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  Introduction

  The Cincinnati Reds are the descendents of the first professional baseball team, the Cincinnati Red Stockings, who began play in 1869. We would be quite fortunate to hear from some of those original Reds in great detail about some of their game experiences, but they passed away long ago.

  Cincinnati baseball has endured, however. The city takes great pride in its team, and the citizens feel an ownership of the game because of those long-ago Red Stocking players. The community has not consistently been rewarded with the finest of teams on the field, but there have been numerous moments of glory.

  The most intense Reds fan can tick off those periods that featured special teams, naming the seasons of greatest triumph the way they could name the birthdays of members of their own families. Time passes and it’s not as if memories dim, but age overtakes everyone, so there are no more living players from the 1939 pennant winner or the 1940 World Series champs.

  However, although he has passed away, one of the luminaries of that group, Johnny Vander Meer, spoke publicly at great length about one of the most brilliant achievements in the history of the game—his back-to-back no-hitters. It is the only time any pitcher has ever recorded the accomplishments, and it is worthwhile to hear Vander Meer speak from the grave about a performance that is unlikely to be repeated.

  The season of 1961 was another special one for the Reds, a prized effort in capturing the National League pennant that fans would like to see bronzed. The men who competed for that Reds club then are senior citizens now, but for some that year was definitely the highlight of their careers.

  While it seems amazing that more than 35 years have passed since the pinnacle of The Big Red Machine, Cincinnati baseball fans know how blessed they were to be able to watch this team grind up the opposition in the 1970s, to win two World Series crowns, and to enjoy Hall of Famers and All-Stars populating the lineup in abundance. As time passes, the greatness of that group is only reaffirmed and those teams are clearly among the best ever in the long history of baseball.

  The 1990 season is another that conjures up special memories for Queen City baseball fans because the Reds picked off another World Series championship. A different generation of players had come along to make their mark.

  And now comes a fresh group of players just beginning to embrace their star potential and to make a run at a World Series championship. The core of this team under popular manager Dusty Baker has been maturing into a contender and since 2010 has won two National League Central Division titles. There is every possibility that this bunch of 2000s Reds will be able to add their names to the family legacy of championship Cincinnati teams.

  When it comes to cataloguing games of their lives players think differently. The topic is a big tent, a broad umbrella that includes favorite games, best games, or biggest thrills. That encompasses game-winning hits, Major League first games, winning pennants and winning World Series.

  For some of these players the game of their lives was the thrill of their lives. And as those players came through in the clutch, felt the electrifying excitement of a dream long-awaited and now-fulfilled, Cincinnati Reds fans shared it with them.

  Each year during the off-season, the Reds throw what can best be described as a gigantic party in downtown Cincinnati. It is a fan fest called RedsFest. Members of the current team appear and sign autographs. So do alumni from teams of years past. The December 2012 event attracted thousands of fans. The theme of the event, coming off a Central Division championship, displayed on signage and uttered by team CEO Bob Castellini, was that Cincinnati Reds fans are the best in baseball.

  There is no empirical way to measure such a claim, but deeply ingrained in the spirit of baseball among those in the know is that Cincinnati has always been the home of rabid and savvy fans who love their team.

  —Lew Freedman


  Chapter One

  JOHNNY VANDER MEER

  During his 13-year Major League career Johnny Vander Meer won 119 games and four times was selected as a National League All-Star. He spent 11 of his playing years with the Cincinnati Reds and had his greatest success with the team.

  Vander Meer, who died in Tampa, Florida, at age 82 in 1997, is best-remembered for one spectacular baseball feat. He is the only pitcher in Major League history to throw back-to-back no-hitters.

  The record, which has stood since 1938, has never been matched, and the odds of breaking it seem so astronomical as to never have been calculated. A gambler probably has a better chance of winning the Powerball lottery payoff than anyone does of hurling three straight no-hitters. At the least the lottery player knows someone is going to win eventually. There is no guarantee that anyone will ever surpass Vander Meer’s achievement as long as the game is played.

  Vander Meer was born in Prospect Park, New Jersey, in 1914. He attended Midland Park High School in New Jersey, and the Brooklyn Dodgers signed him as a free agent in 1933. In 1934, the Boston Bees (Braves) bought Vander Meer’s rights from the Dodgers. With neither team did he reach the majors, however. In 1935, the Reds purchased Vander Meer’s contract, and Cincinnati became his team for most of his professional life.

