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INTRODUCTION




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 second 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 will 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, the eminent baseball writer; Dick Crago, the longtime announcer at Dodgertown in Florida; Leonard Koppett, the late sportswriter; 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 and Pat Kelly at the Hall of Fame for their help with the introductions to the ballplayers and the photographs, respectively. 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 great pal Bart Giamatti, the scholar and former commissioner, often claimed that the history of baseball was an oral one and that baseball stories were at the heart of the appeal of our game. If so, these stories that you are about to uncover are sure to delight you as they have me. To hear players such as these talk about their love for the game and about their earliest baseball memories is a treat, like a neverending ice cream cone. It cannot get any better. Read on and have fun.









RALPH BRANCA




Ralph Branca spent a dozen years in the big leagues. Using his strong right arm he posted eighty-eight career wins, was named to three All-Star teams, and won a World Series game at the age of twenty-one. But all that was forever obscured, right or wrong, when he gave up “The Shot Heard ’Round the World.”

According to two future Hall of Famers, Branca was expected to be a star when he arrived in the big leagues in the mid-1940s. “He was real fast and there was a wide sweep to his curve,” said New York Giants manager Mel Ott in 1945. “There was a slight deception to his delivery that had a tendency to throw the hitters off stride. He’s a fine looking young pitcher.” That same year catcher Al Lopez said, “Branca showed us a real fastball and a sharp curve. He has a chance to be one of the best right-handers in the National League.”

As a twenty-one-year-old in 1947, Branca matched his age in victories, finishing with a 21-12 record and an impressive ERA of 2.67. Eddie Dyer, the St. Louis Cardinals manager that year, said, “I’ve seen Ralph when he’s been a match for just about any pitcher. Give him a little time to develop consistency—learn to pace himself, for instance—and you’re going to see one swell pitcher.” Branca never developed into the star so many had predicted, since an injured back forced him to retire in 1956.

On October 3, 1951, the twenty-five-year-old Branca of the Brooklyn Dodgers entered the third game of a three-game-playoff against the New York Giants in relief of Don Newcombe. With one out in the ninth inning, two men on base, and the Dodgers leading 4–2, Branca threw one strike to Bobby Thomson and then saw his second pitch hit into the stands for the homer that won the Giants the National League pennant.

The event remains unforgettable thanks in part to Giants announcer Russ Hodges’s famous call: “Branca throws. There’s a long drive…it’s gonna be, I believe…The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant!”

In his reminiscence here, Branca talks about the relationship that he developed with Thomson over the years, and he discusses the recent revelations that the Giants were stealing the Dodgers’ signs during the 1951 season, including the playoffs.

 

I grew up in Mount Vernon, New York, four blocks from the Bronx line. I come from a family of seventeen. I have two older brothers, one who’s still alive. And they got me into baseball. My first recollection is my oldest brother, Julius, was playing with a local team, sandlot ball. And he was playing the outfield. The field had a slope to it. He played left field and he turned to go back and he hit the hill and, bing, right down. And he broke his nose. And I remember being six years old. I didn’t really remember, but he told me. It was 1932 when I was six. And I remember sitting next to him and how proud I felt to be sitting next to my brother. My brother Ed was not quite as good a ballplayer. He could play softball; he had some ability. He was the fastest runner in the family. They were like second fathers to me. So they bought me my first glove. My brother Jules was also a catcher. So we would pitch to him in the driveway. And my brother John, who is a year and a half older, my two younger brothers Al and Paul, we all were pitchers. They all went to Class B. John, Paul, and Al all went to Class B and organized ball. I was different from anybody else because I was six-three. I could throw harder. They threw probably about 85, 86 mile an hour curveballs. They knew how to pitch. I remember pitching to my brother Jules in the driveway. And Ed and Jules would take us to ball games. I guess they were Giant fans because they took us to the Giants most of the time, and once in a while to Yankee Stadium. So I became a Giants fan. We had a little field right next to our house where we played softball at night. As I grew up, I’d go down and play ball all day. We’d go down at nine o’clock and play till like noon. Go home, have a sandwich and glass of milk, and then go back and play. And then go back home, let’s say, five o’clock, whatever, and have dinner, and then we’d play softball next door. So it was baseball sunup to basically sundown.

Because I was a Giant fan, my heroes were Mel Ott and Carl Hubbell, and Hal Schumacher, who was a good pitcher. But Hubbell was the king, and Hal was Prince Hal. Hubbell was a really great left-hander. I remember sitting in the bleachers in the Polo Grounds and watching his screwball go the other way and marveling at it.

I went to a tryout when I was sixteen. My brother John was the star that year. He won all the games, and I won two of them. So we went together as a team to tryouts. We went to the Polo Grounds, Yankee Stadium, and a place in Coney Island where we went to try out for the Dodgers. I never threw a ball at the Giants tryout. We went to the Yankees tryout, and I didn’t know what they said, but later on they said, “Too young. Get in touch with him next year.” And then when I went to Brooklyn, to Coney Island, they liked me. They said, “You got any other pitches?” “Yeah. I have a drop.” And they said, “What’s a drop?” So I threw this. “Oh, that’s an overhand curve.” Because it went twelve to six. I threw a flat curve also. But they liked me and had me throw a batting practice. And, of course, I guess I got pumped up. And then I just thought maybe I have a chance.

I graduated in June of ’43. I signed with the Dodgers the following year, June 1944. During 1943 they had these V12 and A12 programs. The Army was A12, and the Navy, I guess, was V12. I had wanted to go in the V12 program. I was going to be a pilot. I passed all the tests, and I had pretty good marks. But I had had asthma as a kid. And I had a punctured eardrum. So when I went for the physical, they rejected me. I still thought I would be drafted when I turned eighteen the following January, January ’44, but the Army again rejected me. So I never got drafted.

There was another kid from Brooklyn named Billy DeMars. We went to Olean on the New York Central, and we slept together in an upper berth because that’s all they could get for us. So we slept together in an upper berth, two seventeen-year-old kids. Billy turned out to be a great shortstop, and he coached for years and years and years in the big leagues. And a very nice guy.

I didn’t want to do anything ever to embarrass my family, especially my mother. So, you know, I just—well, you know Jack Armstrong, The All-American Boy. And I used to listen to that show on the radio. And one of the shocks was when I got to the big leagues to see guys smoking. I mean, that floored me. And, of course, as a rookie I sat on a bench my first year, in ’44. I was sitting next to Paul Waner. I sat next to him about two innings and then I walked down to the end of the bench. There were a couple of older pitchers there. One of them was Frank Wurm. And I said, “Does Paul Waner drink?” They laughed. “Did you hear what the kid asked? Did you hear what that kid said?” My first road trip, we go to Boston. We stayed at the Kenmore Hotel. And Paul Waner’s my roommate. Well, in the morning he reaches under the bed. He takes out a bottle. They had these round tumblers, and he filled it about that high and said, “This is my orange juice.” I said, “Okay.” But he said, “Don’t tell anybody.” I said, “No, I wouldn’t say a word.” But that was a funny experience. The first road trip I took, Paul Waner was my roommate.

