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  FOREWORD

  EXCEPT FOR THE DAY I WAS INDUCTED INTO THE HALL OF FAME, there is no greater thrill I’ve had in baseball than catching Don Larsen’s perfect game in the 1956 World Series.

  Before that day, I had caught both of Allie Reynolds’ no-hitters, but he was far from perfect in both games. In fact, in one of them, I could have caused him a few problems when I dropped a ninth-inning foul ball hit by Ted Williams. I wanted to crawl in a hole after that error, but fortunately Ted hit another foul ball I caught near the Yankee dugout for the final out.

  Allie was a successful pitcher who could be expected to throw a no-hitter, but no one would have expected that kind of pitching from Don Larsen. That’s not to say that on any given day, he couldn’t do it, but he was very inconsistent. Ol’ Gooney Bird could throw with the best of them, but sometimes his mind didn’t seem to be in the game.

  Don did pitch well over the last four games of the ’56 season. He threw a few low-hit games and seemed to be more confident. His success started when he used the no wind-up delivery. He told everyone he got the idea from the comic book “Ghoulies.” I read lots of his comic books and never saw anything in there about the no wind-up, but that doesn’t mean Don didn’t.

  That no wind-up kept me on my toes because I had to be ready for him to throw at any second. With the full wind-up, there’s time to set, but when Don started his motion, I knew the ball was coming pretty quickly. I think batters had trouble with timing their swings until they saw him pitch that way several times.

  The no wind-up really worked for Don, but he did have trouble in Game 2 of the ’56 Series. He had good stuff that day, but he was just missing strikes, and he got behind a lot of the Dodger hitters. After he walked four batters, Casey had enough and yanked him out.

  In Game 5, Don had the best control of any pitcher I have ever seen. He could hit any spot he wanted to, and his fastball and slider were really moving around. He never waved off a pitch I called, and hitters seemed off-stride all day.

  I’ve seen lots of pitchers get through six or seven innings without giving up a hit, but along about the seventh inning I realized that Don might have a shot at a no-hitter. We only had a 2-0 lead, but he was concentrating on every pitch.

  In fact, the only real bad one he had thrown to that point was the slider that Gil Hodges clobbered in the fifth inning. Mickey Mantle took care of that one with one of the best catches I’ve ever seen in left-center field.

  Don really dominated the hitters in the seventh and eighth innings. The ball that Hodges hit in the eighth to Andy Carey was a blue-darter, but Andy was right on top of it. None of the Dodger hitters said too much. Carl Furillo told me, “Larsen really has good stuff today.” I nodded agreement.

  The excitement when we began the ninth inning is hard to describe. Yankee Stadium was as loud as I’d ever seen it. The fans were all standin’ and cheerin’ from the moment Don took the mound. I tried to see if he looked like he was all shook up, but I didn’t notice anything different when he threw the warm-up pitches.

  My heart was poundin’ when Carl Furillo stepped to the plate. He was a tough out, and I hoped Don wouldn’t make a mistake. He didn’t, and both Carl and Roy Campanella went down on sliders that were as good as Don had thrown all day.

  When Dale Mitchell stepped to the plate, I thought my eardrums were gonna burst from the crowd noise. I tried to give Don the pitching signs, but my hands were shaking when I did that.

  We hadn’t gone over the “book” on Mitchell since he wasn’t a regular player, but I knew that fastballs and sliders were what I wanted Don to throw. Remarkably, Don’s last few pitches were some of the best he threw in the game. I don’t think Mitchell had ever seen Don’s no wind-up, and so I figured his timing would be off if Don could just get the ball around the plate and not throw a fat one down the middle.

  The key to the success of the no wind-up was that the ball just kinda came out of nowhere. The pitch was at the plate before the hitter thought it would be. Don’s first pitch was just low, and Mitchell laid off. He was a smart hitter and he was trying to gauge the speed of Don’s pitches.

  The second pitch was a dandy slider and Dale took it for strike one. Don delivered another slider that Dale was way behind when he swung. Now it was one ball and two strikes and Don was just one strike away from perfection.

  Pitch number three would have been strike three, but Dale fouled it off. The crowd was roaring, but Don stepped off the mound after I threw a new ball out to him. He played with his cap and the rosin bag, and I wondered whether he was ever going to throw the next pitch.

  I only had a few seconds. I called for a fastball and Don threw a beauty. It was moving all over the place and Dale must have wondered whether to pull the trigger. At the last second he decided to swing, but then checked it.

  There’s been a lot of people over the years who have tried to spoil what Don did that day by saying the last pitch was a ball. I’m here to say that the pitch was right down the alley. Babe Pinelli made the right call. Besides, Dale Mitchell’s checked swing went too far and he would have been called out anyway.

  When I heard Babe say “Strr….iii…kke three,” I felt like a kid on Christmas morning. I came out of my squat and ran toward Don. Then I leaped on him and hugged him like a brother. Don Larsen had pitched the only perfect game in World Series history and I was proud to be a part of it.

  Very seldom does a day go by that I don’t think about Don’s perfect game. It was a magical time for the Yankees and for me, and I will never forget it. I’m pleased that Don asked me to write the foreword for his book and I know that anyone who reads it will enjoy reliving that special day when Don pitched his greatest game.

  —Yogi Berra
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  AUTHOR NOTES

  THE GOOD LORD HAS PROVIDED me with many wonderful experiences in my life, but none more memorable than the night I spent in April of 1996 with members of the 1956 New York Yankees and Brooklyn Dodgers. The occasion was a banquet honoring the 40th anniversary of the last Subway Series.

  My sojourn to that evening began three years earlier when I read Mickey Mantle’s best-selling book, My Favorite Summer, 1956. While the book chronicles Mantle’s incredible triple-crown-winning season, I was captivated when I read Chapter 13 entitled “Perfect.”

  Authors Mickey Mantle and Phil Pepe presented a vivid portrait of Mantle’s image of Don Larsen’s perfect game in the fifth game of the ’56 Series. When I finished reading that account of Larsen’s achievement, I knew I wanted to write a book about the incredible Walter Mitty feat.