  He was 22 when he made his Major League debut in 1937 and in limited play finished 3-5. Vander Meer began displaying pitching maturity the next season in 1938. He went 15-10 with a 3.12 earned run average and was chosen for his first All-Star team.

  That was not the season when the Reds had their greatest success with Vander Meer in the rotation, but that was his magical summer. In June of 1938, in two consecutive starts, Vander Meer pitched a no-hitter at home at Crosley Field against the Bees, and then four days later, on the road at Ebbetts Field, he duplicated the accomplishment against the Dodgers.

  That was the season when Vander Meer, who was only 23 at the time, picked up the nickname “The Dutch Master.”

  It is little known that at least three MinorLeague pitchers have matched Vander Meer, or preceded him. In 1901, Clarence Wright pitched two no-hitters in a row. In 1952, Bill Bell did so. And in 1989 Tom Drees performed the feat. Because of the sketchiness of some historical records, it is possible that someone else completed two straight no-hitters in the minors.

  Wright spent parts of four seasons in the majors with three teams and posted a 14-26 lifetime record. Bell threw three no-hitters in the Appalachian League, had a very brief career with the Pittsburgh Pirates, and a lifetime mark of 0-1. Drees, who threw three no-hitters in the minors in one season, appeared in four games for the Chicago White Sox with a record of 0-0 during his only Major League stay in 1991. Drees threw his no-hit games for the Vancouver Canadiens, though the second one was only a seven-inning game.

  Vander Meer began playing baseball in elementary school, but by the eighth grade he was working at his first job for the United Piece Dye Works and pitching semi-pro ball. As a 16-year-old, Vander Meer threw five no-hitters in neighborhood games, prompting a fan to make contact with the New York Giants on his behalf. He had a tryout, but nothing came of it. He kept his job at the dye works until 1933.

  The signing of Vander Meer by the Dodgers was at least as quirky as the legend about the gorgeous actress Lana Turner being discovered at a Hollywood drugstore. When Vander Meer was a teenager the National League decided to make a short promotional movie selling the idea that any American boy could grow up to be a professional ballplayer. At the time Vander Meer was pitching in his local church league in New Jersey. The filmmakers saw him and decided to turn him into an actor.

  “I was picked like an All-American boy,” Vander Meer recalled decades after the incident. “Any boy in America could have the opportunity to play in the big leagues. Of course, it was a one-in-10,000 shot if you broke into the game and played 10 years.” Unspoken was the fact that if you had black skin the odds were much higher because baseball employed a color barrier preventing African Americans from being signed.

  Columbia Pictures filmed the movie and distributed it. Vander Meer’s fastball caught the attention of pro scouts, and that’s how he found his way into pro ball.

  Once signed, Vander Meer still needed seasoning. He had a blistering fastball, but he sometimes walked as many batters as he struck out. He spent time honing his craft in such minor-league towns as Dayton, Ohio; Nashville; and Durham, North Carolina. With a 19-6 record and 295 strikeouts in 216 innings at Durham, Vander Meer was chosen as the Minor League Player of the Year by The Sporting News in 1936.

  After becoming property of the Reds, Vander Meer split his time between Syracuse in the minors, and finally, the big club in 1937.

  Vander Meer still had spells of wildness when he made the team in 1938, but new manager Bill McKechnie liked his raw ability and felt it could be harnessed to the Reds’ advantage. Even in some of his early-season showings, Vander Meer’s stays on the mound were cut short because he couldn’t get the ball over the plate consistently.

  The turning point in Vander Meer’s career came in a May 20 start against the New York Giants. McKechnie did not tell his young left-hander, or anyone else, whom he planned to start. Vander Meer did not think he was going to pitch, so he went fishing in the morning before reporting to the ballpark. That’s when he got the word he was to be the man on the mound.

  Vander Meer pitched a five-hit, complete-game shutout in a 4-0 victory and began pitching like a comfortable major leaguer.

  The Setting

  Vander Meer swiftly transformed from a nervous young lad with a tendency to throw wild into a maturing young pitcher with hot stuff. Only three weeks after his breakthrough game against the Giants, Vander Meer captured a little slice of history. It was a necessary slice of history to set up his bigger chunk of history to come.

  On June 11, 1938, southpaw Johnny Vander Meer pitched a no-hitter for his Cincinnati Reds at Crosley Field. The Reds won the game, 3-0, and the opposing Boston Bees (the Braves changed their name around periodically during the 20th century and this was one period when they were known as the Bees) could not produce a safety. Vander Meer walked three batters, but retired the last 13 men he faced in order.