The Dodgers were versed in fundamentals and mechanics; not necessarily mechanics, but fundamentals. You had to learn the game. You had to learn how to bunt, you had to learn how to cover the bases, you had to learn game situations, what do you do. And I think players talked about the game more often. I mean, you rode the train, and what did you talk about? You talked about baseball. We sat in the dugout during rain delays and talked about baseball. Sat in the locker room during rain delays, and talked about baseball.

My first appearance in a game was June 11, 1944, in the Polo Grounds. I remember walking from that bullpen and it seemed like I was on a treadmill—I kept walking and walking. And believe it or not, I struck out the first three guys. I got Mel Ott to pop out. My boyhood hero. Threw a fastball inside. It was the eighth-place hitter, the pitcher, and the leadoff man. But I struck them out, my first three hitters.

Here is what I consider the moment that I realized I could play in the big leagues. We’re battling the Cards, 1946. I’m twenty years old. And the Cardinals come in and somebody’s a half game ahead or behind. So Leo Durocher, our manager, announces to me that I’m to pitch to one man and then he’s going to bring in Vic Lombardi because the Cardinals will load up their team with left-handers. And, of course, I warmed up, and I was going, “Sacrificial lamb, my butt.” I get them out in the first inning on five pitches. I walked off, and Leo said, “Hey, kid. Keep throwing like that. I’m keeping you in.” Well, I ended up pitching a three-hit shutout and I struck out nine. I think I only walked two guys. And in the next game, I pitched another shutout. And so I think, well, he got me so fired up that I really was throwing hard that day.

In ’45, I was always around the plate. I would walk guys, but I was never very, very wild. I mean, I would miss by inches and probably was basically more wild high than any other place. That comes from mechanics sometimes, where you try to overthrow or else you rush to the plate and your arm can’t catch up with your body. It’s a timing sequence, and so when you get too far out in front with your body, your arm just doesn’t catch up, so you’re wild high. But I was around the plate mostly, but probably walked as many men as I struck out. I threw a changeup. I had a straight change. But my curveball, I threw hard. I mean, I threw straight over the top. I gave up the flat curve and threw an overhand curve, and I threw it hard. I threw a lot of fifty-five-footers because I threw it as hard as I could.

Clyde King and I roomed together. He was very, very bright, and so we would talk baseball, talk a sequence of plays and the plays that happened. And it’s funny things like a man on first and then some guy popped the bunt up, and I trapped it and threw to first. Clyde looked at me, and he said, “I thought I would be the only one who would think of that.” But I trapped the bunt and threw to first for a double play. Infield fly rule wasn’t in play at that time. But Clyde King and I talked pitching a lot.

There was no pitching coach. That wasn’t in vogue then. So pitchers taught one another, and then I tried to watch other pitchers and see how they pitched.

Getting to Ebbets Field—I tell the story, people won’t believe it. I lived in Mount Vernon, four blocks from the Bronx line. I used to walk a couple of blocks to catch a bus to go to 241st Street and White Plains Road in the Bronx, and I would take the Lexington Avenue subway line to Grand Central. Then I would take the shuttle over to catch the BMT to Brooklyn, and get off at Prospect Place. I didn’t have a car. I was making $400 a month the first year in ’44, and $600 a month in ’45. And so I lived at home. I went home every night, but that’s the route I took.

I pitched well in ’45, but I wanted a raise to $6,000 from $3,300. And Branch Rickey never answered me. I guess I made a blunder. I was on the U.S.O. tour and I arrived on the West Coast and called home, talked to my younger brother Paul. He said, “Your contract came.” It was like January 20. I said, “What’s it for?” “Same number.” I said, “Send it back.” I guess I was supposed to write a letter or call Rickey. But the front office people told me that he got ticked at me, so he wouldn’t contact me. And so I went down to spring training only on March 17, 1946. I had worked out at NYU, and I signed for $5,000. My spring training consisted of three innings, five innings, seven innings. That was my spring training. Because, you know, I was twenty years old.

In 1947, the first game we played was an exhibition game against Montreal, our Triple-A team. I pitched against Jackie. I threw him a fastball down the middle, and he grounded out. And I guess he went back to get his glove because by the time I was crossing the foul line, he said, “Thanks, Ralph.” I thought, What is he thanking me for? Does he think I threw a ball down the middle so he can get a hit? Later on, it dawned on me he was thanking me because I didn’t sign the petition, which I guess he knew about. Some of the Dodgers, when we were in spring training in Panama, had a petition going around that they didn’t want to play with a black guy. I played with blacks my whole life as a kid. So when Jackie came along, it didn’t mean anything to me because they lived next door to me.

Jackie and I were close. I know he cites it in his book that in the middle of June we were playing in St. Louis. And he’s playing first, and for some reason I was sitting in the front row; they had a double-decker dugout. Normally, the pitchers sat in the back and the position players came in and sat in the front. I was sitting in the front row for some reason and there was a short pop, it wasn’t very high, and Jackie came, hell-bent for leather to catch it. And as he caught the ball he tripped over the mound—they had the warm-up mound right in front of the dugout. He tripped and instinctively I stepped up out of the dugout and tackled him. I caught him on my shoulder; he was bent over, stumbling. He sure as hell was going to go right into the top of the dugout, and I caught him on my shoulders like a tackle, a full-hit tackle the way you play football. But he cites that in a book and he said that it meant that we both had “Dodgers” on our uniform and that we were teammates. Jackie and I always got along because he was a competitive guy, and I think I was very, very competitive. I hated to lose. But, you know, if I’d lose, I’d lose fairly. But we were very competitive. I don’t know if it was that year or the next year, but we were both in the shower. I had pitched and we were both in the shower. And he had an abrasion, which we used to call the strawberry—you know, without sliding pants, you’d scrape yourself. An abrasion, a contusion, whatever you want to call it. So he’s sitting there and I say, “You know, Jackie, you don’t get strawberries.” He said. “No? What do I get?” I said, “You get black raspberries.” So he looks at me, he shakes his head, and he says, “You know, Ralph, only you would think of it and only you would say it.” That’s how close we were. He laughed at me.

God, people would insult him, hooting and hollering, you know. And Ben Chapman, manager of the Phillies, was very vociferous. I mean, they threw black cats on the field; they’d throw watermelons on the field. And Ben Chapman would say, “Hey, boy, I need a shine, come over here, give me a shine.” “Hey, boy, how come you ain’t picking cotton?” “Hey, boy, come over here and let me rub your head.”

I remember one time in Cincinnati. It was a hot Sunday afternoon and there were a lot of blacks in the stands. He popped up and they screamed and yelled. He turned and he got on their case, said, “What are you yelling at? I popped up. Learn this game. Stop acting like fools.” And that would be Jackie. But, see, I loved Jack, because he didn’t give a quarter, didn’t ask for a quarter, wouldn’t give a quarter, didn’t want a quarter. He wanted to prove that he could play ball, he was equal.

