harlem. He and Junior Gilliam of the Dodgers were really good friends. They played a lot of pool. So I used to tag along with them all over Harlem, into pool halls and whatever, you know, sitting around, and both of them were good.

* * *

Giants had about thirteen or fourteen farm teams at that time, from Class D right up to Triple-A.

And every one of those leagues, they had about three farm teams in each one of those leagues, you know, in various places. So naturally, there was a first baseman on every one of those teams that was competing for that one job in the major leagues. I’m playing first base on the Double-A team, the Dallas team, and a guy came up to me and started talking to me about playing first base and about gripping the bat. That guy was Bill White.

And he was giving me advice. And I said, boy, it’s the guy that one day I’m probably gonna be fighting for this first-base job, and he’s down here giving me advice. And that’s when I decided, you know, that’s the way I want to be. I want to be able to help guys. That’s when I knew the Giants organization was more of a family, too, because that’s when I realized how much guys in the organization were trying to help each other. They were the type of guys who weren’t jealous of anybody because they were playing the same position.
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Willie Mays

In 1959 I was having such a good year in Triple-A. I was hitting over .370 when they called me up, leading the league in everything, everything possible. Yeah. In a way, I wanted to keep that year going because I would have liked to have seen how good a year I could have really had if I had stayed there. But my, we’re going to the big leagues, you know, that was it. So, they called me up. And that year I was having in Triple-A just continued when I got up here, you know, going 4-4, and just continued throughout the year.

And then, I’m Rookie of the Year up here. So, it’s one of those crazy years, you know?

The weather wasn’t a big problem that first year in San Francisco. It wasn’t until we moved to Candlestick in 1960 that the weather became a factor.

There was an interesting story about the invisible triple that I hit, as they called it. I hit a ball into the outfield. We played the Dodgers at night. It was just a routine fly ball to center field. And Duke Snider never did see it, because of the fog. I kept running. I got to third base and they called a delay in the game. I didn’t remember how long a delay we had, maybe around twenty-five minutes.

I bunted a triple one night. Mays was on first and I bunted, and there was nobody there, so Mays goes from first base on the ball, but when he kept running, I kept running. So I ended up on third base and Willie scored.

Willie was always the center of attention. Everybody gathered around Willie because he had that infectious laugh. You knew he was around because he had that laugh. Everybody gathered around Willie asking questions. And he was a giver. Yeah. He gave guys the shirt off his back, you know, even visiting players.

There might have been a guy that might be a little better hitter or there might have been a guy had a little more power or whatever, but when you put everything together, he was it, the greatest player I ever saw. And he didn’t really have to work hard at it. That was what’s so scary. I was wondering, if this guy worked hard totally, how good would he be? Because all he did in the off-season, like I said, we’d go to the pool hall and play pool, lie around the bedroom and watch TV. And then the first day of spring training, he was playing like it was midseason.

While we were all huffing and puffing trying to get in shape, he was already ready for Opening Day, you know. He was just amazing.

Orlando Cepeda and I signed the same time. We were together in that tryout camp. And Cepeda actually was signed as a third baseman. They sent him off to Kokomo to play, which wasn’t even a Giants farm team, but they just kind of traded him off, so I don’t know. It was almost like they weren’t expecting him to move up very far in the organization, so they sent him off to Kokomo. And he had a great year, because Cepeda can hit. I mean, he can hit, yeah. And I guess it was during that time he was transferred to first base, I guess, and started playing first base.

Felipe Alou and I used to ride to the ballpark together. We even bought a car together, you know? Because that winter, I played baseball in his hometown in the Dominican Republic. And since I couldn’t speak Spanish, he moved away from his family to move in with me down there so I’d be comfortable, because I was ready to go home since I couldn’t understand Spanish. So he said, oh, no, I’ll move in with you.

He and I bought a car together. And he got called up to the Giants before me. And I sold the car and sent him his share. He likes to tell that story because he didn’t think he’d ever get back, you know, he’d never get any money from that sale, but I sent him his share of the car.