  It was a tremendous effort. One of the ideal goals of any big-league pitcher is to throw a no-hitter. Although Major League ball got started in 1876, there have been less than 300 no-hitters pitched. So any no-hitter is a memorable feat, and Vander Meer exulted in his accomplishment. Vander Meer struck out four Bees hitters, and very few of them got good wood on the ball all day. Only five balls were hit in the air to the outfield.

  “I had good control and a good sinker and got a lot of ground balls,” he said. “I’d say 70 percent of the game was ground balls.”

  The three Boston men that Vander Meer walked did not advance past first base. Bees pitcher Danny MacFayden did not pitch badly, either. He went eight innings, gave up three runs on six hits and struck out four. The Bees did not have a powerful team at the time, and probably the best-known player in the lineup was center fielder Vince DiMaggio, the oldest, and the third-ranked in achievement of the three Major League-playing DiMaggio brothers.
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  National Baseball Hall of Fame Library. Cooperstown, N.Y.

  Cincinnati gave Vander Meer a 1-0 lead in the fourth inning and scored two more runs in the sixth. The Reds fielded a team with a few better-known players whose names have endured. Frank McCormick was at first base, Wally Berger was in left field, and catching was Hall of Famer Ernie Lombardi. Harry Craft, who had a managing career later, was in center. Lombardi hit a home run, and Vander Meer even chipped in with a hit.

  “Before the no-hitter against Boston on June 11 that year I was just a rookie that nobody but Bill McKechnie knew,” Vander Meer said.

  Throwing a no-hitter will put any pitcher on the map. But throwing a no-hitter in two consecutive starts will put a pitcher in the history books for all time’s sake.

  Not only did Brooklyn have about 40,000 people in attendance for the franchise’s first game under the lights, but recently retired Babe Ruth and 1936 multiple-track gold-medalist Jesse Owens were in the crowd for the occasion.

  The Game of My Life

  By Johnny Vander Meer

  CINCINNATI vs. BROOKLYN

  June 16, 1938

  Babe came down to the bench. That was the first night I ever met him. That’s when I got to know him. They let some mutual friends in that he played with, and I hung with Ruth for about 12 years after that. I got to know the Babe really well. He was one of those guys that come around every 100 years.

  I had real good stuff, but I walked eight batters. The funny part of it was that there were no outstanding plays in the game other than when the bases were full in the last inning. There was a ground ball to third base. They could have gone for a double play, but they went to home on a force out. I would say the big break in the game was a smart play rather than a great defensive play.

  I don’t care what professional sports you’re playing, you got to get breaks. But the real true answer to getting breaks is you got to take advantage of them. If you don’t, there’s no advantage of getting breaks.

  I filled the bases with three walks in the ninth inning because I was bearing down too hard. I wasn’t tired. I wasn’t tired at all.

  This was a tougher game than the one I pitched against the Bees. So I guess those lights didn’t make any difference as far as I was concerned. I knew I had this no-hitter right from the start. I think that’s what got me in trouble in the ninth. Then Bill McKechnie came out. He said to me, “Pour that ball, Johnny. They’re more afraid than you are. So pour that thing down their throats.” That relieved the tension.

  I used a fastball most of the time. I guess I was pretty fast. But the fastest I ever was was against the Giants [on May 20]. I really had stuff that day. They got a lucky hit off me in the ninth. I was afraid the Dodgers would get lucky, too. Now I realize I was lucky. With all that wood swinging up there, you never know when a fellow is going to slice a peanut hit off you or scalp the top of the ball for a . . . dribbler.

  Results/Aftermath

  During that era of Major League baseball it was common for players to be showered and dressed and out of the clubhouse in a short time. They were rarely waylaid for lengthy interviews. So it was a big deal that it took Vander Meer more than an hour to depart the ballyard after the game.

  It was also widely reported that when sportswriters sought him out for follow-up interviews about his feat of throwing back-to-back no-hitters, Vander Meer was nowhere to be found because he kept a long-standing engagement to go fishing very early the next morning.

  One peculiar aspect of the hubbub was that someone proposed changing the name of the pitcher’s home town of Midland to Vander Meer, New Jersey. That didn’t happen, though it should be noted that later a town in Pennsylvania adopted the name of Jim Thorpe after the great athlete merely for the publicity, not because he had a connection to the community.

  There is no doubt that throwing two straight no-hitters gave Vander Meer a much higher profile in the game of baseball and among fans and it made his reputation. Forevermore, those who knew nothing else about his career, even what team he toiled for, knew him as the man who threw consecutive no-hitters.