I loved Gil Hodges. I roomed with him for a while. Gilly was a stand-up guy in his quiet way. He didn’t say much. He made the switch from catcher to first base. He was originally a shortstop. They made him a catcher, then he went to first base. He and Jackie got along and would gig one another because Gilly had this dry sense of humor. His first year, Jackie played first base. But they knew Jackie was a natural second baseman. They thought maybe he had more range at second base, so they moved him to second. But the move really revolved around Campy.

When Campy came up, then they could replace Hodges as catcher, put him at first, and move Jackie to second. And that was the move they had plotted all along. That really sealed it. And then Newcombe came. The acquisition of Newcombe and Campy really pushed the Dodgers into being a class team.

The Yankees had the most success because they won the most pennants and World Series. The Dodgers, starting in ’47, would’ve, should’ve, could’ve. They could have won nine out of twelve years. And the Giants won two years. But the greatest thing about it is that to me, it was the golden era of baseball. That golden dozen or thirteen years was really terrific, especially in New York, because the fans in New York were being treated to seeing excellence almost every day. And we go from after the war in ’46, when the Red Sox and Cardinals played in the World Series. Then outside of ’48, there was a New York team represented in the World Series every year. And I think that the round-robin conversations between the Giant fans and the Dodger fans and the Yankee fans—who’s better, who’s not, and the Willie, Mickey, and the Duke stories, and, of course, Joe D. It was Joe D, and the Giants for us. The Giants were a tough team. They had a lot of home-run hitters, they had Johnny Mize.

And the team we had. Basically, we had Carl Furillo, Duke Snider, and a left fielder, and then we got Andy Pafko. And the infield was set once we got Billy Cox. It was Hodges, Robinson, Reese, and Cox. That was the team. The left fielder changed occasionally until Pafko got there. And the pitching staff was Carl Erskine, Don Newcombe, myself, Preacher Roe, and then we had Rex Barney one year and Erv Palica. Had a lot of hard-throwing guys on the Dodgers. And the Yankees staff. They had Spec Shea, Vic Raschi, and then they got Allie Reynolds. Reynolds was very, very tough. Joe Page was great out of the bullpen. Gene Woodling played great for them. Joe Collins at first base. Joe and Moose Skowron and Phil Rizzuto at short, and Gil McDougald and Bobby Brown and Bobby Richardson, Billy Martin—all tough. And they had pitchers that were spot pitchers. They had Johnny Sain for a while. He came over from the Braves. I think that was in ’51. And they got Mize over there; he was there in ’49 with the Yankees.

 

In 1947, I led the league in starts; I had 36 starts, I relieved 7 times. And I like to say, “It doesn’t count the times I went down and warmed up and didn’t get in. The guy got the last out.” I was second in strikeouts behind Ewell Blackwell, who had 193. I had 148, that was second. Now they strike out so many more guys, don’t ask me why. I was third in the league in ERA. Spahn led it, I think, with 2.33; Blackwell, 2.47; and I was at 2.67. I pitched 280 innings. I gave up 251 hits, walked 98, struck out 148. I never missed a start. I was making $6,500. So when I went to contract, being twenty-two years of age, I didn’t know how to negotiate. I went in and just picked out what I thought was a fair figure: $15,000. And then Rickey said, “No, you walk too many men and you didn’t complete enough games.” Well, I completed 15 out of 36. But we had a bullpen that was conducive for me going seven hard innings. We had Hank Behrman and Hugh Casey. And I remember Eddie Stanky saying, “We got two guys down there.” I roomed with Eddie. He said, “You go hard seven innings and let’s see what happens.” But I did complete 15 games, though. And Rickey said, “No, you walk too many men and you didn’t complete enough games.” I settled for $12,500. He should’ve just said, “Kid, you’re worth it,” and given me the money. I couldn’t leave the club. If I didn’t sign the contract, I’d sit at home because there’s no free agency. I couldn’t bring an agent with me who could argue better than I could. And my choice was either accept it or sit at home. So I accepted the $12,500.

I ended up 12-5 at the All-Star Game in ’48. In 1948, Tommy Brown and Billy Cox were playing catch, warming up before infield practice in St. Louis. I’d just beaten the Cardinals 1–0 the night before. I was playing pepper, back of home plate. The next thing I know, I got hit on the leg and I went down. Dr. Harold Wendler came out. He looked at it, and I said, “Should I do my running?” because you had to do your running. He said, “You can run.” Well, the upshot of the whole thing was that the leg got infected; the lining of the bone got infected. Then it went to my arm, and I won only two games the last half of ’48. I think it cost the Dodgers the pennant because the Braves ended up beating us, and I think, had I stayed there and done just what I did the year before, won nine games in the last half, I think we would have won the pennant.

I think doing the running hurt me because I think if I’d gone to the locker room and not run and put ice on it, I might have solved that problem. I pitched up in Boston after this, and we took a train to Philadelphia. And I remember my leg got swollen up. They called it periosteomyelitis; the lining of the bone got infected. They had to drain it. I still have the scar from when they cut and put a drain in. But I was in the hospital like two weeks.

That leg infection hung on in the next year and into ’50. Finally in ’50, the last half of ’50, August, they put me in the bullpen, and I threw every day. I used to warm up every day like I was going to go in, and my arm got strong again. And that’s why I started 1951 as the stopper. Not the last guy, the closer. I was going to pitch the seventh, eighth, and ninth because that’s what relievers did in those days. And my arm got very strong. I started out 1951 as the reliever. I think I was 1-1 on May 28. I wasn’t pitching much. We were either winning big or losing big. They started me in St. Louis. I kind of turned the season around, because I won 3–2. The funny part of that game was I pitched seven innings and it rained. Now we have a half-hour, forty-minute rain delay and I go in, take a shower, got new oil on my arm, new uniform, new sweatshirt, and went out and got the last six guys out. Now, I cannot visualize a guy doing that today—coming from the bullpen, where the most they pitch is three innings, to go seven innings and then go back in. Just the other day, it happened. A guy got rained out, they took him right out, they brought in the reliever. It’s a whole different philosophy.

I think today’s pitchers, pitching every five days, going six innings, don’t throw enough in the game or in between, to keep their arms strong. Inch by inch, they get out of shape. It’s like they’re looking for the finish line quickly. If I’m going to run a marathon, I’m not going to run sprints to practice for it. I’m going to run marathons. If I’m going to pitch, I’m not going to use a machine off the wall, I’m going to use my arm. I’m going to throw. If you have proper mechanics, you’re not going to hurt your arm, especially without pressure. I could go in spring training and throw twenty minutes of batting practice, go on the sidelines and throw half an hour and my arm would never get tight. As soon as I pitched two innings in a game, my arm would get tight because there’s tension and pressure, and you’re throwing the ball harder. Now you have to throw strikes, so it’s more pressure, and you’re throwing harder because you’re facing a hitter. I think you got to throw. Today’s players, with the way they can train all year-round, there’s no reason they can’t pitch every four days. Nothing’s going to happen to their arm if they have good mechanics. If you have poor mechanics, I don’t care what you do; unless you get your mechanics right, you’re going to get hurt. So if you have good mechanics—and they have video machines that you can look at a guy and see what he’s doing and make a comparison. They never took a movie of me to show what I did when I was going good and what I was doing when I was going poorly.