  One month later, I sat in Don Larsen’s living room at his home in Morgan Hill, California. Don, his gracious wife, Corrine, and I talked for a full afternoon. They showed me a bulging scrapbook filled with hundreds of articles and pictures from the perfect game. I also saw the silvered glove, shoes, and cap Don used to no-hit the Dodgers on October 8, 1956. A congratulatory letter from President Dwight D. Eisenhower hung on the wall.

  Don Larsen was an incredibly humble, unassuming man. I literally had to pull information out of him, a process that continues to this day. Here was a man who had pitched arguably the greatest game in baseball history, and he honestly didn’t think it was that big a deal.

  When our meeting was nearly over, Corrine asked me if I wanted to see Don’s baseball collection. My eyes lit up while she headed for the garage. When Corrine returned, she held a dilapidated, dusty light blue laundry basket filled with baseballs, some still in wrappers.

  My hands literally shook when I started picking up the treasured mementoes. I held balls signed by Mickey Mantle, Satchel Page, Babe Ruth, Joe DiMaggio, Ted Williams, Whitey Ford, Willie Mays, Jackie Robinson, Henry Aaron, Yogi Berra, Duke Snider, Casey Stengel, and many others.

  “Don,” I said, “you’ve got your grandson’s education in this laundry basket. You might think about putting them in a safer place.”

  Don’s casual attitude about the baseballs was comparable to his feelings about the perfect game. While I sensed his pride about the performance, I began to understand that his inability to become a great pitcher in the years following 1956 had unfortunately diminished the achievement, at least in his mind.

  I worked nearly two years with Don to recreate his miracle on the mound. Telling the story in Don’s own humble way was of paramount importance as was my intention to bring to life the ballplayers, managers, coaches, and umpires who were a significant part of the perfect game. I also wanted to honor other pitchers who have achieved perfection and provide a glimpse of yesteryear when baseball was not only a game, but a part of the American experience.

  When I arrived in New York in April to work with Don and hopefully interview members of the ’56 Yankees and Dodgers, I had no idea what was in store for me. The players were guests of the Downtown Athletic Club, most famous for its annual presentation of the Heisman Trophy.

  The first words out of Don’s mouth that day were, “You’ve got to meet Rudy Riska.” Don rushed me up the elevator to Rudy’s office. Riska is a bespectacled gentleman and former Yankee farmhand with swept-back silver and black hair, a deep New York brogue, and a smile that fills his face. He has been the executive director of the Heisman ceremony for 35 years.

  I had planned to stay at another hotel, and I did not have a ticket to the evening banquet honoring the Yankees and Dodgers. Ten minutes later, Rudy saw to it that I had a complimentary room at the Downtown Athletic Club and a ticket at his table for the dinner. He even arranged for the Club to loan me a sport coat.

  My fantasy voyage into the past began when I stood and listened to Don talk baseball with Hall of Famer Enos Slaughter, player/manager Hank Bauer, and former Yankee lefty Tommy Byrne. Then an ageless character named Mickey McDermott, of Red Sox fame, walked up.

  “Watch out,” Don said, “all left-handers are goofy.” Byrne gave him an incredulous look, as if to say, “Larsen, you’re calling someone goofy?”

  Along came former Dodger pitcher Clem Labine, and behind him, Yankee pitcher Bob Grim. Pitcher Ralph Branca followed as did former Dodger infielder “Handsome” Ransom Jackson. Later, Yankees Moose Skowron and Johnny Kucks, Dodger outfielder George Shuba, and the great Bobby Thomson were among the players I met.

  As I listened to these ballplayers talk about the game they love, I began to sense a camaraderie among them that is deep and fraternal. Later, under a cloud of liquor that loosened their lips, I listened as Don, Hank Bauer, Bob Grim, Mickey McDermott, Moose Skowron, and Tommy Byrne talked about old times as if they had happened yesterday.

  Stories about Ted, Joe D., the Mick, Mel Parnell, Charlie Keller, Tommy Henrich, Whitey, Casey, and Pee Wee filled the air. Images of baseball’s glory days told by the men who were there.

  Listening to Don debate Hank Bauer and Moose Skowron about their recollections of Casey and Mickey and watching Tommy Byrne show how he threw a pitch behind his back to Pee Wee Reese made me long for those lost days. Heart-warming stories made their way into the conversation too, especially when Bauer, the crusty ex-Marine, told how Mickey Mantle broke down and cried every time he talked to a crippled kid.

  The stories went on for hours. Many times, five or six ballplayers talked at the same time, interrupted often with bursts of laughter as the players recounted the baseball they knew in the 1950s.

  When I left them, still talking and laughing, my mind was exploding with the wonder of what I had witnessed. I came away believing that I had heard and seen baseball in its purest form, told by men who played not for million-dollar salaries, but because they just loved the game.

  One benefit of writing this book culminated in my being invited to Yankee Stadium by Don’s friend and longtime Yankee employee, Arthur Richman. On a warm summer afternoon, I was able to experience sitting in the Yankee dugout where so many greats of the game had been before. Manager Joe Torre spoke with reporters just a few feet from where I sat, and I was able to listen to a true gentleman discuss the game he loves so much.

  On the 50th anniversary of Don’s miracle achievement in 2006, I was blessed to attend a celebration dinner in New York City organized by Don’s agent, Andrew Levy. It was a festive event with celebrities galore, including several of the perfect game pitchers. When my wife Wen-ying Lu and I arrived, we were shocked to be seated at Don and Corrine’s table, in between them and Yogi and his wife. Chatting with Yogi was fascinating, as I watched this living legend spout his “Yogi-isms” as famous ballplayers—including former Cleveland Indians hurler Bob Feller and current Yankee manager Joe Girardi—paid their respects.

  After Don and Corrine attended the opening of the new Yankee Stadium in 2009, they sent me a smiling photo of them standing beside a life size statue of him in pitching motion that had been included in a museum located in Monument Park just beyond the centerfield fence. How proud Don was to be included with all of the other Yankee greats from every baseball era.

  This book is written in that spirit with the hope that Don Larsen’s story brings back memories of all that is great about baseball. In a day and age when many modern ballplayers have forgotten the rich heritage of the game, I hope The Perfect Yankee will stand as a monument to players like Don and his contemporaries who gave their hearts to baseball.