  It can safely be assumed that the attention following the two no-hitters also got Vander Meer chosen for the All-Star Game for the first time that was to be played only a few weeks later.

  Of immediate curiosity to baseball fans was how Vander Meer would fare in his next start. The Reds happened to be playing the Bees again, also in Boston. Attendance topped 34,000 that day, and one interested spectator, equal in baseball greatness to Babe Ruth, was all-time winner Cy Young.

  Vander Meer continued his sterling pitching as the game unfolded. He threw 3 1/3 innings more of no-hit ball. Ordinarily, that would not be enough to excite the masses, but given Vander Meer’s recent history it did create a buzz.

  “You could just feel what everybody in the ballpark was thinking,” Vander Meer said. “What gives with this guy? To tell you the truth, I was beginning to wonder myself. Hey, I was hot that week—on fire. No one could touch me. It was just a groove I got in that was perfect.”

  Boston’s Debs Garms broke up the third potential no-hitter with a single up the middle in the fourth inning. Since Vander Meer never seriously entertained the notion that he was going to pitch a third straight no-hitter, he wasn’t particularly disturbed when Garms stroked his hit. “I was relieved,” Vander Meer admitted.

  Reflections on Baseball

  Vander Meer finished the 1938 season with 15 wins. He matched or exceeded that total four other times in his career. His winningest season was 1942, when he went 18-12. Vander Meer also led the National League in strikeouts three straight years.

  Although Vander Meer was a member of the 1939 Reds pennant-winning team, he wasn’t much help, going 5-9. And when the Reds won the World Series in 1940 he finished just 3-1. Arm trouble cost him the time lost, though he did pitch three innings of one game versus Detroit in the Series.

  Vander Meer remained with Cincinnati through the 1949 season, and then he wrapped up his playing career by spending 1950 with the Cubs and 1951 with the Cleveland Indians.

  After concluding his playing days, Vander Meer became a minor-league manager in the Reds organization, where he managed for 10 years until 1962. In the middle of that run he was one of the earliest players inducted into the Reds Hall of Fame. When Vander Meer left baseball he worked for a brewery before retiring.

  Wherever he went in the game and wherever he went in the years after retiring from the workforce, Vander Meer’s fame accrued from pitching those two straight no-hitters in 1938. It was a never-forgotten feat, and whether it was an anniversary of the accomplishment, or for some other reason, sportswriters checked in with Vander Meer periodically for the rest of his life.

  As the years passed, if possible, the achievement became even more cherished. It was apparent to Vander Meer that his overall record was not good enough to get him elected to the Hall of Fame, and he seemed to enjoy the notoriety that came with the uniqueness of his performance. The feat itself has been recognized in Cooperstown, however. At one time there was a Vander Meer exhibit that included his Reds uniform, his glove, an autographed baseball, and the pen he used to sign his first contract.

  Year after year went by without any other pitcher matching it. The years stretched into decades. When the double no-hitter showing still stood alone in 1988, 50 years after Vander Meer tossed them, even more than the usual attention was thrown his way.

  Actually, somewhat ironically, yet appropriately, on the June 11 anniversary of Vander Meer’s first no-hitter, when reporters telephoned his house seeking to chat, they reached his wife, not the pitcher. Just as he had the morning after setting the record in 1938, Vander Meer had gone fishing.

  Vander Meer admitted that each time he saw that a Major League pitcher threw a no-hitter he checked up to see if they could do it all over again. “ . . . in a way I hold my breath to see if he’ll pitch another one in his next start,” he said. “I thought Nolan Ryan and Sandy Koufax had a chance. It will take somebody like that who throws hard, who can get 12 or 14 strikeouts. I wouldn’t mind seeing somebody do it. After all, it’s been a great record for me, a great record for the game.”

  Nolan Ryan, who won 327 games, pitched seven no-hitters in his career. Koufax, who had to retire young because of arm woes, pitched four. Ryan and Koufax rank No. 1 and No. 2 in career no-hitters.

  Although Vander Meer said it would not bother him to see another pitcher throw no-hitters in back-to-back starts, his double no-hitter outlived him. Vander Meer died in 1997, 59 years after his two no-hitters. Another 15 years have passed, making for 74 in all, and Johnny Vander Meer’s record still stands alone.


  Chapter Two

  FRANK ROBINSON

  Frank Robinson came out of Oakland, California, and introduced himself to Major League baseball as a 20-year-old in 1956. It was an introduction with a bang. Upon joining the Reds, Robinson earned the Rookie of the Year award and kicked off a career that hasn’t ended yet.