 


Campy was a happy-go-lucky guy. Loved to tell stories. You know, built like, well, we’ll say short and squat, but he could throw, had a quick release. And he was a good hitter, had a lot of power. And he was a good guy to be around, because he was always on the up. Really, I don’t ever remember seeing Campy being down.

I didn’t like the target he had because I was a low-ball pitcher, and I always wanted to have a knee-high target. Campy gave a big target. And I used to tell him, “Get over, get down,” because he straddled the outside corner of the plate. I liked to pitch inside because I was sneaky fast. But, you know, Carl Erskine loved him. He called great games for Erskine. He called good games for me, too, but I just think, as a part of the team, he was a good guy to have in the locker room. He’s a good guy on the bench. He never gave up, and he had a great attitude. He said, “To play this game, you got to have a lot of little boy in you.” Which means you have to have fun playing, which I think is a great attitude.

At first, Campy and Jackie were very close and then somehow they went on a barnstorming tour and Campy thought that he didn’t get paid enough and Jackie made all the money. And they got a little separated with that, but I think they respected one another. Jackie was feisty and fiery, and Campy was placid and an easygoing guy and jovial. And Jackie, I guess because of who he was, being the first, was a little more serious and more competitive. But overall, they got along. The other guy in that triumvirate was Don Newcombe. And Newcombe and I were very close because for some reason, big guys had to work harder to stay in shape than the little guys. I’ll never understand that reasoning. But we would play pepper and then we’d go do our running and we would run together. And I’m going to say we’d run twenty laps from the foul line to center field and back, twenty times. Then the other pitchers would come out and run. There’d be the starting pitchers and the bullpen. Well, they’d run like ten laps and Newcombe and I would run the ten laps with them, but we’ve already run twenty. We talked about pitching. He’s a different type of pitcher. We both had good fastballs but his curveball was very small. He had narrow curveballs, almost like a slider today. I thought it was a great pitch because it almost looked like his fastball, but it just broke sharply at the end. He had a great year in ’56. He was 27-7, won the MVP and the Cy Young Award. I saw him recently, and he’s in good health and doing well.

 

Carl Furillo was a hard-nosed guy. I can’t say “a loner,” but he wasn’t gregarious. He just had a few friends that he stayed around with. But he could play. He had a lifetime batting average of .299. He had a great arm and played the Ebbets Field wall like a sergeant. And he knew what he was doing. He knew where the ball was going. He got out of baseball, and he thought that the Dodgers screwed him, to be blunt. He had had a bad calf, and they wanted to send him down to the minors so he could rehab. Actually, they had a baseball camp in Dodgertown for kids. And they wanted to send him to Florida, where there were trainers to work on his calf and get him back in shape. But he refused to accept going down to the minors, so they released him. I remember I’ve heard him tell the story that Charlie Dressen said that if he ever got released, Charlie would take him. I think Charlie was managing Milwaukee at that time. But Charlie didn’t pick him up. So he was angry, thought that he got blackballed.


 

Jackie, Pee Wee, Hodges, and Campanella were the real leaders on the team. Erskine was a class act and very intelligent. He would be, like, next in line. I was player rep for a while, then he became player rep. He has an innate sense of what’s proper.

 

If I was to pick my center fielder, I would’ve picked Mickey, because he was a switch-hitter. He hit from both sides. Unfortunately, he hurt his knee early on in his career, so you don’t really know if he could have been even a little bit better. Truthfully, I think Duke was the best outfielder of the three of them, Mays and Mantle. Duke got a great jump on the ball, charged the ground ball, and had the best arm of all three. Not only was he stronger, but he was more accurate. And he played in the toughest ballpark. Of course, Yankee Stadium and the Polo Grounds, you could run forever and never worry about a wall, whereas Duke had to worry about running into a wall. And he had to play the wall in right center because it was at an angle. It went down and angled out. And the scoreboard was another angle. And the screen was another angle. So, maybe I’m prejudiced, but I think Duke was the best outfielder of them all.

 

Joe D was so graceful. I mean, you didn’t realize how fast he was because he looked graceful. I watch video clips of him now and you realize he was really running hard, but when you saw him play, it looked like it was easy. But he played the hitters very, very well. He knew how to play the hitters. And he made everything look easy because he was so graceful. As an aside, I’ll tell you my Eddie Lopat story. Eddie Lopat got traded from the White Sox to the Yankees. Now, with the White Sox he was a .500 pitcher, which is very good because that was a mediocre team. Guy’s pitching in his first game in Yankee Stadium. He said, “I’m a little bit nervous.” He said, “I got the bases loaded. I got three and two on the hitter. So I just took a breather. I went to the mound and looked out to center field. I’m rubbing the ball up and Joe D was playing straightaway. So I throw the pitch and the guy hits a screamer to left center.” He goes, “Oh, no.” Then Joe D catches the ball. He’s like, “I couldn’t wait for him to get to the dugout.” He got to the dugout. “How the H did you get over to the left side?” He says, “I knew you had to come in with the pitch, so I just moved over twenty feet.” So Joe D, he sensed what was going on with the game and moved over. But I know that in ’47, they said, his arm was hurt. We got the report, but I know he had an accurate arm, decent—and I know he was very graceful. And hitting in Yankee Stadium when left field was 402 on one side of that bullpen and 415 on the other side of the visiting bullpen. Too tough for Joe, that’s a long way to hit at straight left. Had he been playing in Ebbets Field, he probably would have hit a lot more home runs.


I pitched Joe inside. As I said, I was sneaky fast, so I pitched him inside, fastballs inside. And I won the highest compliment. In 1947, we played an exhibition game in Louisville, and Larry Goetz was an umpire traveling with the Dodgers on the train. We went from town to town on the train, and some night I saw Larry at dinner on the train. He said, “You got some compliment today, kid.” I said, “Really?” He said, “Joe D said you have the best stuff he’d seen in all spring.” I had pitched a two-hitter for seven innings. He got one of the hits, one of the few hits he got off me.

 

Tommy Henrich. I love talking to Tommy. He’s a raconteur, and he’s very, very, talented. Mr. Dependable, Mr. Clutch. And I remembered him telling me a story. Don Newcombe was in a 0–0 game in the World Series and he got behind him. Tommy said, “He’s going to throw me his curveball.” And, of course, he looked for it and hit a home run and beat Newcombe 1–0 in the first game of the 1949 World Series. Henrich told me that in spring training, he never tried to pull a ball until the last week of spring training. He said, “I always try to hit it the other way. That made me wait and look at the ball.”

 

You have to get into a hitter’s head, how to pitch, what he expects, and try to confuse him. If you get a guy out on a curveball the first two times, and now you’ve got a man on first, he thinks you’re going to try to get him out on that curveball this time, somehow, you want to say, no. Curveball, he fouls it off. Fastball, you waste, or he fouls it off again and then he gets a ball you wasted. Now you throw him a fastball, see, 1-and-2, and he takes it. He says, “Now he’s coming back with the curve.” And you just throw him a fastball and they go “Uh.” They just flinch on it. And so you have to be thinking with the hitter. And each hitter’s different.