When I got called up, they moved Cepeda to third base that day, since he had played some third base. So that first day he played third base and I played first. And he didn’t play it very well, so he decided to try left field.
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Orlando Cepeda

He probably could have been a better left fielder, but he didn’t really want to play out there. So when Alvin Dark took over the team, Alvin came to me and said, I’d like for you to try playing left field. Are you open to it? We would have a much better team. So I said, yeah, I’ll gladly play left field. So he handed me a left-handed glove and I went out there and played, and to my surprise, I liked it out there, yeah. I tell people, how can you not like playing beside Willie Mays? But I ended up liking it. And I thought that’s the way it was gonna be because we had a good team with me in left field and Cepeda playing first base.

We knew it was history when we had the three Alou brothers in the outfield. But we knew all of them were good. And we were just looking forward to the day when they would be out there. We thought it would be history in the making. So it finally happened. And then that day that all three of them started, I hit three home runs in the game.
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Felipe Alou

They were all different. Matty was a little guy whom they couldn’t outrun, and so was Felipe. In spring training, we would play intersquad games. And Felipe’d hit a ball to shortstop, and we had trouble throwing him out at first base. He was so fast, you know. That’s when I woke my eyes up to how fast this guy was, and Matty was the type of guy who, you know, was kind of a slap hitter, and bunted a lot to get on. Jesus was just kind of an average player. He didn’t have the tools those other two had, but he was good enough to be a major leaguer. But Felipe was head and shoulders the best of the three.

Juan Marichal was a great pitcher. And I put emphasis on pitcher. Guys who are mostly throwers know they can throw in the high nineties so they just want to blow it by everybody. But at that age, Juan was a pitcher. He could still change speeds on the ball, change his delivery and throw all those curveballs when most pitchers would be throwing a fastball. And he just knew how to pitch. And everybody wondered how he got that much knowledge at that age to know that much about pitching. You don’t usually learn that until you’re almost at the end of your career, really. He knew it then and that’s what everybody noticed about him right away, I guess. So he was just such a great pitcher.

Oh, he was right at the top. Yeah. Unfortunately, though, he never won a Cy Young, you know. For some reason, I don’t want to say why, but for some reason he was always overlooked. And then he was right there every year. And one of those other guys always got one or two votes more than him for whatever reason.

He was such a good guy, such an easygoing guy. I mean, if you didn’t like Marichal, you couldn’t like anybody.

Nineteen sixty-two, World Series, Giants against the Yankees, Game Seven, two outs, bottom of the ninth, Ralph Terry on the mound, Matty Alou on third, Willie Mays on second. I go to bat. First base is open. So the first thing on my mind was, oh, shoot, I’m not gonna get to hit, because I’m thinking they were gonna put me on. Of course, Cepeda is over there, who’s a good hitter. But since Terry is a right-hander and I’m a left-handed hitter it made sense to put me on. Plus, I had hit Terry really well during that Series. I hit a home run off him in the second game of the Series. I tripled off him in that particular game and then scored. So, naturally, you’d figure he’s not gonna pitch to me.

And their manager, Ralph Houk, he goes out to the mound to talk to him. And that’s what I was figuring that he went out to talk to him about. But Ralph says just pitch to McCovey, which he did. Everybody knows what happened. Well, the first ball I hit, I pulled it foul. Everybody was saying it would have been a home run but it wouldn’t have been, it wasn’t hit that far. I hit it pretty far down the right-field line but it was a foul. And that’s when I realized they were gonna pitch to me. So it was either the next pitch or the next pitch after that, that I hit the line drive. Although he will tell you differently, Bobby Richardson was almost playing me out of position because everybody played me to foul. They even had exaggerated shifts on me. I couldn’t believe some of the shifts they were pulling on me. He was playing close to the second-base bag. No second baseman ever played me there. And that’s exactly where I hit the ball. And he was standing right there.

It happened so fast. I think I took one step, and that was it. It was over. I was depressed, naturally, because I felt I had let everybody down, especially myself, because I wanted to be the man to win the Series. I always liked being up in situations like that.

I remember the Peanuts cartoon that came after that. I got to meet and know Charlie Schulz, the creator of Peanuts, really well. He and I played golf a lot together. And I guess the first one was, well, they had the box of Charlie Brown sitting down. And then in the last box, he said, why couldn’t McCovey hit the ball two feet higher, or something like that?

In 1963 we had the three-way platoon. Harvey Kuenn came over from Cleveland in 1960. He played for Detroit, and then he was with Cleveland when we traded for him. When Cepeda didn’t play, I played first base. When Harvey didn’t play, I played left field. So I was kind of the swing man that year.