  —Mark Shaw


  INTRODUCTION

  TO ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN what transpired on October 8, 1956, in the fifth game of the 1956 World Series, one need consult Webster’s Dictionary. It defines the word “miracle” as “an extraordinary event in the physical world which surpasses all known human or natural powers and is ascribed to as a supernatural cause [and] considered a work of God.”

  By all accounts, the no-hit, perfect game pitched by Don Larsen in the ’56 World Series qualifies as a true miracle. Only the Good Lord knows why it happened. Or why an unlikely baseball player like Larsen was chosen to perform it.

  Super-human feats depicted in such films as Field of Dreams or The Natural pale in comparison to what Larsen achieved. It is arguably the greatest Walter Mitty performance in the history of sport, for the odds against an inconsistent, obscure pitcher like Larsen throwing a perfect game in the World Series were truly astronomical.

  In fact, an evaluation of the facts surrounding the perfect game make it difficult to believe it ever happened. When baseball traditionalists debate the great performances in the history of the game, Larsen’s miracle is often forgotten. It’s as if it couldn’t have occurred because no one could have done what he did on that October day against the power-packed defending world champion Brooklyn Dodger team.

  Analyzing what many baseball experts have dismissed as a fluke starts with Larsen himself. Always considered a pitcher with promise, the gangly right-hander had lost a major league-leading 21 games for the Baltimore Orioles in 1954. Traded to the Yankees as a “throw in” in the infamous 17-player trade between ball-busting general managers Paul Richards and George Weiss after that season, Larsen was a Jekyll and Hyde pitcher who alternated steady performances with ones where he didn’t throw a strike for a week.

  Larsen’s 1956 season with the Yankees had begun when “Gooney Bird,” as he was known to his teammates, wrapped his sports car around a telephone pole in spring training. This was in keeping with his label as a fun-loving ball player whose off-field antics and party-boy reputation (his favorite expression was “let the good times roll”) made teammates, his manager Casey Stengel, and various sportswriters who covered the team question his maturity and dedication to the game.

  The fact that Larsen pitched at all in Game 5 was a shock in itself. Stengel had unceremoniously yanked him after just two innings in Game 2 when he walked four of the first nine batters to face him. Stengel and pitching coach Jim Turner then had Johnny Kucks, Bob Turley, Tommy Byrne, and Larsen to choose from to start Game 5. But the nod went to Larsen based on what Stengel later said was a “hunch.”

  Putting the erratic Larsen against any opponent was risky at best, but the team he faced in Game 5 was one of the finest in baseball history. They were Walter Alston’s Bums, the defending champion Brooklyn Dodgers, sporting such great players as Duke Snider, Jackie Robinson, Gil Hodges, Roy Campanella, Pee Wee Reese, Don Newcombe, and a side-winding, crafty, brush-back pitching artist named Sal “The Barber” Maglie.

  To be sure, Larsen versus Maglie was a definite lopsided mismatch. Although Larsen had pitched well in his last few outings during the regular season, Maglie was a tireless legend whose no-hitter against the Philadelphia Phillies just weeks before the Series and his superb performance in Game 2 of the Series marked his return to prominence as one of baseball’s elite pitchers. If anyone should have pitched into baseball immortality on that fateful Sunday in October, it was Sal Maglie.

  To face the crusty Dodger veteran in any game would have been a formidable task for Larsen, but their battle would come in pivotal Game 5 of the ’56 Series. With victories tied at two apiece, and the Yankees forced to play the final two games in the unfriendly confines of Ebbets Field (they had lost their last five games there), the mighty Bronx Bombers, led by Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, Billy Martin, and Whitey Ford, faced a do-or-die situation in Game 5. If they lost, Brooklyn could wrap up the Series in Game 6 or 7 and the men in pinstripes would be second fiddle to their hated cross-town rivals for the second year in a row.

  As if by divine intervention, the man who faced the Yankees in the pressure-packed Game 5 was armed with a new, unconventional weapon. Just four games before the end of the regular season, he surprised everyone with a no wind-up, quick-as-a-wink, buggy-whip delivery designed to catch batters off-guard. Curious sportswriters were informed by the Yankee pitcher, a comic book aficionado, that the “Ghoulies” had sent him the radical idea.

  Adding to the almost mythical atmosphere that surrounds Larsen’s miracle was the fact that he predicted a no-hitter the night before the game. A few minutes before midnight on the 8th of October, he was riding in a taxicab in New York City with famous Mirror sportswriter Arthur Richman.

  Less than 13 hours before Game 5, the “night marauder” had partied for hours in some of the Big Apple’s most notorious watering holes. Even though there was little chance Larsen would be allowed to pitch in the critical game, he had a premonition, telling Richman, “Tomorrow, I’m gonna throw a no-hitter.” He then swaggered out of the cab toward his hotel room.

  Don Larsen’s preposterous, against-all-odds prediction would be the first of many mind-boggling events that surrounded his performance the next day. Yankee third baseman Andy Carey’s father also felt something in the air on the night before the fifth game. He purchased two newspapers at a Times Square novelty shop with the mock headlines “Gooney Birds Pick Larsen To Win Fifth Game,” and “Larsen Pitches No-Hitter.” He did so as a joke, not knowing if Larsen would even pitch the next day.

  Certainly none of the 64,519 fans in the stands at Yankee Stadium were aware of Larsen’s prediction or Carey’s father’s mock headlines when Game 5 began. From the first inning on, however, they realized the Yankee right-hander was a different pitcher from Game 2.

  Unlike his previous start, Larsen had pinpoint control. He was the master of a weaving fastball, a darting curve, and a deadly slider. Of the 97 pitches he threw, an astounding 70 were strikes.

  On a day when he could do no wrong, Larsen was also backed up by outstanding plays in the field. Gil McDougald, Billy Martin, and Mickey Mantle, who made what he called the greatest catch of his illustrious career, cemented the Dodgers’ fate with sterling defensive efforts

  Adding to the mysticism surrounding the game were two Dodger attempts at home runs that would go foul by inches. Right-field umpire Ed Runge called them both. A veteran man in blue, Runge had managed one of Larsen’s summer league baseball teams in San Diego. He was there only because two extra umpires were added for the World Series.