 

Robin Roberts had great mechanics. He would almost coast. He would throw the ball—I’m going to say 88, 89 miles an hour, but if he got in a jam, whoa, he’d just reach back, he’d go to 93 or 94. He had a good curveball. And, I mean, he pitched forever. He’d give up five runs in the first three innings, you’d figure they knocked him out, but at that point in time Philadelphia wasn’t fighting for anything, you know, so they leave Robin in. It’s 5–0, next thing it’s 5–5, next thing, Robin had won the game, 6–5. Because he was a battler. And as I said, he always had a little reserve that he’d go to to get guys out. He’d put that extra zip on the ball.

 

Richie Ashburn was one of those punch hitters. You know, he didn’t have power, but you couldn’t strike him out. He’d slap at the ball. He could pull it if he wanted to. If he got it inside, he’d hit it. He could fly. Good outfielder and didn’t have the strongest arm, but Richie was a good competitor.

 

Stan Musial was a tough out. I mean, no matter where you pitched him. If you pitched him inside, he’d pull. You pitched him outside, he’d hit it the other way. The most success I had was changing up on him. Because he had that kind of crouch-coiled stance. But he hit the ball where it was pitched. And those fans in Brooklyn were such great fans. They used to give him a standing ovation. He got more cheers than the Dodgers because they respected his ability.

 

There were some good defensive catchers that couldn’t hit, like Del Rice with the Cardinals, a great defensive catcher. But he couldn’t hit, couldn’t run. I mean, a race between Del Rice and Rube Walker, you would have needed a calendar to time it. But Rube was also a good catcher, a good defensive catcher, a good caller of pitches, sequence of pitches. At first base Johnny Mize could hit. Wasn’t the greatest of fielders. Ted Kluszewski could hit, wasn’t the greatest fielder. I think Hodges was the greatest right-handed-fielding first baseman of all time.

 

In 1951, the Dodgers were rolling along. We were thirteen and a half games up, and we went into the Polo Grounds around August 10. You know, there were seven weeks left in the season, and it looks like a lock. You just have to play .500 ball and you’re going to win. You got a thirteen-and-a-half-game lead. And we went in and we got beat three games in a row. I remember the first game was a night game; Erv Palica started and gave up a few runs. He said he had a sore arm, but Charlie Dressen insisted on pitching him. And we end up losing the game 4–2. The next day, I lost 3–1. And the next day Newcombe lost, I believe it was 2–1. We got beat three straight games, so the lead immediately went to ten and a half. And then we just struggled. The hitters really didn’t hit that much. I think Jackie and Duke are the only two guys who hit their average in the last seven weeks. But the pitching staff, Charlie went to not using everybody on the staff. Instead, I think he overused Newcombe and myself, because we would start and relieve, and also Erskine and Preacher. Clyde King was our reliever, and Clyde pitched a great first half, and then he came up with a sore arm, so he wasn’t quite up to it. Clem Labine had come up, and Clem had great stuff. He had a sinkerball, and he had a great curveball. And he hung the curve one day and the guy hit a home run, and I think Charlie put him in the doghouse, and he didn’t pitch until the second game of the play-offs, when he pitched a shutout, beat the Giants 10–0. I think he could have used Clem more often down the stretch.

Going into September, we had thirteen pitchers on the roster because they brought up guys from the minor leagues. And Charlie Dressen should’ve given some of the staff a little rest, given us an extra day rest here and there. Because I think we went downhill starting late. I pitched a shutout on a Friday night. We had a doubleheader Sunday, doubleheader Monday, and he asked me if I could pitch on two days’ rest. And fortunately—unfortunately, because I had a no-hitter going, and I knew I had a no-hitter because Furillo had thrown out the opposing pitcher on a soft line drive to right field. Furillo’s playing him shallow, threw him out at first. I went, “Uh-oh, no-hitter.” It was twilight. I said, “If I ever pitch a twilight game, they’re not going to hit me because they can’t pick me up in this twilight light.” And I went to the ninth and I shook Rube off and the guy got a base hit. And then I got the next guy out and next was a Baltimore chop. Metkovich hit it, Cat Metkovich. I pitched a two-hit shutout.

This was against Pittsburgh. Then I pitched against Sal Maglie and lost 2–1. There’s a play that nobody ever talks about. Only Dick Young mentioned it in his writing. Dick Young was a very bright guy and a good writer. We had men on first and third. Jackie was on third, and I believe Duke was on first. And Pafko hit a one-hopper right down the line and Bobby Thomson was playing even with the bag. Bobby was playing third base at the time because Willie Mays was now playing center field. And he dove to his right and caught the ball on his knees and Jackie instinctively went back to the bag. Don’t ask me why, but he went back to the bag. Thomson tagged him, and while on his knees, he threw to first, a double play, and I lost to Maglie 2–1. This was in September. Nobody ever talks about that being a turning point, but I think it was. They all talk about that play in Boston, where Campy blocked the plate. What was his name…Bob Addis. He never got to the plate and the umpire called him safe. Campy threw the glove in the air and the umpire said, “If that comes down, you’re out of here.” So Campy got thrown out and we had to make a switch. Hodges went to catch, Jackie went to first, and Wayne Terwilliger took Campy’s spot in the batting order. And sure enough, in the ninth, Terwilliger came up instead of Campy and he made an out and we lost the game. That’s the day that Preacher Roe kicked in the umpire’s door. I did not do that to umpires, but Preacher did. That’s the other turning point that they all talk about. But the Giants made a great run. They went 37-7 the last forty-four games of the season, which is unthinkable.

End of July, beginning of August, and the Giants are way behind us. Hank Schenz had been with the Cubs, got traded to the Giants. And he happened to mention to Herman Franks, one of the Giants coaches, that he had a telescope from the Navy that you could expand and you could see a fly on a chimney 300 feet away. Herm says, “I got to see that.” So he brought it in and somehow, some way, they devised a scheme of setting up this telescope in the Giants clubhouse at the Polo Grounds. The clubhouse was in dead center field; there were steps on either side of this open space where you went up to the clubhouse. On the top level was Leo Durocher’s office. So they had this scheme to hook up a buzzer system. Now Herman could sit on the far side of Leo’s desk in the shadows and he could look right into home plate. They set this telescope up and could see right into home plate and catch the catcher’s signs. But they hooked up a buzzer on Leo’s desk. Hank Schenz sat with him. Hank Schenz played in one game the whole last half of the year, because he was there buzzing the buzzer. They were looking at the catcher’s sign. With nobody on, catchers put down one sign. They put down one, two, three, wiggle, whatever the signs are. And if they gave the sequence of signs, Herman being an ex-catcher, would know what they were calling. So Herman could do that, and he would buzz. The buzzer sounded in the bullpen and in the dugout. Sal Yvars was a reserve catcher. He sat down there and he had a towel in his hand, and he’d leave it still for a fastball, wave it for the curve, and flip it over his thigh for the changeup or the slider. There was a buzzer in the dugout. And the guys would yell “Sock it.” S, straight; “sock it,” fastball. Then, “Be ready.” B, second letter of the alphabet; “be ready,” curveball. If they yelled, “Sock it,” the batter knew a straight ball was coming. “Be ready,” it was a curve, and “Watch it” was a changeup or a slider, a pitcher’s third pitch. The next inning, they’d go back to the bullpen and this time, Yvars would have a ball in his hand. He would hold it still for fastball, throw it up and down for a curve, and then back and forth with each hand for the third pitch. So they called all the pitches. And they won sixteen games in a row. Sal Yvars has said that they would get five, six runs ahead and they wouldn’t give the signs anymore, because they’re afraid somebody would discover it. And he said sometimes Alvin Dark and Eddie Stanky knew that a curve was coming and they’d make a futile swing like they got fooled, just to try to fake everybody out. The Giants players get ticked at Yvars, because he does talk a lot, but Sal was straightforward, and he talked about it for years. He was the only guy who mentioned that they stole the signs. And then, of course, January 31, 2001, that big article came out on the front page in the Wall Street Journal written by Josh Prager, telling the whole story.