That year I led the league in home runs with 44. Even made the All-Star team for the first time. Hank Aaron and I tied for the home run lead, and we both hit 44. We both wore 44, and we’re both from Mobile.

* * *

One of the biggest thrills of my career was that I hit cleanup in the 1969 All-Star game in Washington. I was the MVP at the All-Star game that year, I hit two home runs. I remember hitting one off Blue Moon Odom, and one off Denny McLain. So when I look back to all those guys in the lineup—Aaron and Mays and [Ernie] Banks—and the MVP at the All-Star game, you know, it doesn’t get much better than that. In most of the All-Star games that I played in, I usually hit fourth and Mays would lead off. Hank Aaron would hit third, and I’d hit fourth.

Nobody played right field like Clemente. Nobody. He would come into a visiting ballpark and he could play that right-field fence as though he played there all year, better than the player that played it.

My first year in the majors the Pirates came to town. The bottom of the eighth inning, Harvey Haddix was pitching, good left-handed pitcher. Then Willie came up to me and said, if you’re patient now—Willie was on first base—he said, if you’re patient, give him a few pitches. Willie would steal second base. And if you get a hit, you can be a hero. So I did. I took a pitch. The second pitch, I took it. Willie stole second. The next pitch, I hit to right field, and Willie scores. But Clemente plays it off the wall, and I made the turn at first base. He already had the ball behind me. Threw me out on the turn.

Everybody has a pitcher that gives a little more trouble than other guys. And I had my trouble with Bobby Veale, who pitched for the Pirates, a big, tall left-hander. I had one good year off of him that I can remember, maybe one good month, I should say, not a whole year. Boy, I was happy with that month. All the good pitchers are going to give you problems at one time or another, naturally, but he might have been the most consistent one.

Sandy Koufax threw hard; he developed pinpoint control. So he wasn’t the type of guy who like was going to trick you at the plate. It was, here it comes, and let me see you hit it. And most of the time you didn’t. He was the greatest. I mean, when we would play, we’d always go on the road together, the Dodgers and the Giants, and they would either follow us to a town or we would follow them to a town. So we could always look back at the scoreboard at the Dodgers, see what they were doing. And if we saw a bunch of zeroes on the scoreboard, we knew who was pitching for the Dodgers.

I hit Don Drysdale probably better than I hit anybody, so I didn’t have any problems with Drysdale. Bob Gibson came across as being pretty mean. He was gonna let you know who was in control out there. If you stood too close to the plate, he was gonna back you up a little bit. He was gonna get you off the plate. He was never gonna fraternize with you. So you never knew what he was thinking out there. And you better not show him up. Even when you got a home run or something off him, you better just run around the bases as though you’ve been there before, not put on all these antics like these guys do today. I didn’t get really what you’d call really knocked down like a lot of guys do. But Drysdale would knock Willie down a lot. I was the one that hit him well and he didn’t knock me down at all, never did.
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Bob Gibson

Nineteen sixty-nine was my MVP year, 45 home runs, led the league; 126 RBIs, led the league; batted .320, fifth in the league, pretty close to a triple crown. But it was 1968 when a lot of people thought I should have won. That was Gibson’s fantastic year, and they gave him both awards, Cy Young and MVP. Hitters didn’t think pitchers deserve that MVP award. They have their own award, the Cy Young. And that’s the only time I’ve seen Mays speak out publicly that he thought I should have won that year. I led the league in both home runs and RBIs in that year, too. And the only guy that had a higher batting average, I think, was Pete Rose, because, you know, that was the so-called year of the pitcher.

I was just kind of in the zone that year, and it’s just hard to explain, it’s just like, you just know nobody can get you out. I’ve heard people trying to tell stories like that, the ball looked like a basketball or something. It never looked that big to me but I just felt like I was gonna get a hit all the time. I just felt this guy can’t get me out, you know? And it’s just a good feeling to have that feeling.

I was playing on a two-year contract and I was rewarded by Horace Stoneham by his tearing up that contract and giving me more money the next year, which he didn’t have to do. It was kind of unheard of in that time to sign even a two-year contract, which I had done. You’re always taking a chance when you sign up for a long-term contract. It just so happened I had a better year in the middle of that contract. And I didn’t go back and ask for that, he just volunteered it to me. He said, I’m gonna tear up that contract and give you more money because you deserve it.