  The powerful Dodger lineup had blasted opponents into oblivion during the regular season. Now they could only manage to hit ten balls out of the infield. Even Larsen’s bad pitches were either fouled off or hit just off the sweet spot into the gloves of perfectly positioned players.

  For some reason, the Dodgers never attempted to bunt their way on base. Manager Walt Alston chose to utilize just one pinch hitter, and only Jackie Robinson tried to shake up Larsen’s rhythm by stepping out of the box during his third at-bat.

  Even though six umpires were assigned to the Series, the veteran Babe Pinelli umpired Game 5. He was calling his final game behind the plate after 22 seasons. Not one of his calls was protested, and except for the foul ball decisions by Runge, there were no close calls in the game.

  Even Larsen’s offbeat antics couldn’t jinx the miracle. There was the long-established superstition against discussing no-hitters during a game. Despite that, he told Mickey Mantle midway in the seventh inning, “Look at the scoreboard. Wouldn’t it be something? Two more innings to go.” Needless to say, Mantle walked away from him.

  Nothing could stop Larsen. He continued to mow down the Dodgers inning after inning. His incredible, once-in-a-lifetime array of pitches baffled the Dodgers and never permitted anything close to a hit. He was ahead on the count to a phenomenal 23 out of 27 batters. Only one, Pee Wee Reese, gained a count of three balls.

  It took just over two hours for the miracle perfect game to be completed. There is no question that the skies opened up and the Graces perched themselves squarely on Don Larsen’s shoulders.

  To this day, the incredible feat still remains an anomaly. In a sporting world filled with the improbable and the questionable, Larsen’s achievement ranks with the greatest underdog efforts of all time. From relative obscurity, he leaped to instant fame by establishing a record that has never been matched in 591 World Series games played (1903, 1905-2005).

  That’s because for one day, Don Larsen was the best there ever was and perhaps the best there ever will be. Here is his story, told by The Perfect Yankee, the man who pitched the greatest game in the history of baseball.


  PROLOGUE

  THE MATCHUP BETWEEN MY CLUB, the New York Yankees, and our archrivals, the Brooklyn Dodgers, in Game 5 of the 1956 World Series featured two teams who had completely dominated baseball during the seven-year era from 1949 to 1956.

  Consider:

  A.     The Yankees won the world championship five out of the seven years preceding 1956, and the Dodgers were the defending world champions from 1955;

  B.     Together the two teams collectively won 11 league pennants in the seven years up to and including 1956;

  C.     The Dodgers won 93 games in 1953, 98 in 1954, and 92 games in 1955. In 1956 they won the 1956 National League pennant with a .604 winning percentage (93-61) over such powerful teams as the Milwaukee Braves (Hank Aaron, Eddie Mathews, Joe Adcock, Warren Spahn, and Lew Burdette), the Cincinnati Reds (Ted Kluszewski, Frank Robinson, and Wally Post), and the St. Louis Cardinals (Stan Musial and Ken Boyer);

  D.     The Yankees won 99 games in 1953, 103 in 1954, and 96 games in 1955. In 1956 they won the 1956 American League pennant with a .630 winning percentage (97-57) over such great teams as the Cleveland Indians (Early Wynn, Herb Score, and Rocky Colavito), the Chicago White Sox (Nellie Fox, Billy Pierce, and Minnie Minoso) and the Boston Red Sox (Jackie Jensen, Ted Williams, and Mickey Vernon);

  E.     In Game 5 of the 1956 Series, the Dodgers featured:

  1.     Four regulars who would be inducted into the Hall of Fame (Duke Snider, Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese, and Roy Campanella);

  2.     Manager Walter Alston, who would also became a member of the Hall of Fame;

  3.     A starting pitcher (Sal Maglie) who won 119 major league games and pitched a no-hitter during the 1956 regular season;

  4.     A starting lineup that had a total of 71 years of major league experience, led by Pee Wee Reese with 14;

  5.     Four men in the starting lineup who hit more than 20 home runs in 1956 (Duke Snider 43, Gil Hodges 32, Carl Furillo 21, and Roy Campanella 20);

  6.     Eight starting players who drove in at least 40 runs during the regular season led by Snider 101, Hodges 87, and Furillo with 83;

  F.     In Game 5 of the 1956 World Series, the Yankees featured:

  1.     Three members of the starting lineup who would be inducted into the Hall of Fame (Mickey Mantle, Enos Slaughter, and Yogi Berra);

  2.     Manager Casey Stengel, who would be inducted into the Hall of Fame, and coach Bill Dickey, who was already a member;

  3.     A starting lineup that had a total of 72 years of major league experience, led by Enos Slaughter with 16;

  4.     Three men in the starting lineup who hit more than 20 home runs in 1956 (Mantle 52, Berra 30, and Bauer 26);

  5.     Seven starting players who drove in at least 40 runs during the regular season led by Mantle 130, Berra 105, and Bauer 84.

  Since both teams were laced with powerful hitters, chances for low-hit, lowrun games were slim. The odds became even greater when the likelihood for a no-hitter or a perfect game was thrown in.

  Statistics indicate that through the end of the 2005 season there had been a total of 187,000 games played in the major leagues. Of these, only 233 had been officially designated as perfect (no runs, no hits, no errors, no walks, no hit batsmen). While no-hitters are rare—approximately once in every 800 games— the perfect game occurs just once in every 12,000 games or so.

  By then, only 214 games had been officially recognized as no-hitters while just 14 games had been designated as perfect (no runs, no hits, no errors, no walks, and no hit batsman). While a no-hitter is rare, approximately once in every 700 games, the perfect game comes along just once in every 11,500 or so games played.

  The odds against a no-hitter or a perfect game being pitched were high enough for regular-season games, but they jumped off the chart when the potential for one in a World Series game was figured in. Especially the match between the Dodgers and our club in the pivotal fifth game of the 1956 Series. The chances of anyone pitching a perfect game under such conditions were virtually unthinkable.