  He put together a momentous 21-season playing career (the first 10 of them in Cincinnati), which was highlighted by 586 home runs, 1,812 RBIs, and a .294 batting average. And then he became the first African American manager in Major League history, breaking a long-standing barrier and opening doors for others to follow.

  Robinson made such an impression on Reds management in Spring Training in ’56 that even though he had been earmarked for more Minor League seasoning, the team felt compelled to keep him with the big club.

  “I don’t know if Robinson will hit National League pitching sufficiently to be our left fielder all season, but the boy certainly packs a powerful wallop, he can field, throw and run well enough to be a regular, and he will get a good chance to show if he can make it,” manager Birdie Tebbetts said.

  The comments demonstrated that even a supporter of Robinson was underestimating him. Not only did Robinson play in 152 games, but also he led the NL in runs scored with 122, belted 38 home runs, drove in 83 and batted .290. There were no longer any questions about Robinson’s abilities. He was the unanimous choice for Rookie of the Year.

  Robinson, an all-around player who was known for his smarts on the field as well as his physical skills, may have been young, but he had been prepping for this opportunity almost his entire life. He played so much baseball in his Northern California neighborhood that it seemed as if he would sacrifice breathing for hitting time. He did give up eating in favor of playing sometimes.

  “I was kind of the last era, basically, of playing in the streets,” said Robinson, reminiscing about his youth while attending an event at the Negro Leagues Museum in Kansas City. “We were playing on playgrounds, on asphalt, things like that, we never thought about it. Mostly we played in the streets, three-on-three, two-on-two, even one-on-one. We just played the game. That was the beauty of it, the fun of it, the joy, just going out and playing.

  “I love the game. I played it day and night. You couldn’t drag me off the field. I missed many a meal at night because I didn’t get home in time.”

  Robinson’s dedication paid off. He didn’t merely desire to excel in one aspect of the game, but worked to excel in every aspect of the game.

  “I had a good arm,” he said. “I hit the ball. I wanted to be an all-around player. I wanted to hit home runs. I wanted to drive in runs.”

  And he did all of the above.

  Robinson was born in 1935, and when he was a kid, pretty much up through elementary school, baseball was a closed shop for African Americans. No matter how good he was, he wouldn’t have received the chance he deserved if things hadn’t changed. Robinson, who is of no relation to Jackie Robinson (though sometimes the confused think that he is) was energized by Jackie’s breaking of the big-league color barrier in 1947. It had the exact effect on him that it should have—it gave him hope.

  “What a day that was,” Frank Robinson said of Jackie Robinson’s debut with the Brooklyn Dodgers. “I was just a youngster, but I knew then that if I had the skills and the abilities to play in the major leagues that I would have the opportunity. Before that? No chance.”

  After his splashy rookie year, Robinson was off on a career that would gain him 14 All-Star selections and two Most Valuable Player awards, one for the Reds in 1961 when Cincinnati won the National League pennant and one for the Baltimore Orioles, after the ill-advised trade that sent him to the American League in 1966.

  There is no doubt that “Robby,” as Robinson was sometimes called, was the big gun on the ’61 Reds team. He turned in a spectacular season, hitting 37 homers, driving in 124, scoring 117, and batting .323. He had a .611 slugging percentage.

  When he was notified of the MVP honor in the off-season, Robinson was just about to get married. “Wow, this is a wonderful wedding present for me,” Robinson said.

  Robinson played with fire and refused to be intimidated in the batter’s box when pitchers threw at him. It was felt he might have taken some unnecessary, inflammatory heat from fastballers early in his career because they resented his hard-nosed attitude and style, or him being a black star. Robinson always stood strong in the box, even after being dusted. Phillies manager Gene Mauch even said it was a foolish waste of time to brush him back because it just made Robinson focus more and do more damage with his bat.

  “Baseball isn’t a popularity contest,” Robinson said. “Some players are afraid of losing friends. Not me. I’m not out there to win friends. Just ball games, and I’ll do that any way that I can.”

  Robinson friend and admirer Henry Aaron said he remembers the Cincinnati star “standing very close to the plate, and back in those days when you got hit, you got hit.

  “It didn’t matter to him.”

  Robinson ran the bases hard and scored a lot of runs. He led the league again with 134 scores in 1962, and 16 times he scored at least 80 runs. Robinson was always a power hitter, too, 11 times hitting at least 30 homers. And nine times he hit over .300. It was no wonder that he was voted into the Hall of Fame in 1982.