I don’t remember what my salary was. Maybe $45,000, $50,000, that was big money then. If you made $100,000, that was the ultimate. I made more my last couple of years than I made in my peak years. But it just seems to work out that way.

Gaylord Perry was a real Giant, although he bounced around to a lot of teams, as you know, but he signed as a Giant. Great pitching prospect, one of the better pitchers during his early years here. We all hated to see him go. He was quite a guy, you know? He had a place down in Portola Valley, down in the peninsula there, a little old-fashioned wood-sided big spread down there. And on his big spread, he was constantly working on the yard, because he had quite a few acres. So, Gaylord would come up with an idea that he would invite the players to come down to his place, but he said, dress casual. And when they got there, he’d put them all to work. He was smart.
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Gaylord Perry

But I tell you, boy, he was a great teammate. He was one of those type of pitchers when you threw at one of his batters, he was gonna get you. He protected his hitters. And the funny story, we had a rule on our team when Alvin Dark was here, that if one of the pitchers on another team threw at one of our best hitters, you didn’t throw at their best hitter like most teams did. You got the pitcher. That was the rule we had. And I got beaned once, although the pitcher wasn’t really trying to do that, I know that.

We played the Cleveland Indians in an exhibition game. And the pitcher that was up to hit the next time, in one of those situations, was Gaylord’s brother Jim Perry, and Gaylord knocked him down. So, when you hear those stories about him knocking his mother down, Gaylord was that type of guy. He really protected you.

The umpires would come out there, almost undress him, try to find Vaseline or whatever they thought he was using, and the very next pitch after they got going, undressing him and toweling him a little down, the next pitch would be the best one he threw all game. He was amazing.

Then in 1973 I was traded. Willie had gotten traded to the Mets. Stoneham was gone. The Giants had changed ownership and Bob Lurie had taken over the team. I was placed under the 10-5 rule at the time, so I had to okay the trade. It wasn’t like I woke up one day and listened to the radio and found out I was traded somewhere. This was something that Horace Stoneham and I had talked about. He was losing a lot of money, so he was getting rid of all his high-priced players and he wanted to make sure they were happy, so he would ask us, me and Mays, where we wanted to go.

And we talked about some of the ballparks that I could hit, where I had good years, and some of those teams where I didn’t want to go to. Because he thought that, with that short right-field wall in Detroit, he thought, God, I’d hit 50, 60, 70 home runs a year. But I wanted to stay in the National League and I wanted to stay in California, so that’s why San Diego was the perfect fit. Buzzie Bavasi, who was with the Padres, we all three were on the phone. And I let them know then that this is where I wanted to end my career. So, they all agreed that we could make that happen. But they thought if I came down I could save the franchise.

That last year with the Padres, I didn’t sign that year. You could play out your option if you wanted to, and then you were free to go to anywhere you wanted. So, I didn’t sign that year. I was playing out my option that last year. So I got traded from the Padres to the A’s. But since I wasn’t signed, I wasn’t gonna even report to the A’s. And Chub Feeney talked me into reporting because Chub used to be my general manager, Horace Stoneham’s son-in-law.

So, he said, you’ll tarnish your reputation by not reporting because you’ll get a lot of bad publicity if you don’t report. He said, you have too good an image to do that. So I said, well, I’m not gonna sign with them, but I’ll go and finish out the season, which had only like about three weeks or so left. So I figured, I can put up with Finley [owner of the A’s] for that little time. So I did report, but that team was really in disarray, everybody on that team at the time, and they really had a chance to win it that year. But everybody just couldn’t wait till the season was over, so they could get out of there.

So, I was glad when the season was over. So, I could go back to spring training that next year with the Giants, which I’d already arranged to do. But I talked to Bob Lurie and, of course, he honored the gentleman’s agreement that I had with Horace and brought me back to spring training with no guarantees that I was gonna make the team. But I made the Comeback Player of the Year that year.

I pride myself as being the only Giants Hall of Famer that actually retired as a Giant. Everybody else retired with other teams.

Early in that 1978 season I hit my 500th home run. It took forever for me to do that because we had a lot of reporters who followed me from the year before waiting for me to hit it. And I just got tired with all those reporters following me around, asking me, when are you gonna do it? When are you gonna do it? So when I did it, it was more of a relief than anything. That was in Atlanta against the Braves—Jamie Easterly, the little left-hander. We had a lot of young players on the team that year, Jack Clark and a bunch of guys, and then they were all, they were happy, it seemed like they were happier that I did it than I was.