  • • •

  Game 5 of the ’56 Series was being played at the end of a tumultuous year filled with friction and conflict on the national and international scene. The Fall Classic would in many ways allow people to take a deep breath and escape for a moment into the comfortable and exciting American tradition of crowning the world champion of baseball.

  When the year began, we were still concerned about whether beloved war hero and President Dwight D. Eisenhower would recover from the heart attack he suffered in 1955. And if he did recover, would he decide to run for the presidency again? If not, who would challenge the Democratic nominee Adlai Stevenson and his running mate, Estes Kefauver. He had defeated the up-and-coming John F. Kennedy for his party’s vice-presidential nomination.

  Nineteen fifty-six also marked an attempt, not unlike the one in 1992 regarding Vice President Dan Quayle, by disgruntled Republicans to dump Vice President Richard Nixon from the ticket. It was unsuccessful, and in November Eisenhower and Nixon were re-elected.

  In the summer months of 1956, the country was rocked by violent racial confrontations in the South. Young civil rights leader Martin Luther King continued to press for equality for African Americans and confrontation greeted him at every turn.

  In 1956, Nikita Khrushchev rose to power in the Soviet Union, and Winston Churchill bowed out in England. President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt confronted the world with the closure of the Suez Canal. The United States and other countries had to mobilize forces to reopen the critical waterway.

  In sports, 1956 was a year in which the Soviet Union won the medal count at both the summer and winter Olympics, but Bill Russell led the United States Olympic basketball team to the gold medal. Twenty-one-year-old Floyd Patterson defeated Archie Moore to win the heavyweight boxing championship of the world, while former champion Joe Louis had to wrestle no-name Cowboy Rocky Lee just to pay his back taxes.

  In the entertainment field, My Fair Lady made its debut on Broadway, while the legendary producer Cecil B. DeMille brought The Ten Commandments to the big screen. Grace Kelly left motion picture stardom to become a fairy tale princess in Monaco. Kim Novak and William Holden starred in Picnic, and producer/director John Huston brought Moby Dick to theaters around the world.

  James Dean, Elizabeth Taylor, and Rock Hudson starred in Giant, and blond bombshell actress Marilyn Monroe’s films grossed more than $50 million. Liberace charmed sold-out audiences at London’s Royal Festival Hall, while Elvis Presley captivated the American music scene with his own special brand of “shakin’-hips” rock and roll.

  At the top of the television charts in 1956 were The Ed Sullivan Show, The Sixty-Four-Thousand-Dollar Question, The Perry Como Show, I Love Lucy, and December Bride.

  • • •

  Since the 1956 Series would be played in one metropolitan area, the already strong neighborhood rivalries in and around New York City and Brooklyn steamed to a fever pitch. Everyone chose sides and began to anticipate rooting their favorite team to victory.

  Harvey Frommer, in his book New York City Baseball describes it best.

  
    Loyalty to the team became virtue. Hatred of the opposition was expected. Whole families rooted for one club. A non-conformist who switched allegiance provoked family rifts and worse. A resident of one borough who mistakenly displayed fondness and affection for a team from another borough courted ostracism, even violence.

  

  To be sure, the great crosstown Yankee-Dodger rivalry was always a heated one, but never more than when the two great clubs came face to face six times in the eight years that the Yankees won the American League crown between 1947 and 1956.

  In 1947, the Yankees won the championship in a Series that featured Floyd Bevens’ near no-hitter. The Yankees prevailed again in 1949, when they beat the Jackie Robinson-led Dodgers. In 1952, Billy Martin’s sensational catch of a popup saved Game 7 of the Series for the Yanks.

  The Dodgers had another powerful club in 1953, led by Roy Campanella, but the Yankees again pummeled their “Subway Series” rival in six games.

  After a one-year departure from the Series, the clubs clashed again in 1955. The Dodgers finally broke through and won their very first world championship by beating our club in seven games. We were seeking revenge in 1956, refusing to play second fiddle to a bunch of Bums.


  

  1

  THE 1956 DODGERS

  THAT BROOKLYN DODGER TEAM I faced in the fifth game of the 1956 World Series was a spirited one. Several times they were bridesmaids to the championship, but the Dodgers had finally broken through in 1955 and won it all.

  This had been Walter Alston’s second year as manager for the Dodgers. The pieces had come together to produce what veteran Dodger announcer Vin Scully called “perhaps the most balanced Dodger team in their long history.”

  To most baseball experts, Alston, the Dodgers’ low-key, pear-shaped manager, was a flat-out baseball genius. He ended up a success in spite of the fact that he almost never became manager of the Dodgers.

  The Brooklyn Dodgers had won the pennant in 1953 under manager Chuck Dressen. Most baseball people felt he had done a great job. They also thought he had a smooth relationship with Dodgers management. This apparently ended when Dressen pressed for a long-term contract; Walter O’Malley, the Dodgers’ owner, refused to make the commitment.

  Disappointed at the Brooklyn team’s second successive World Series loss to us, O’Malley decided it was time for a managerial change. His choice was a simple, soft-spoken man from the small town of Darrtown, Ohio.

  Born December 1, 1911, Walter Emmons “Smokey” Alston had joined the Dodgers organization in 1946. A graduate of Miami University (Ohio) in 1935, Alston became very familiar to most of the Dodgers’ minor league hopefuls by successfully managing at the Triple A level both at St. Paul and Montreal.

  Alston’s roots with the Dodgers were deep. In fact, I learned later that he had been signed off of the Miami campus for the club by Frank Rickey, Branch’s brother.

  Baseball records indicate that the unassuming Alston, the son of a tenant farmer, had a brief baseball career as a player, first with Greenwood of the Class C East Dixie League and then with Huntington, West Virginia, of the Mid-Atlantic League, where he batted .326 and led the league with 35 homers.

  

  At 24, Alston reported to the St. Louis Cardinal team as a first baseman, but sat on the bench while playing behind Johnny Mize and Rip Collins, two fine ballplayers. In fact, manager Frankie Frisch never played Alston at all until the very last game of the 1936 season.

  Alston’s minor league career included stops at Rochester, Houston, Portsmouth, and Columbus. He was released by Rochester in 1944.