So the Giants admitted that they stole the signs. Well, back then, Bobby Thomson was reluctant to say that he got the sign on that pitch. He got them during the year, and he got them that game, but that time up, he says his mind was elsewhere. He was just concentrating on getting a hit. Well, to be truthful, I find it hard to believe, because if you’re used to doing it for seven weeks, you’re going to do it in that situation. I’m not taking anything away from him. He hit what I thought was a real good pitch. He hit a fastball up and in. And I know I threw a lot of high fastballs that got hit for home runs, but none that were up and in. I mean, out over the plate, right over the middle of plate, yes. So he hit it, and I give him credit, because he hit a tough pitch, but I say—and he’s been a friend of mine for years—I say, “I give him credit for hitting the pitch, but this should not have been a play-off.” That’s my contention. It should not have been a play-off. The Dodgers should have won by fifteen games or twelve games or whatever. And we could have coasted in to the World Series, got our pitching staff back in shape, and it wouldn’t have been in tough shape had we had a big lead. We could have beaten the Yankees in ’51, because the Giants were up two games to one and it rained, and instead of pitching Sain, the Yankees pitched Allie Reynolds. He won 6–2. That turned the Series around. The Yankees ended up beating the Giants. But I think if the Dodgers could have gone in that Series, I think we had a really good shot at beating them. I’d like to believe that we would have beaten them.

In that deciding game of the play-off, Game 3, I was the number one man in the bullpen. I had pitched Monday, and pitched eight innings, and then Clem pitched the next day, beat the Giants. I was number one in the bullpen and Newcombe was starting. Newcombe had pitched a lot. He had pitched as much as I had, start and relief, and, in fact, I think that was the year he pitched a doubleheader and did very well. But Newcombe was pitching, and I was in the bullpen. It’s 455 feet away, and we were just watching the game and it was a close game. Suddenly, we had a 4–1 lead. And my arm was so stiff that I started to loosen up in the sixth inning. I never sat down. I just kept throwing until my arm loosened up. And I have no excuse, because when I walked in, I was throwing as good as I possibly could. My arm was really back to being in a good shape. I pitched on two days’ rest back in August and my arm was not quite as strong. A little rubber had gone out of it, and yet I was effective. I just didn’t think I had real live rubber in my arm. So I was throwing very, very well. And I remember talking to Jackie and Pee Wee before the game. “You got butterflies? Anybody got butterflies?” And they both laughed. And now I walk in from the bullpen and I see them right at shortstop, saying, “You got butterflies?” So they both laughed at me. The score was now 4–2. Whitey Lockman had doubled and Don Mueller had slid into third and broke his ankle, so there was a lull in the action. And they carried him off the field and replaced him with Clint Hartung as a runner. The score is 4–2, men on second and third, and Thomson, the winning run, is up, the bottom of the ninth. But that’s another thing that nobody talks about. We had won the coin toss, and don’t ask me why, but Charlie Dressen decided to play the first game at home. Maybe he got input from the office or whatever, but we played the last two at the Polo Grounds. And I’m saying, “Why?” That’s so ludicrous to me that he made that decision, because we should have played the first one in the Polo Grounds and the last two at home. Thomson hits the home run. Sayonara. If they didn’t have last at bat, who knows?

 

Anyway, the Giants had come up in the bottom of the ninth losing 4–1. They got a run in. And there was another play in that game, another turning point. Hodges was just holding the man on with one out, and he was playing like, you know, halfway or three steps behind the runner. The runner was not going to steal. It was Alvin Dark. He was not going to steal. Mueller’s the hitter, and Hodges should’ve been playing back to get the second out, get one sure. If Hodges plays back, he catches the ball; it was hit to his right. He went to his right, Jackie went to his left, it went off the tip of his glove, went behind Jackie. Now they got first and second and one out. Monte Irvin popped up and Lockman hit a double. Now it’s a run in, second and third, tying run’s on second, winning run at the plate, and I get called in. And as I said, there was a lull in the game, because Mueller had broken his leg. So when I got to the mound, Dressen said, “Get him out.” Rube Walker was the catcher. And unfortunately, I didn’t say, “What signs are we using?” or maybe we would have changed the signs or something.

Campy had hurt his thigh and couldn’t play, so Rube caught. The first pitch I threw him, you couldn’t zero it any more dead in the middle of the plate. It was right there, dead in the center of the plate. I was really relaxed and could throw the ball hard. Now, the next pitch, I want to go up and in. And so I threw him a fastball up, and it was up and in. And Thomson will say I didn’t get it in enough, but I have looked at the reruns, I looked at the pitch, it was in enough. He just stepped in the bucket, anticipated I was going to pitch him up and in. Because, to be truthful, he hit a home run off me in the first game in Brooklyn. And when it went up, I said, “That’s an out.” And then I watched Pafko start to drift back. And that ball cleared the fence by inches. So he knew I pitched him up and in, because relative to the end of 1951, I really think I had good success against Bob. He anticipated. He hit the ball, with an uppercut swing, and I knew it was going to go down. I knew. It was like an overhand curveball, and all I kept yelling was “Sink, sink, sink.” And the game was over. And I don’t even remember that I picked up the rosin bag and threw it down. I didn’t remember until I saw it on television.

 

I was feeling that I cost the team the pennant. We lost, and here we had it cinched. We all were going to get in the World Series, a chance to win, a chance for glory. You don’t even think about the money, because you’re just thinking about wearing the World Series championship ring. And then that was all gone. I mean, that just flew away, and it was hard to believe. I see the picture of myself walking off the field and Jackie standing and making sure Thomson touched all the bases. And I guess he was in disbelief himself. And so, you know, we got to the clubhouse and there’s some memorable pictures of me in the locker room. And all I could say, you know, was “Why me?” I probably was the last guy in the locker room, because I just sat, I guess, stunned.