I didn’t know what the Hall of Fame was, to be honest, when I was at Mobile. I just wanted to play. I would have played for nothing, to be honest with you. I just wanted to play that bad.

The players now are a lot bigger, stronger, faster, a lot of them are more athletic, but I think the guys in my era knew how to play the game more than the guys of today. Otherwise, they had more baseball instincts, you know, knew the fundamentals of the game. Guys nowadays, they make unbelievable dives and catches and things that, I mean, I’m impressed with some of the catches and things I see nowadays. But I just don’t think they know all the fundamentals of baseball. A lot of them learn that at the major league level rather than learning it in the minor leagues.

It seems like most of the big league teams now are spending their money in the Dominican Republic rather than over here to give the black players a place to play. I hear they finally started looking in that direction now, I don’t know. But I know they spent a lot of money in the Dominican Republic to build facilities down there. And as you know, many of the players on the clubs now are coming out of the Dominican Republic.

It was an honor for someone to ask you for an autograph, and we didn’t mind signing autographs. But with autographs so valuable now and people selling your autograph, that’s why I think most guys are skeptical about signing autographs nowadays. The adults, they put these kids up to come and ask you for an autograph. And they give them a couple of bucks. Then the next day, you see your autograph on eBay, where they’ve sold it. And everybody puts the guys down now because they won’t sign autographs, but that’s one of the reasons.

It was an honor when the Giants named part of the ballpark after me, McCovey Cove. And that only really came about when they decided to do the statue of Mays and named the street out there Willie Mays Parkway, or whatever they call it. There was a writer for the San Jose Mercury who thought I meant more than Mays, and who asked why haven’t they done at least something for me.

So, it was really that writer who got together with Peter Magowan, with Larry Baer, actually, and discussed what they were gonna do. Well, they said, there is this statue already planned for him. And this writer said, you know, if McCovey had played here, if he hit 100 home runs, he would have hit that body of water back there. So, Pete said, why don’t you call that McCovey Cove? And then Barry Bonds made it famous because he hit a lot of home runs in there. But I don’t think they were looking at that when they decided to name it McCovey Cove. They were just thinking of what I might have done had I played here.

I just hope I left a legacy that lets people know how much I love the game. And I really mean what I said, that I would have played it for nothing, but I thought you can’t make a living playing it for nothing. But I would have, I wanted to play that badly. I loved being a Giant. I mean, I grew up as a Dodger fan because of Jackie Robinson. But there is nothing like the Giant family. From Horace Stoneham to Peter Magowan, and now, a new guy coming in, I think he’s gonna be just as good as everybody else. That’s kind of the legacy I’d like, to be remembered as just a really nice guy.
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JUAN MARICHAL


When high-kicking pitcher Juan Marichal arrived in the major leagues, he seemed destined for greatness. On July 19, 1960, the twenty-two-year-old righty, who was in Class D ball just two years earlier, made his big league debut by tossing a one-hitter—only the third player to pitch a one-hit game in his major league debut—and striking out twelve batters, as the San Francisco Giants defeated the Philadelphia Phillies, 2–0. He not only retired the first nineteen batters but had a no-hitter going with two outs in the eighth inning.

After the game, Marichal was asked if he was worried about winning. Teammate Orlando Cepeda, translating for the Spanish-speaking rookie, just smiled, not even asking Marichal for the answer to that question. “Juan said he expected to win,” Cepeda said. “He always expects to win.”

Win he did, finishing with six 20-victory seasons and a 243–142 record over sixteen years. Along the way he had a no-hitter against Houston in 1963, was named to ten All-Star teams, tossed 52 shutouts, and completed 244 starts. The ultimate honor came with his induction into the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1983.

“The symbol of his artistry . . . was the windup, with the high, graceful kick that left the San Francisco Giants hurler poised precariously on one leg like a bronzed Nureyev before he swept smoothly forward and propelled the baseball toward the plate,” was how sportswriter Ron Bellamy described Marichal in 1973.

Marichal, who began playing baseball on the dusty sandlots of the Dominican Republic, mesmerized hitters with his changeups, off-speed curves, sliders, and his famous kick-to-the-sky delivery.