  My understanding was that Alston almost gave up baseball. Then Branch Rickey called and offered him a player/manager job at Trenton in the Inter-State League. Alston did well there, and then managed at Nashua, Pueblo, and St. Paul. Two first- and two second-place finishes at Montreal of the International League signaled the Dodgers that he was ready to manage in the majors.

  George “Shotgun” Shuba, later an outfielder for the Dodgers, played for Alston at Montreal. While the Skipper was known to be mild-mannered, George told me Alston had a temper.

  “Our club was leading the league, but we lost a few games. Walter came into the clubhouse, picked up a huge oak chair and busted it into a zillion pieces. We started winning after that. Later, I saw him stop our team bus after a loss and challenge anybody to come outside and fight him. Nobody did.”

  When Alston was announced as the new Dodger manager in November 1953, few, including me, knew who he was. In fact, headlines across the country the next day read: “Alston (Who’s He?) to Manage Dodgers.”

  In later years, Dodger players and ex-players told me Walter Alston was one of those managers who treated everyone alike. Superstar or raw rookie made no difference to him. He commanded the respect needed to lead the Dodgers to one successful season after another.

  In a great book entitled Alston and the Dodgers, Dodgers general manager and longtime friend of Alston, Buzzie Bavasi, described the Dodger manager:

  
    Walter Alston’s the most honest manager I’ve ever known. He plays no favorites. He levels with you at all times. He isn’t afraid to tell off a star when necessary. He doesn’t hesitate to get on the big, highly paid guys with the talent, but he can be very gentle and understanding with the young fellows. He works with the kids, sympathizes with them, and brings them out.

  

  In an interview, Dodger broadcaster Vin Scully presented another view of Walt Alston. “Walt was miscast. He should have been born in another time period; he would have been comfortable back in the days of the old west riding shotgun on a stagecoach.”

  Walter Alston went on to manage the Dodgers through the 1976 season when he was replaced by Tommy Lasorda. Over 23 seasons, his record was 2,040 wins, 1,613 losses, and five ties. Most everyone who knew him would agree with my opinion that the game has never known any more of a true gentleman than ol’ Smokey.

  

  • • •

  The 1955 Dodgers had been led by catcher Roy Campanella, who had an MVP year after coming back from a hand injury that restricted his playing time in 1954. He hit .318 and directed a Dodger pitching staff that topped the heap in the National League.

  Campanella hit 32 home runs in 1955. Duke Snider led the club with 42. Gil Hodges had 27, Carl Furillo 26, and infielder Don Zimmer 15. The Dodger team had a season-high total of 201 home runs, 26 more than our club had in the American League.

  Roy Campanella batted in 109 runs that year. Snider led the pack in the Junior Circuit with 136. Gil Hodges and Carl Furillo added almost 200 more to his total. I can’t even imagine what it would have been like to pitch to that lineup every day.

  While the team was power-laden, versatility was a real key to the Dodgers’ success. Hodges played first base and the outfield, Junior Gilliam second and right, Jackie Robinson third, second, first, and the outfield, and Don Zimmer second, short, and third.

  The Dodger pitching staff was anchored by burly Don Newcombe. Watching him pitch made me wonder how he ever lost a game. His fastball was overpowering, and he could change speeds with the best of them. He had bounced back from a disappointing 9-8 in 1954 to go 20-5. Carl Erskine won 11 games, Billy Loes 10, and Clem Labine 13 with 11 saves out of the bullpen.

  Also on that 1955 Dodger team were future greats Sandy Koufax, who went only 2-2 but struck out 30 in just 12 games, tall, lanky, flame-thrower Don Drysdale, and a journeyman pitcher named Tommy Lasorda. He appeared in four games, had no won-loss record, and an astronomical 13.50 E.R.A.! I wish I’d had a chance to bat off of him.

  I remember reading the newspaper article about the 10-game winning streak the Dodgers began with in 1955. Their hot streak continued when they won 22 of their first 24 games to lead the National League by 12 games in July. The team faltered in July and August, but they still beat the preseason favorites, the Milwaukee Braves, by 13 games. And then they defeated our club in the World Series in seven games.

  The lineup for the 1956 Dodgers was very similar to the 1955 breakthrough championship club, but Brooklyn made some off-season moves to strengthen the team. In the winter, they traded infielder Don Hoak for “Handsome” Ransom Jackson, a third baseman with the Cubs. Pitcher Billy Loes was traded to Baltimore, and pitcher Russ “The Monk” Meyer ended up in Chicago. Outfielder Gino Cimoli was brought up from Montreal, and infielders Charlie Neal and Chico Fernandez joined the club to bolster the infield corps.

  Two important players were absent from the Dodger lineup. Left-hander Johnny Podres, the star of the 1955 Series, was called up by the Navy prior to the season. Then the team lost utility infielder Don Zimmer when he was hit in the face by a fastball from Cincinnati pitcher Hal Jeffcoat.

  Every member of Alston’s 1955 blockbuster starting lineup was back in full force in 1956. Hodges was at first, Gilliam at second, Pee Wee Reese at short, Robinson at third, and Sandy Amoros, Snider, and Furillo in the outfield. Roy Campanella was behind the plate. Randy Jackson spelled Robinson at third and hit a respectable .274 in 101 games. Gino Cimoli, Charlie Neal, and Rube Walker contributed to the effort as well.

  Robinson also played first, second, and left field. Gilliam would often shift to left field, where he platooned with the Cuban-born, 1955 Series miracle-catch man, Amoros. It was a tough group, all tried and true professionals.

  More than anything, it was the Dodgers’ pitching staff in 1956 that stacked the deck in their favor. Don Newcombe, Carl Erskine, and Roger Craig were dependable starters. Clem Labine would again anchor the bullpen, backed up by Ed Roebuck. Drysdale and Koufax got in a few appearances, and Don “The Weasel” Bessent, a character if there ever was one, and left-hander Ken Lehman saw action as well.

  Don Newcombe, who was a great pitcher and hitter, had the best season of his career. He won the Cy Young Award and the MVP by going 27-7. Carl Erskine and Clem Labine pitched in with 23 victories between them. When ageless Sal Maglie joined the team on May 15, this put the Dodgers over the top.