  The author of so many outstanding moments, as well as the designation as the best power hitter in the Reds’ long history, if not the best player overall, Robinson seemed to lead the league in intangibles, as well. Robinson said that he aspired to be an all-around player, and he achieved that goal. In 1958 he won a Gold Glove. He also stole more than 200 bases in his career.

  The Setting

  People knew that Frank Robinson was going to become a good ballplayer for the Reds. They didn’t know how good, and they didn’t know how soon. When he showed up for Spring Training of 1956, baseball observers marveled at his raw talent.

  The unknown was whether or not he could harness it immediately to make an impact for the Reds that season or if he still needed another year in the minors to gain experience. Robinson knew where he stood on the issue. He felt he was ready to play at the top level of the game.

  “I think I always had the confidence in myself to be able to accomplish things if I worked hard,” Robinson said. “That’s what my mother used to tell me. ‘You can be anything you want to be in this world as long as you’re willing to work hard enough to get it.’ So I was always willing to work harder to get it. I never stopped working hard.”

  Birdie Tebbetts was willing to take a chance on Robinson and keep him in the lineup as long as he showed he could handle big-league pitching and didn’t look as if he was over his head against the older players with more experience.

  The Reds believed they could be a pretty good team that season, but if Robinson showed in the early going that he wasn’t ready, they could always send him back to the minors. They were going to find out right away, too, not let Robinson sit around on the bench. Tebbetts made Robinson his starting left fielder for Opening Day against the St. Louis Cardinals.
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  National Baseball Hall of Fame Library. Cooperstown, N.Y.

  Among the other players who saw action for Cincinnati that day were sluggers Wally Post and Gus Bell, catcher Smokey Burgess, later acclaimed as one of the greatest pinch hitters ever, Johnny Temple, Roy McMillan, Ted “Big Klu” Kluszewski, and Chuck Harmon, who was the first African American player for the Reds. The starting pitcher was Joe Nuxhall, who remains the youngest player to ever appear in a big-league game for his cameo at 15 during World War II. It really was a remarkable historical Reds cast of characters joining the young rookie on the field that day.

  While Robinson had innumerable better days at the plate in the majors and played in games with much higher stakes, this Opening Day game is the one he said made him believe he belonged in the majors. He also absorbed some lessons in humility from what followed. Every player remembers their first game.

  The Game of My Life

  By Frank Robinson

  CINCINNATI vs. ST. LOUIS

  April 17, 1956

  Opening Day playing with Cincinnati, we were facing a pitcher with the name of Vinegar Bend Mizell, a left-hander. We were playing the Cardinals, with Stan Musial, and everything.

  The first time up I missed a pitch by two feet. The next time up I got a base hit. Later in the ballgame, they walked me to get to the next hitter. I went two-for-three—one of them was a double—and an intentional walk.

  But we wound up losing the ballgame 4-2. Musial hit a home run in the ninth inning and they beat us.

  After the game in the locker room, the writers asked me what was the difference between playing in the Minor Leagues and playing in the Major Leagues. And I said, “Nothin’.”

  What I meant by that is that there’s nothing different about the game. The pitchers in the Majors are a little tougher, a little smarter, and whatever. But I said there was no difference, and that’s what made the headlines.

  Results/Aftermath

  It had been a very solid debut for Robinson, although his team lost. He had been waiting years to make his dream of playing Major League ball come true, and at the moment he was thrust onto the big stage he had performed well. Getting on base three times, going two-for-three, was a good way to be noticed.

  Robinson said that that first game was an important one in his career because it showed him he belonged in the majors with the best players on the planet. However, he also learned very quickly that not every game was going to be like his first game. He wasn’t going to bat .667.

  Although he meant to say more than he did in capturing the differences between the minors and the majors, it was almost as if he had angered the baseball gods with an unintentionally arrogant statement, and they felt he had to be put in his place. Robinson promptly went into a slump, discovering that, indeed, those big-league pitchers were a bit tougher to take on.

  “My next 23 at bats I went oh-for-23,” Robinson said. “I guess I had to eat that statement. It is a little tougher up here. But after that I got started and played and had a good game as a rookie and became Rookie of the Year.”

  Reflections on the Game

  Robinson should have been a Red for life, but management not only alienated him by playing hardball in contract negotiations, but also general manager Bill DeWitt made the egregious mistake of trading Robinson to the Baltimore Orioles in a trade that has haunted the Reds evermore.