When I got to the car, now it was like October 3, so I was getting married seventeen days later to Anne. I got to the car and her cousin was there, Father Pat Rowley. He was the dean of campus ministries at Fordham. And, of course, I got to the car, parked in the right-field parking lot. I said, “Why me? You know, I love this game so much. Why me?” And he said, “God chose you because he knew your faith would be strong enough to bear this cross.” And I know that’s Jesuit philosophy. What he said made a big impact on me, because I realized that the Dodgers sent in their best pitcher. And he was a better man that day that hit the home run. And so, you know, baseball is a game where you’ve got to learn how to win and you’ve got to learn how to lose. You win graciously and you lose graciously.

 

The other guys were all afraid to say anything to me. They were very cautious around me. But there was always a pat on the shoulder and hugging, and Jackie said, “Hey, if it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be here.” And so, basically, I look at the season, and when I reflect on it, I know I was a reliever until May 28, and then I started five games in a row, because the pitching staff was not doing that well. And I pitched four complete games, won them all. In the fifth game, I was losing 1–0 after pitching seven innings. So I pitched 43 out of a possible 45 innings. It ended up that Hodges hit a home run in the ninth inning, and we won that game, 2–1. That kind of settled the pitching staff down. And we had good pitching. Preacher Roe went 22-3. Newcombe, I don’t know what his record was. Erskine. And myself. But at one point, in June, July, and August, I was 12-5. I went 11-4 in those three months. I lost to Maglie 2–1. I lost to Robinson 3–2. Every game in September, I got one run, the team got one run until I left. I left in the fifth inning, sixth inning, one run. We didn’t hit. We just didn’t hit. And I think the pitching staff got worn out. We got Johnny Schmitz in a trade, and Pafko, and Terwilliger, and Rube Walker. Pafko did not hit that much. He tried to pull the ball after he got to Ebbets Field. They all see that short fence and they want to pull it. Pafko was a straightaway hitter. And I’ve seen other guys who’ve come to the Dodgers, traded, and then hit the ball to right center and right field. Honestly, you see those short points, you want to hit home runs. And Pafko fell victim to that. He tried to pull the ball too much.

 

I saw Thomson the very next day. I went to Yankee Stadium, the opening of the Series in Yankee Stadium. One of the photographers asked me to pose for a picture choking him, so I saw him the next day. Maybe I should’ve really choked him. But, yeah, we posed for the picture, and then I didn’t see much of him. I think that first year I went back to NYU. Anne and I were married, and I went back to NYU for some classes. And then spring training started. The unfortunate part of my whole career was that I hurt my back in a screwy accident off the field. And I really was never much of a pitcher after that. I struggled all the way. My back got thrown out of whack. My pelvis got tilted, the left side went up an inch and a half, and I really never pitched effectively after that. I may have pitched in good games here and there, but I was never consistent.


 

I don’t think anybody could have visualized that this moment would live as long as it has, but when you reflect back, you see that, first of all, the Giants came from a long way back, whether they got aid or not—you know they got aid. Even with the help, they won 37 and lost 7, so the Giants came from a long way back. That’s history. The New York media—New York was the capital of the world. It was the intense rivalry between the Dodgers and the Giants.

So everything went into the mix, the last game. It all boiled down to that one point and with, as I said, the great rivalry, them coming from so far behind, the last of the ninth, there’s no more tomorrows, and Russ Hodges’s call—all go into the mix of why it’s still remembered.

People say, “It made you famous.” I say, “No, infamous.” I said, “If I have my druthers, you know I would have liked to have struck him out and struck Willie out because that was my job.” Willie was on deck. I don’t want to live on that moment. It defines my whole career. And if you look at my career, the youngest guy ever to start a play-off game, one of the youngest to start a World Series game, first game World Series, one of the youngest guys to start an All-Star Game, one of the youngest guys ever to win 20 games or more, and yet, because of injuries, I should have won 20 the next year. I know I was 12-5 at the All-Star break. I should have won 20 the next year. But because I got hit in the leg, I didn’t win 20.

 

It’ll never happen again—three New York teams finished in first place one year, 1951. That will never ever happen again. But I think that that was such a golden era for baseball. Maybe the rest of the country doesn’t feel that way because it was all basically New York. New York dominated.

Joe Black came up in ’52 as a reliever. He went 15-4 and then started the World Series. He beat the Yankees in the first game. Joe was a big, heavy guy. He probably weighed 225 or more. He had a moderate fastball. He had a small little curve that looked like a fastball and just broke two, three inches, which I think is a great pitch. In fact, I think Mariano Rivera throws what I call a spiral that breaks two or three inches, not really a slider, it’s a fastball that spirals and breaks just a little bit. So it’s thrown as hard as a fastball. It’s a tough pitch. You got to gauge it. But Joe had a great year. And then he had a funny finger that…I don’t know, it was nerve damage that he couldn’t control. And he said Charlie Dressen tried to teach him to change his motion. He said he never got back to his basic mechanics. And from there on, he just didn’t really perform well and went downhill the rest of his big-league career.

 

In the middle of ’53, I was traded to Detroit. I roomed with Teddy Gray. Good little left-handed pitcher and a class act. Teddy and I were very, very close. In ’54, I guess we were on the road, maybe our first road trip, and he said, “You know, I have to tell you something. You know, I was sworn to secrecy, but I have to tell you.” And he told me that some guy who had been on the Giants had been traded to the St. Louis Browns and told him the story about how the Giants used this buzzer. So then he went through the whole thing about this mechanical device, the buzzer setup, how Herman Franks called all the signs, and that’s how come they won all the games. I think it’s one of the most despicable acts in the history of the game, to go on and win the pennant. I’d been a goat for two years now, and why? There shouldn’t have been a play-off game. And I’m saying, well, it wasn’t really all your fault that you lost, because they cheated. That made me feel a little bit better.

It leaked out before but it always died. In 1962, 1963, I was doing shows with Howard Cosell after a Mets game, and a story came out of Arizona that the Giants used a buzzer system to steal the signs. I didn’t want to talk about it, but Howard and the producer just kept hammering at me. Then I finally succumbed and said that I knew about it and how they did it. And they said, “Why don’t you want to talk about it?” I said, “I don’t want to cry over spilled milk. It’s sour grapes, and I don’t want to be a sore loser.” And I never had any conversation with anybody. It was just like natural for me to say, “No, I’m not going to talk about it.” And don’t ask me why I did that, because sometimes I get introduced to somebody and Anne’s standing next to me, and the guy’ll say, “Oh, Bobby Thomson.” And I just turn and walk away. And he said, “Oh, I said something wrong?” She answered, “You certainly did.” Or I’ll say, “What am I supposed to do now, faint because you mentioned Thomson?”