  How the Dodgers got Maglie is quite interesting. When Johnny Podres left for the service, the Dodgers needed a dependable starting pitcher. Cleveland put Maglie on waivers, and the Dodgers decided to take a chance on him, even though many baseball experts thought he couldn’t pitch anymore.

  Donning a Dodger uniform let lightning out of a bottle. The Sal Maglie of old suddenly reappeared, and he won 13 games for the Dodgers. Better than that, Sal won two extremely important games late in the season. He also pitched a no-hitter against the Phillies in September.

  The race for the National League Pennant in 1956 was between the Dodgers, Braves, and Cincinnati Reds. The Reds had set a National League record for most home runs by a club. Birdie Tebbetts’ young team was led by big Ted Kluszewski, who hammered 35 home runs and knocked in 102 runs. Frank Robinson (38 homers in his rookie year), one of the finest players I ever saw, Wally Post (36), Gus Bell (29), and Ed Bailey (28) added to the Reds’ firepower. Brooks Lawrence won 19 games, and the “old left-hander,” Joe Nuxhall, won 13 to spearhead the pitching staff.

  Joe Adcock clobbered 38 home runs and had 103 RBIs to lead the Milwaukee Braves. Sluggers Eddie Mathews, Johnny Logan, and a young Hank Aaron, who hit .328 with 26 homers and 92 RBIs, added to the Braves’ punch. Warren Spahn, the future Hall of Famer who ended up with more victories than any left-hander in the history of baseball, and Lew Burdette keyed the pitching staff for the Braves, who won 92 games under managers Charlie Grimm and Fred Haney. I was glad I didn’t have to pitch against those two ball clubs. They had some dynamite hitters.

  I remember clearly that the pennant chase went down to the final day. I was pulling for the Dodgers because we wanted a return match.

  Milwaukee led by one game with three to play, but on the last weekend of the season, the Braves dropped two of three games to St. Louis, while the Dodgers swept the Pirates to win the pennant.

  The newspapers in New York quoted the Dodgers as being supremely confident as they headed into the Series. “We’re not about to let the Yankees beat us,” Walter Alston told a reporter. “We like being called world champions.”
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  THE 1956 YANKEES

  THE NEW YORK YANKEES of 1956 faced great obstacles since our club was plagued with a bellyfull of injuries, starting the first day of spring training.

  I’d seen Mickey Mantle injured a few times my first year with the club, but the hamstring injury he sustained in the final month of the 1955 season was awful. When training camp opened for the 1956 season, Mickey was still hobbling.

  The newspapers said Casey Stengel counted on Gil McDougald as our starting shortstop, but he fell on a slick driveway in Miami and damaged his knee. Then Norm Siebern fractured his knee cap when he hit the concrete wall at our spring training facility, Al Lang Field. And Bob Cerv, the former University of Nebraska fullback, pulled a muscle in his stomach. To top it off, catcher Elston Howard broke a finger.

  I thought we were snakebit, but despite temporary setbacks, our club was as tough as ever. Especially Mickey, who recovered from his injury and had what he later called his finest year. I’d say so. He won the Triple Crown by batting .353, slugged 52 home runs, and led the league with 132 runs batted in.

  To the left of Mantle in the outfield was my close buddy, feisty Hank Bauer. His fielding was flawless. Hank always made good contact with the bat, which made him the perfect lead-off hitter.

  To Mantle’s right when World Series time came was Enos “Country” Slaughter, a lifetime .300 hitter. At 39 years old, he had enjoyed one of his finest years in 1955. He had hit .322 in 108 games with Kansas City before being traded back to the Yankees in a late August 1956 waiver deal.

  The infield was a versatile one, allowing Casey to move our players around according to the strengths of the opponent. Mickey’s roommate and buddy, fiery Billy Martin, was a mainstay at second base. He shared playing time with Jerry Coleman.

  Twenty-three-year-old Jerry Lumpe had beaten out future Hall of Famer Luis Aparicio as the top shortstop in our farm system while at Birmingham. He started the year as our shortstop. When Jerry made eight errors in nine games, Gil McDougald took over.

  Joe Collins and Bill “Moose” Skowron, also known as “Popeye,” shared the first base job. California native Andy Carey spent most of his time at third. Billy Martin also could play third, as could McDougald, giving Stengel many options.

  Of this group, “Moose,” who attended Purdue University (he said he was a P.E. student—“physical engineering”) on a football scholarship, was the target of most of the practical jokes on the team. An easygoing guy for a big fellow, he bitched and moaned privately about the lack of playing time, but publicly he was the gentle giant.

  My teammates were tough on “Moose.” His nickname didn’t refer to his size or to the animal. He told me it came from the name “Mussolini,” which is what his grandfather called him when he was a young boy. I never got a straight answer as to why. Some say Moose had a face only a mother could love, but his smile lit up a room.

  Another pal of mine, a ballplayer named Rocky Bridges, had similar facial features. George Shuba told me Pee Wee Reese once said to Rocky, “Does that face hurt you?” Bridges replied, “You’re no Mona Lisa,” apparently believing that Mona was some sort of a beauty.

  It was a rare day when Moose Skowron, a pizza and Pepsi freak, wasn’t the brunt of a practical joke. The pranks were so predictable that he was forced to check all his personal possessions carefully before he used them. A favorite trick was to pack Moose’s shoes with some gooey concoction like shaving cream. He’d fuss and fume when we pulled one over on him, but Moose wasn’t a fool, and sometimes I think he tolerated the foolishness just to lighten up things around the clubhouse.

  Moose Skowron was a lot like Mickey Mantle in one respect: he thought he should get a base hit or even a home run every time he went to the plate. This caused him great frustration, but as the years progressed, he developed a more relaxed attitude and became an All-Star from the 1957 season through 1961. He ended up with a .282 lifetime batting average and owned a successful restaurant in Chicago called “Call Me Moose.”

  Catcher “Yogi” Berra was starting his tenth season as a Yankee. Arguably the best in the game, except for possibly Campanella, Berra was a master at handling pitchers. He was also a great hitter. Casey always batted him in the number four slot behind Mantle, giving the opposing pitcher no chance to pitch around Mickey.

  Our pitching staff in 1956 was one of the best in baseball. Most of the pitchers were young and new to the club, but one of us always seemed to come through.