While most pitchers are lucky to have two effective pitches—curveball and fastball—Marichal had eighteen, maybe twenty, according to fellow Hall of Famer Cepeda. “He throws a fastball from here [gesturing overhand], here [gesturing sidearm], here [underhand]. He throws the curveball from here [overhand], here [sidearm], and here [underhand],” Cepeda said. “He has eight different speeds on his fastball. He can throw his curve so it will take a week. He can throw a screwball so it will do a tango if he wants.”

Longtime opponent Hank Aaron once explained, “He can throw all day within a two-inch space, in, out, up, or down. I’ve never seen anyone as good as that.”

Hoping to capture Marichal’s signature pitching motion, columnist Jim Murray, who was honored with the 1987 J. G. Taylor Spink Award for excellence in baseball writing, wrote in 1968: “Every hitter in the league can tell you what size shoe he wears, what color it is, what the label is and how many spikes it has on it. The first thing Juan Marichal does on the mound is put his foot up in the batter’s eyes. He kicks his leg so high in the air some batters can’t recognize him when he has both feet on the ground.”

Marichal, nicknamed the “Dominican Dandy,” understood pressure when at age seventeen he was ordered to pitch for his country’s air force team. The squad soon found itself in jail for ten days after losing a doubleheader, Marichal dropping one of the games 1–0. Perhaps it was experiences like that that helped Marichal become one of the greatest pitchers of his era.
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I started playing baseball when I was seven years old and playing with the kids. I loved the game and right from the beginning I wanted to be a baseball player. My older brother, Gonzalo, he used to help me with balls and bats. When we started, we used to make our own ball and bat. We used to climb a tree and cut a branch, let it dry, and make a bat.

Baseball in that town, Manzanillo, was played on a small golf course, with the people from the Grenada Company—that was the name of the company; it was owned by American people.

They used to play golf there, and we used to go and find golf balls. So we used that golf ball, enlarged it with stockings and thread, and we kept rolling it there. It would get bigger and then when we got it to the size of a baseball, we took it to a shoemaker for a cover if we had a peso or two to pay him to put the cover on; otherwise, we put a nylon on it. We called it a gangora. And we’d tie them up real tight, and that’s how we played. That’s how we played in those days.

I remember leaving my house for school, and if I found somebody playing baseball on my way to school, I never got to school because I stopped and played baseball with those kids. When my teacher told my mother, ah, she was—well, I shouldn’t say mad but she was—she didn’t like what I did and I did that so many times. And she used to ask me, what are you going to do when you grow up? And I said, I’m going to be a baseball player. But I didn’t know about Major League Baseball. I didn’t know that you can make money playing baseball.

I just wanted to be a baseball player because in my country there was a team, the national team, that played all over the world representing the Dominican Republic and I—at that age, I wanted to be one of those players. And when I was nine years old my brother-in-law took me to see that team, and on that team was a guy named Bombo Ramos, a right-handed pitcher, that threw sidearm. He pitched the afternoon game and when I saw that man, I went back home and told my friends that I wanted to be a pitcher like Bombo Ramos. At that time I used to play shortstop because I wanted to play every day, you know, with the kids, and I loved to hit.

So after that day I went back home and started throwing the ball all over the place. Yes, I wanted to be a pitcher. So, in 1955, I played my first organized championship at age seventeen, or sixteen going on seventeen. So we won the whole thing. You know, over there you got different places that you had to play against, like, my team was on the west side of the island. We won the whole thing there, then we had to play the central part of the island. So we beat every team there, then we had to face the capital and south, east, and north. We won the whole thing. The following year, 1956, I played for a team, the city of Manzanillo, and that team was owned by the United Fruit Company, a big company that spent lots of years in my country.

They used to have a real good baseball team. They recruited a lot of kids from the country to play on their team and I was one of them. So the same thing happened. We won our zone, then we went to the central part, we beat everybody. Then we were playing in the capital. For the first time in my life I pitched in the capital, against the university named USA, Universidad Autónoma de Santo Domingo. So I faced that team, and I was lucky enough, I pitched a shutout against that team. Then we faced the south and we faced the east—and the east was a city that everybody knows, because it produces so many major league players today, San Pedro de Macorís. So we played San Pedro, and the last team we had to face was the Dominican air force.