  In his parting words, DeWitt publicly called Robinson “an old 30” in describing how he might be past his prime. The description infuriated Robinson, and in his first season with the Orioles, Robinson led the American League in everything. He produced a rare Triple Crown season and became the only player to win the Most Valuable Player award in both leagues.

  During that monster 1966 season, Robinson led the AL in runs (122), home runs (49), RBIs (122), batting average (.316), on-base percentage (.410) and slugging percentage (637). The Orioles won the World Series (the first of two with Robinson in the lineup), and he was voted MVP of the ’66 World Series. Eventually, Robinson, who wore No. 20 with both the Reds and Orioles, had his uniform jersey number retired by both clubs.

  Nearing the end of his playing career, Robinson was startled by an offer from the Cleveland Indians that would make him manager for the 1975 season. He was not ready to retire, but relished the idea of becoming the first African American manager in baseball history. The two goals collided. Ultimately, Robinson remained a player-manager, but it would not have been his first choice. He keenly felt the need to be a pioneer because if he turned down the chance, he didn’t know how much longer it would take for another black man to be offered such a position.

  “I wanted to further the cause for African Americans and minorities in baseball,” Robinson said. “When will that door open again? I wanted to be a manager one day. I didn’t want to be a player-manager.”

  By stepping back somewhat and making playing a second priority, Robinson likely missed out on reaching 600 home runs and 2,000 RBIs. But he did open the door to a second career. Robinson managed the Indians, San Francisco Giants, Orioles, and the Montreal Expos as they transformed into the Washington Nationals. He also coached for the California Angels and the Orioles.

  Later in life, Robinson took on administrative jobs with Major League Baseball, and in the summer of 2012 he added a new title to his long baseball resume as vice president of baseball development. In that role, he oversaw the Futures Games at the All-Star break as well as the annual Civil Rights game, and he directed a plan to increase opportunities for inner city youth through start-up academies.

  When Frank Robinson was young and Jackie Robinson was breaking the color barrier, it was the No. 1 sports goal of African American athletes to play Major League baseball. Over time, many of the same black youths growing up in the nation’s biggest cities have foregone baseball in favor of basketball and football opportunities.

  Robinson said he knows that the days of kids just running out in the street to play pickup games the way he did is gone. There is too much crime in neighborhoods, and kids want to play on real fields. The new program is aimed at giving them just such a chance, as well as providing the equipment to play. Robinson was a trim, young-looking 77 and in a way coming full-circle in baseball by formalizing some of the impromptu aspects of the game he played in Oakland.

  “I do know right now the academies are important to me,” Robinson said. “The academies are the big picture. They’re going up as fast as we can get them up. We’re bringing baseball to the inner city youth of this country (to teach fundamentals and rules). We also have a softball program for the ladies. It’s a real big project.”

  It’s not as if baseball is going to duplicate a way of life of the past, but the goal is to win over new generations of athletes, show them how much fun the game can be, and steer them into a career in baseball in lieu of other sports.

  “It used to be you’d get a bat, a ball, a stick and get right out on the street and play,” Robinson said. “You can’t do that anymore, that’s the pity of it, but that’s progress. This is the next best thing. It gives them a place to go and it doesn’t cost them anything but their time.”


  Chapter Three

  JIM BROSNAN

  The lanky, 6-foot-4, 200-pound Jim Brosnan was one of the earliest relief pitchers who gained renown for working out of the bullpen as the role of a late-inning finisher became recognized as a key one.

  Brosnan also gained fame late in his nine-year Major League career that began in the 1950s and carried into the 1960s for writing two acclaimed insider books, The Long Season and Pennant Race. The well-written classics of the game differed from previous baseball books in that they were not of the as-told-to variety, but were filled with insights, humor, and flavor, taking readers places they had never been before without being salacious.

  Brosnan, who also wore glasses when he pitched, making him a little bit rarer of a player still, was born in 1929 on the October day of the stock market crash that pre-dated the Great Depression. He was born in Cincinnati and he attended high school in the city, too. His professional career took several turns, however, before he ended up playing for the Reds. A combination of wearing glasses and his literary bent meant that some called Brosnan “Professor.”

  Signed by the Cubs in 1946, Brosnan was sidetracked by military service and considerable time in the minors before he broke into the majors in 1954. Over the next several seasons Brosnan, who was still viewed as a likely starting pitcher, saw limited action.

  In the middle of the 1958 season, Brosnan was traded to the St. Louis Cardinals, and he went 11-8 with a 3.35 earned average for the two teams. In 1959, Brosnan completed his circle and returned to Cincinnati. A fledgling writer, Brosnan was also in the midst of taking copious notes about his big-league experiences during the season of ’59.