  Whitey Ford peaked in 1956, and with Bob Turley, Tom Sturdivant, Tom Morgan, Johnny Kucks, Bob Grim, Tommy Byrne, and me, our club had a dependable staff that kept all opponents in tow. Added to the mix was my roommate, Rip Coleman, who had an unhittable heater when he could find the plate.

  Left-hander Tommy Byrne was a one-in-a-million ballplayer. A quiet, shy fellow off the field, he was the daffy kind of pitcher who drove everyone nuts. I loved to watch him pitch.

  While warming up for an inning, Tommy would often use a double wind-up, or he’d clown around by throwing the ball from behind his back. Anything to affect the batters’ sense of timing and confuse them was Tommy’s goal.

  He called that pitch his “kimono” (wrap-around) pitch. One time Tommy showed Hank Bauer, Bob Grim, Moose Skowron and me how he threw it. He looked like a pretzel after he was through. Tommy told us he fired the kimono pitch to Pee Wee Reese in spring training one year. Tommy said Pee Wee froze when the pitch crossed the plate and gave him a look as if to say, “What was that?”

  Tommy played with everyone’s minds. While he won some important ball games, it seemed he was always just one out from disaster. He was in perpetual motion on the mound, always fidgeting with his uniform, his hair, his cap, or the ball.

  He was every fielder’s nightmare. They never knew when or if he was going to throw the ball toward the plate. I remember seeing Casey’s face turn beet red when Tommy casually tossed the ball up and down into his glove while he stood on the mound glancing around the ball park.

  Tommy liked to talk to the hitters, trying to distract them or discover any advantage. One player whom he used to infuriate was Ted Williams. Right before he stepped to the plate, Tommy would bring up the delicate subject of Ted’s estranged wife.

  On one occasion, Tommy jawed with Hank Bauer when he was still with the Browns. He told Hank a slider was coming. Hank fouled off the first one. “Let’s try another one,” Tommy said. Hank hit it into the left-field stands. As Hank rounded second, Tommy yelled, “Now that’s the way to hit a f______ slider.”

  Tommy Byrne had three stints with the Yankees, the last when he rejoined the club in 1954. At age 32, he would only go 3-2 in ’54, but in 1955, Tommy had won 16 games and lost only five.

  He also pitched the best game of his career against Johnny Podres in Game 7 of the ’55 Series. Unfortunately, that was the day Podres stopped us with a brilliant performance, and the Dodgers won the game 2-0 to capture the world championship.

  We also had a left-hander on the ’56 team named Maurice Joseph “Mickey” McDermott. I always thought lefties had a screw loose, and Mickey was no exception. His “off-field” antics have been compared to mine, but he was in a different league.

  At the beginning of the season, Norm Siebern, Tony Kubek, and Bobby Richardson were sent to Denver of the American Association. Only Norm became a member of our World Series team. Ed Robinson fell behind Joe Collins and “Moose” at first, and he was sold to the Athletics in mid-season.

  Three rookies made the 1956 team. Tommy Carroll was just 19, but with the new league rule regarding “bonus babies,” the club had to keep him. I never thought he was a favorite of Casey’s, and Tommy was teased mercilessly by most of my teammates. Some resented the big bonus money he’d gotten from the Yankees, especially because most everyone felt he would never be much of a big leaguer.

  Tommy had quite an ego, and that got him in real trouble later in the season in Kansas City. It happened after he bragged about his blazing running speed with a few of the veterans before a game against the Athletics. One was Hank Bauer. A bet was made for a hundred bucks that Carroll couldn’t beat Bauer in a foot race.

  To Tommy’s dismay, Hank crushed him in the 50-yard race. Then Carroll was challenged by 35-year-old Joe Collins, who also outran him. Next up was a 40-yarder against, of all people, Yogi Berra. Yogi turned on the speed and nipped Carroll at the wire. I thought Tommy was gonna have a heart attack, but he wasn’t through yet.

  Other players enticed the $300 loser into a match with me. I had just been called up from Denver and I was in great shape. Taking me on was a mistake, because next to Mickey Mantle, I was probably the fastest man on the team.

  As expected, I annihilated Tommy. When the race was over, I saw that Casey had watched the whole show. He just stood there and shook his head in disbelief.

  Big Frank Leja, a first baseman with potential power, also made the 1956 Yankees. But the man who got the most fanfare was our new catcher, Elston Howard.

  I understood that general manager George Weiss had once made the statement that he would never allow a Negro to wear a Yankee uniform. True to his word, the Yankees had never invited a black player to spring training, even though everyone knew many had been suggested to them by their scouts through the years.

  In 1954, Elston had been converted from outfield to catcher. He was only 25 and had had such a spectacular year that it was tough for even Weiss to deny his potential. At Toronto, he had batted .330, hit 22 home runs, and knocked in 109 runs. He was named the league’s Most Valuable Player.

  George Weiss finally gave in and invited Howard to spring training. He made the club. God never put a nicer guy than Ellie on the face of this earth, and I was pleased that he was part of our team. Elston had appeared in 97 games in 1955, and batted .290. In 1956, he hit .262 in 98 games.

  In 1956, we opened the season against the Washington Senators. Mickey Mantle hit two powerful home runs, each traveling farther than 460 feet. Mantle’s tape-measure blasts were the talk of the early season, especially at Yankee Stadium, where the fans loved him.

  

  Yogi Berra joined Mantle to supply the power for our club in May when the Cleveland Indians were our main competition. He responded by hitting 12 home runs. His batting average was close to .350. I loved to watch Yogi hit. He was a pitcher’s nightmare.

  It was May l6 when we took over first place. We never relinquished it again. Even though I helped out later in the year, it was Bob Turley, Tom Sturdivant, Tom Morgan, and Johnny Kucks, along with Whitey Ford, who carried the pitching for the club during much of the regular season.

  Nicknamed “Plowboy” by Yankee broadcaster Mel Allen for the way he loped to the mound, Tom Morgan had a brutal sinker that enabled him to become a top reliever. He appeared in 41 games for our club in 1956, garnering six victories and 11 saves. That was an outstanding number in those days.
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