They used to call it Aviación Militar Dominicana. They came to Manzanillo to play against my team. I played the first game in the morning and I beat them 2–1. The next day about eight o’clock in the morning somebody knocked on my door. I went out and opened the door, and there was a lieutenant, with the uniform and everything, with a telegram. I was—for a minute I was a little bit shaky, you know. I said, what did I do wrong, you know, to have this guy here looking for me? He handed me a telegram saying be at the Dominican air force immediately. Now I was shaking. I ran, took a bath, put my clothes on, and went home to see my mother.

I say my mother, and don’t mention my father, because I never, never met my father. I was three years old when he passed away. So I never met him. So I went to my home. I showed the telegram to my mother. She didn’t know what to do. She was upset about the whole thing. She claimed later that the reason she was acting that way was that she considered that I was a kid and did not belong in the air force. But I waited and I waited and I waited for her decision, and about four o’clock in the afternoon the same lieutenant came back with another telegram. When she saw the second telegram she said, son, you can’t say no to those people. When she said those people she meant the big dictator of the Dominican Republic, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo Molina.

And his son was chief of the air force at the rank of general. When she said you can’t say no to those people, I think I was waiting for that answer. So right away, I packed a little bit of clothes and I took a bus to Santo Domingo. I got to the base, they welcomed me to the team, and I spent fourteen months in the air force. Now, we are talking about 1957. We had to do the same thing that we did when I was with Manzanillo. I considered the Dominican air force the best team in the country. In fourteen months I lost three games. Now we had to face Manzanillo, which had been my team a year before, in 1956. We got there; we lost a doubleheader. I pitched one of those games and I lost—we lost both games on Sunday. When we came back to the base the general, Ramfis Trujillo, formed a commission to investigate why we had lost two games.

In the meantime they put everybody in jail: manager, players, and coaches. They were in Manzanillo investigating. I don’t know what they found out, but we spent ten days in jail until they came back.

During that time I played for the air force there were about three or four scouts. I remember one from the Yankees, I remember one from the Dodgers, I remember one from the Pirates, and a man who wasn’t a scout, who was what they call a bird dog. He used to work for Alex Pompez, the Giants scout then in the United States and the Dominican Republic. So, this man’s name was Horacio Martinez, he used to be a shortstop and then he played in the Negro Leagues, a good shortstop, couldn’t hit, but they say that he was the best glove ever. So he talked to my brother. Everywhere I went, I pitched good most of the time.

He told my brother that he was interested in signing me. So my brother told him, well, I don’t think he’s ready but I can make an agreement with you that when he’s ready you would be the one signing. So I was in the country playing all over the place, and one day he told my brother or my brother told him that I was ready, so the Giants sent him to see me at the base and they wanted to sign me and my brother said, what type of money is he going to get? Well, we can offer him $500. I was so happy, not because of the $500 but because I was going to be a professional baseball player, something that I dreamed of since I was seven years old.

I wanted to be a baseball player. So Horacio Martinez and the president of the Escogido Baseball Club came to the base, they got me out, and that day, September 16, 1957, I signed my contract, my first contract to become a professional baseball player. There was a team for the United States, Las Estrellas de Willie Mays, and they promised me on the signing that they were going to take me to see that team at Santo Domingo.

So I went to see Las Estrellas de Willie Mays on the same day that I signed my contract and I saw Willie Mays for the first time step up to home plate. He faced a left-handed pitcher and I think that the pitcher wanted to throw the ball before he was ready, so he called time, he dug a little bit in the dirt, and the next pitch was over the left-field fence. I can never forget that, that night. That was beautiful. The following year, 1958, they send me to Sanford, Florida, where the Giants have the minor league camp. They used to have major league camp in Phoenix, Arizona, and minor league camp in Sanford, Florida. For the first time I left my country, with a group of players—Manny Mota, Danny Rivas, Fred Velazquez. We belonged to the same team in Santo Domingo, to the Escogido Baseball Club.

We got to Sanford and I was shocked. I can tell you that I was shocked when I saw that the Latin and the Negro couldn’t be together with the white players, because we never saw that in my country. But it didn’t bother me, because I wanted to concentrate on being a baseball player. I got to a Class C team, and I don’t think the manager liked me too much, because he had more experienced baseball players. They moved me from Class C to Class D. I don’t know if you remember this man, Buddy Kerr, used to play shortstop way back for the New York Giants. He was my manager, and what that man did for us was unbelievable, he was like a father to us.