  It was in 1960, with the Reds, when he was 30, that Brosnan became a bullpen specialist. He appeared in 57 games, had 12 saves, a 7-2 record and a 2.36 earned run average.

  The year 1960 was when Brosnan’s first book, The Long Season, was published, covering the 1959 campaign that he split between St. Louis and Cincinnati. After the passage of 23 years, when it was reprinted as part of a special edition, Brosnan looked back at the reception his manuscript received upon release.

  “An active player on a big league team, I had seemingly taken undue advantage by recording an insider’s viewpoint on what some professional baseball players were really like,” he wrote. “I had, moreover, violated the idolatrous image of big leaguers who had been previously portrayed as models of modesty, loyalty and sobriety—what they were really not like.”

  What Brosnan had done was portray his teammates as human beings, just regular guys, not men made of cardboard the same as their Topps baseball card. Brosnan was not as controversial in choosing his topics as Jim Bouton was when he penned Ball Four a bit later, but Brosnan was the pathfinder.

  Brosnan was traded from the Cardinals to the Reds on June 8, 1959, for Hal Jeffcoat. He had been in a depressing stretch of pitching, recognized that the trade deadline was a mere week away and when called upon to start a game against the Phillies the day before, believed it was solely to be showcased for a trade. He then promptly had a rotten game, being shelled.

  On the 8th, Brosnan was joined in St. Louis by his family for two weeks after school let out, and he informed his wife he was certain to be traded. “After that catastrophe yesterday in Philly, I’ve got a hunch I may not be wanted in St. Louis,” he told his wife.

  Mr. and Mrs. Brosnan went out to dinner that night at Stan Musial’s restaurant and the future Hall of Famer, and Brosnan’s teammate for about an hour longer, joined them at their table for an after-dinner drink. When they got back to the hotel, there was a letter waiting for Brosnan from manager Solly Hemus. A letter! That’s how Brosnan found out he was traded to the Reds. The letter did include the request that Brosnan telephone Hemus and general manager Bing Devine.

  The wife and two kids had just arrived for a scheduled two-week visit, but they were checking out of St. Louis immediately. Brosnan said he convinced his two youngsters that they had a fine zoo in Cincinnati to make the idea of the move more palatable. The ironic part, however, was that he was joining the Reds in the middle of a road trip—to Chicago. That’s where Brosnan had previously worked and his family had just arrived from.

  Cincinnati was not an especially good team that season, finishing fifth in the National League standings with a 74-80 record. But Brosnan did join the club at a good time when things were turning around and the team was on the way up. Not that it was apparent immediately. The 1960 Reds finished 67-87 in sixth place. That all changed in 1961 when the Reds won their first pennant in 21 years and Brosnan played a significant role.

  That season the right-hander put together a record of 10-4 with a 3.04 earned run average, coming out of the bullpen 53 times. He scored 16 saves, and he also totaled a few hundred pages of notes for his second book.

  Brosnan got lucky as a player and as a writer. He not only had his finest season in the majors, but also it coincided with his team winning the National League pennant and advancing to the World Series.

  For his second book, Brosnan followed the fortunes of his team day-by-day throughout the summer as it surprised the baseball world and Cincinnati fans. “Never taken seriously as pennant contenders, the Reds found ways and means to win often enough in the season of ’61,” Brosnan wrote in his introduction to Pennant Race.

  The day before the season began, the club held a “Meet The Reds” luncheon for fans, and manager Fred Hutchinson said he was putting the burden of the season on the Reds’ young arms. The pitching staff had the potential to lead the team, and he was counting on that happening. Hutchinson was bold to say it, but he was right to predict it. Cincinnati pitching was outstanding that year, and those men, including Brosnan, carried the Reds to a long-awaited pennant.

  The Setting

  Cincinnati’s turn-around from 1960 when the team won just 67 games and placed sixth in an eight-team league, was pretty dramatic in 1961 when the team won 93 games and finished first. That’s a 26-game improvement in the space of one off-season.

  “1961 was a special year indeed for the club,” Brosnan said. “I played with other teams and the quality of the team on a game by game basis, we were similar. What set the Reds apart that season was good pitching. We just had a better pitching staff.”

  In 1961, the Pittsburgh Pirates were the defending NL champions and they had up-ended the New York Yankees in the World Series with a for-the-ages home run by Bill Mazeroski in the seventh game. But the Pirates tumbled all of the way to sixth with a 75-79 record and were not a factor.
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