I can tell you two incidents. I’m with the Giants farm club in Minneapolis in ’55 trying to make a comeback. And I’m warming up in the bullpen in Omaha and some guy is yammering at me while I’m warming up. And I got to yammering back at him. So Alex Konikowski and Allan Worthington, two relievers with the Giants who were at Minneapolis then, said, “Come here, we have to talk to you.” So we walked. The dugout was right at the end of the stands, and the clubhouse was right behind the dugout. So they said, “We’re going to tell you something that will make you feel better.” I said, “You’re not going to tell me anything that I don’t know.” “No, no, no. You don’t know this.” “No, I know what you’re going to tell me.” “No, you don’t know this.” I said, “I know what you’re going to tell me.” “No, you don’t know this.” “All right.” So when I told them I knew about the buzzer, their mouths dropped. “You know?” So they didn’t say anything because I never told anybody that. I never talked about it. But then I played in a golf tournament with a friend of mine who knows Sal Yvars. He said, “Sal was talking about a week later at Shultz’s garage, how they stole the signs.” And so Sal was at the golf tournament, and Phil Mushnick from the New York Post was there. And Sal told how they had stolen the signs. So Phil said, “Is that true?” I said, “Yeah, that’s a true story.” “So why don’t you just talk about it?” I said, “I’m not going to talk about it.” And he wrote about it. But it died. All those stories died.

People have said to me, “Well, everybody stole the signs.” I said, “You steal them on the field, that’s one thing. But when you do what they did, that’s despicable. It’s immoral.” And it wasn’t illegal to do what they did because there was no rule against it but it was immoral.

Still, Bobby and I have a good relationship. I think he’s quite a little bit different. It’s still a good relationship, but it’s a little different now. He’s a good guy. He means well. He’s a humble guy, and I get along with him.

 

I was with the Yankees in ’54. I was just starting to throw a screwball. Of course, I threw a screwball to Ted Williams and he grounded out at second base. Yogi laughed. And then I pitched against him in Boston, had him struck out, but the umpire blew it. I threw a fastball, and Ted blinked, and the umpire blinked, then he called it a ball, but I really had him struck out. I didn’t pitch against him that often, watched him again, all the games against the Yankees. But, you know, Ted had an ego thing that he had to pull a ball; he was going to defy the shift, and, well, he could do it. As a hitter, you had to wait, wait, wait, and he had such a quick bat he could do that. Guys got a quick bat now. You look at Gary Sheffield, he’s got such a quick bat, a good hitter. But all Ted had to do is bunt ten times a year or hit the ball to left field to overcome the shift. He gets up 500 times. He does that and it’s 20 points on his batting average. And he calls pitchers dumb? Ted is not going to like that.

 

Compare the Yankees and Dodgers? It was pretty close between Yogi and Campy. First base, I got to give that to Gilly over the Yankees. Second base, Jackie; shortstop, Rizzuto. That would be a great argument, Rizzuto and Reese. You can go back and forth that Pee Wee had the better arm, if you go on who had better arm, but Rizzuto was quick; he got rid of the ball quicker. And both could hit; they could bunt, they could squeeze, they could do all the fundamentals very, very well. Third base, it’d be an argument there, but pretty close at third base. The outfield? Snider and DiMaggio, when Duke finally got to play the outfield probably steadily in ’48. But he was young and DiMaggio was an established star, so the Yankees probably get that one. The Yankees also had Gene Woodling and Hank Bauer. Enos Slaughter played for them a little bit, too. Those were very good teams.

 

The Baseball Assistance Team was formed in 1986. It was started by Peter Ueberroth. He was approached by Equitable Life Insurance. They wanted to get into baseball as a sponsor, and Peter said, “Well, you have to do something for charity.” And John Carter, who was then CEO, came up with this plan that they would have an old-timer’s game in every city, and they would donate $10,000 for each game into this fund that BAT would disperse. BAT was first the Baseball Alumni Team, then it became the Baseball Assistance Team. We would help needy people in the baseball family. First, it was just major leaguers, then it became umpires who were in the major leagues, then it became players in the Negro League, now minor-league players with three years of experience. Warren Spahn asked me to come to one of the meetings. So I went to the meeting and just listened. I wasn’t on the board or a member, and I said, “Well, we need a president.” And I got elected.

We’re finishing our seventeenth year. BAT has probably given out, I’m going to say, $10 million. I was president, then I vacated that position, let Joe Garagiola be president and I became chairman. But I’ve run the dinner. We have a fund-raising dinner every January at the Marriott Marquis in New York, and we’ve raised anywhere around $500,000 to $600,000 a year. So over the fourteen dinners, we probably raised, well, $7 million to $8 million. That’s been a joy to me, because the first seventy-eight guys we helped, I happened to look at the chart and I said, “Holy smokes, I played with this guy. I played with that guy.” And there were like ten guys that I played with, who’d been on my team, even a guy I roomed with for a short trip, on that list. But it’s all anonymous. We never say whom we’re helping. The only way people know is if that guy comes forth and goes public and says, “I want to thank BAT for saving my life. I want to thank BAT for all they did for me.” But it’s always done anonymously and as discreetly as possible, but it’s a great feeling to know that I was in there in the beginning, and I’m still there. And I forgot one other thing—we even helped the women from the ladies’ league.

 

The game is not better now. The game is now entertainment. I see guys playing the game and they try to make easy plays look hard, trying to make the highlight film or play-of-the-day films. And I look at it, I say, there’s no team effort. They don’t really care whether the team wins or not as long as they perform, because they go to arbitration, it’s based on their stats. They make so much money that the $300,000 you get for the World Series doesn’t amount to much. My first World Series, I was making $6,500, and if we won, I would’ve doubled my salary. I lost. We got $4,700. I think that they change teams so often that sometimes you’re rooting for a uniform and not a team. Guy’s your teammate and the next year, he’s playing for another club. Do you want to knock him down? He was your buddy on this team. I think because of the union, the strong bonds of union, they don’t knock anybody down anymore. They knock over the catcher. I don’t understand it. The catchers got all the equipment, they try to knock him over. But especially fans today say, “Players are bigger and better. It’s a much better game.” Then I go, “Time—do they run any faster? No. Do they throw any faster? No. Do they know all the fundamentals? No. Do they play as a team? No.”

I mean, we really stuck together. Maybe it was the train rides and being together all the time that there was a camaraderie and a friendship and a closeness that pervaded our association, that we really were friends, we really pulled for one another, and I just think it’s too much individual and too much an entertainment sport now.

To me, baseball is losing its place in American history, in the American spotlight, because you’re losing the young fans. The fan base is scattered. Football has grown, basketball has grown, there was no track and field fifty years ago, pro tennis was small. Even the women’s leagues have all changed that. Baseball should go to a plan to get new, young fans. Play day games on the weekends. Sitting in the upper deck for a dollar per person, a family can go for $4. You give them a ticket. That one ticket, they get a Coca-Cola for a dollar, they get a hot dog for a dollar or a dollar and a quarter, and everybody gets one. And once that’s through, if you want to buy another hot dog, it’s $4. If you want to buy another Coke, it’s $4. But the family can go and park in a certain spot for a dollar. So a family of four can go for $15. Build up a fan base and do it every weekend. Have fans come to the ballpark. You got empty stands in the upper deck against so many teams. Just fill it with young fans and build up a fan base.
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