We broke camp in Sanford and we had to ride in a Greyhound bus all the way to Michigan City, Indiana, and they have places where you stop to refuel and places where you can eat. But, in those places we couldn’t go through the front door. So this man Buddy Kerr always all the time was with us when we had to go through the back door or through the kitchen, and I really, really, really have some respect for that man. I love him. He passed away some time ago, but let me tell you I never met such a wonderful person as Buddy Kerr. In Michigan City, we couldn’t stay in the hotel with the white players. So they had to rent rooms for us to stay with black families. One of the things that really got me was the cold weather.

In early March you can see the trees, like, no leaves, you know, and I thought, oh, my God, how can that happen to those beautiful trees? I didn’t know at that time that the seasons change from winter to spring to summer, and that later on those trees were going to get leaves, they were going to get green, and it really, it really surprised me. In the Dominican, the trees never lose their leaves because we don’t have any winter, we don’t have spring—maybe a little bit, but not winter, it’s summer most of the time. So we were there, we had three or four Latinos on the team, and one of them was a Cuban guy from Key West, and he was our interpreter because we could hardly say, “Give me a glass of water,” in English.

When we were on the field and the manager wanted me to do something he always was there with the manager to be sure that I understood what the manager was telling me. At that time there was no pitch count, no limit. So, at the beginning I won 21 games in the regular season and 2 in the playoffs. Altogether I went 23–8 with a 1.87 ERA. I pitched 245 innings and I struck out 246, my first year at Class D. When the season was over I went back home. Some announcer in the Dominican called me Juan Veintitrés—I don’t know if you remember Pope John XXIII—because of the 23 games that I won. I had a pretty good year in the Dominican playing for Escogido. We became a champion in that year. We won the Winter League championship.

The following year, 1959, I was assigned to Class A, Springfield, Massachusetts. We got to Springfield, the season started, I was pitching pretty good and at that time I pitched exactly like Bombo Ramos, nothing but sidearm. So, right before the season was over my manager, Andy Gilbert, came up to me one day and said, why do you throw like that? You know, the question really surprised me because this guy had seen me for two years already and he never asked me that question. I didn’t want to go through the story about Bombo Ramos, so I told him, well, that’s how I learned, and then he said, You never have any arm problems?

When he asked me that I said to myself, well, I’d better tell this guy the whole story. So I said, listen, when I was a little kid I went to see this guy named Bombo Ramos in my country and after I saw him I wanted to become a pitcher like him. So I started throwing like him. So he said, do you want to learn how to throw overhand? I said to him, what would be the benefit if I learn? He said, well you would be a much, much better pitcher against left-handed hitters. So when I heard that, I right away said yes, I want to learn. So he took me to the bullpen, with two baseballs and a catcher. I started to throw overhand but it seemed to me it was impossible to do it without kicking my leg, and that was the day that I started to kick my leg so high. I felt like I was throwing a little bit hard with good control, and I fell in love with the style.

And I end up winning 20 games in Class A and I lost 10, I think. When the season was over, they assigned me to Tacoma, Washington. But before I got to Tacoma, they invited me to Phoenix with the big club, with no contract, just invited to spring training. I was so happy when I got to Phoenix and saw all those guys, all major leaguers, and all that, and the manager was Alvin Dark. He told me you’re going to pitch batting practice, so almost every day, I was pitching batting practice. In those days they didn’t have that protection, the screen in front of you, so that you can throw from the mound with the screen and to protect you. One day, a week later, they told me, “You’re not going to pitch today, so you can take a day off.”

I went to the outfield and shagged balls, and all of a sudden the pitching coach came up, Larry Jansen, and said, Juan, Alvin changed his mind, he wants you to pitch batting practice. At that time, from pitching batting practice every day I got a real, real, real bad rash from my supporter—you could see blood on both of my legs in there—so I hadn’t put on a supporter or cup that day. I was afraid to tell him that I had to go to the clubhouse and put my supporter on, so I went to the mound to try to pitch batting practice, and I remember the first pitch I threw, the hitter hit a line drive and hit my right testicle. Let me tell you I said so many things—I said, how can this happen to me, how can you have such bad luck?
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