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To my wife, Elsie, and my four sons—Michael, Jimmy, Billy, and Danny—the best teammates anybody could ever have while playing the game of life.


PREFACE

Memories begin to fade over the course of half a century, and sometimes we find ourselves wondering if such-and-such event in our lives really happened, exactly when it happened … or was it all just a dream? But if you are close to 60 years old or older and a life-long Red Sox fan, or if you played for the Red Sox back then as I did, you know the “Impossible Dream” season of 1967 was not a dream but a reality that remains vividly etched in our memories for all time.

We can recall exactly where we were and what we were doing when Tony C. hit that two-run homer in the bottom of the 11th to beat the White Sox 2-1 in June; how our hearts stopped on that steamy Friday night in August when Jack Hamilton’s fastball crashed into Tony’s face, ending his season and shortening his brilliant young career; when we wiped out an 8-0 lead by the Angels two days later and Jerry Adair beat them 9-8 with a stunning home run; and when Elston Howard blocked the plate while right fielder Jose Tartabull—who hadn’t thrown out a runner on the bases all year—cut down speedy Ken Berry for a game-ending double play as we held on to beat the White Sox 4-3 in a crucial game later that month.

Maybe you were even among the 15,000 insane fans who overran Logan Airport and welcomed us home the night we returned from a road trip riding the crest of a 10-game winning streak. For the last 50 years I have clearly seen Rich Rollins’ pop-up descending into my glove for the final out as we clinched our first pennant in 21 years and only second for the Red Sox in almost half a century at the Fenway madhouse on the final day of the 1967 season, and I will clearly see the rotating red seams of that baseball floating down from the heavens for the rest of my life. If you were there, watching on TV, or listening on the radio, I know you’ll never forget that moment either.

Before that all happened during that wild, crazy, and unforgettable summer of 1967, the notion of the Red Sox winning the pennant was truly an “Impossible Dream.” The odds of us winning the pennant were 100-to-1. The Red Sox hadn’t had a winning season in eight years. We had lost 100 games two years before, and in 1966 we had finished ninth, 26 games behind the Orioles and a half-game out of the cellar. We were a very young team, and by the time the season was over we had earned the moniker “The Cardiac Kids” because of our repeated incarnations as baseball’s Lazarus. We spent exactly six days in sole possession of first place the entire season, and our largest lead was 1 ½ games. It was a taut four-team race between us, Minnesota, Detroit, and Chicago until the final few days. We had to sweep a two-game series from the Twins to win the pennant, and, while Tom Yawkey was the nominal owner of the club, it was the Twins who figuratively owned us. They had clobbered us 17 times in 18 games when they won the pennant in 1965, and heading into the final weekend of 1967 we were 17–53 against them over four seasons. Who in their right minds would have dared to imagine we could beat a veteran team like Minnesota even once, much less twice, with the pennant on the line?

The average age of our regular lineup in 1967 was 23 ½. We were today’s Mookie Betts, Xander Bogaerts, and Jackie Bradley Jr. Carl Yastrzemski was our “old man,” our David Ortiz, winning the Triple Crown by hitting .326 with 44 homers and 121 RBIs while delivering clutch hit after clutch hit … and he was only 28 years old!

Now “The Cardiac Kids” are getting along in years and these days worry about cardiac arrest instead of hitting 3-and-2 curveballs at the knees with the bases loaded and two outs in the bottom of the ninth. We have already lost many of our teammates: Tony Conigliaro, George Scott, Joe Foy, Jerry Adair, John Wyatt, Elston Howard, Russ Gibson, Bob Tillman, Norm Siebern, Dennis Bennett, Jerry Stephenson, Ken Brett, Dan Osinski, Don McMahon, and our irascible manager Dick Williams. But they are not forgotten and live on in our memories forever.

And here’s something else to remember and never forget: The 1967 “Impossible Dream” Red Sox saved baseball in Boston. Without us there would be no Fenway Park with its record streak of sellouts and almost certainly no Red Sox to bring three World Series titles and 50 more years of excitement to Boston and New England.

As late as June in 1967 Mr. Yawkey was talking seriously about either selling the Red Sox or moving the team out of Boston if the city or state did not come up with the money to build a new ballpark, and few people seemed to care if we left. Attendance had been plummeting for years. We had drawn only 811,000 fans in 1966, and the club had not drawn a million since Ted Williams hit that home run in his final at-bat in 1960. I can remember some games when there were only a few hundred people scattered throughout the stands … and they weren’t very nice to us.

But by the end of the “Impossible Dream” season 1,727,832 fans had packed themselves into aging Fenway Park, setting a Red Sox attendance record. Over the next 50 years the Red Sox never played before fewer than a million fans at Fenway and have routinely drawn between two million and three million fans every year. Without 1967, that might never have been possible.

Oh, had the “Impossible Dream” never happened and Mr. Yawkey made good on his promise to pull the Red Sox out of Boston, no doubt someone eventually would have brought a major-league franchise back to the city. There is too much tradition in Boston for the city to have gone without baseball for very long. But it would not have been the same. It’s not likely we would have seen many or even any of the great Red Sox players who came later like Jim Rice, Fred Lynn, Carlton Fisk, Luis Tiant, Wade Boggs, Roger Clemens, Dwight Evans, Nomar Garciaparra, Pedro Martinez, Manny Ramirez, David Ortiz, or Dustin Pedroia.

The 1967 Red Sox forged an unbreakable bond with our fans that continues to this very day. We gave them the most unexpected of gifts that summer—the pennant—and in return they have given us the gift of unconditional love. I have said it before, and I will say it again: No idols could receive more reverence, more appreciation, more gratitude, than the members of the “Impossible Dream” team have received from Red Sox fans over the last half century, especially those of us who made New England our home after our playing careers had ended. To have made so many people so happy is the greatest reward of all. Fifty years and two generations of Red Sox fans later, we are still recognized everywhere we go, and every long-time fan we meet has a personal tale to tell us about how much the summer of ’67 meant to him or her.

And now have I got some tales to tell you …


1

THE NIGHTMARE

1963–1966

“We were the Mets before there were the Mets.”

—Carl Yastrzemski

1963

You cannot truly appreciate the euphoria of a dream unless you’ve experienced the horrors of a nightmare. For the Boston Red Sox, the nightmare began in the late 1950s. The exciting and talented clubs of the late 1940s, which included the 1946 squad that won 104 games and the AL pennant, and the 1948 and 1949 teams that came within a whisker of winning the flag again, were by then long gone. Bobby Doerr, Dominic DiMaggio, Johnny Pesky, Vern Stephens, Mel Parnell, and so many other Red Sox stars had retired. The incomparable Ted Williams was still playing, and in the twilight years of his career, he was still a better hitter than most players in their prime could ever dream of being. The Red Sox had a handful of other good players—such as Gold Glove third baseman Frank Malzone and right fielder Jackie Jensen, who was the league’s MVP in 1958—but there weren’t nearly enough of them.

In 1959, the Red Sox finished in fifth place with a 75–79 record, 19 games behind the AL champion Chicago White Sox; and things would get worse over the next seven years. When Williams retired after the 1960 season, attendance at Fenway Park dropped below a million and stayed there for six years. By 1965, when the Red Sox lost 100 games and sometimes drew fewer than 1,000 fans to their games, Tom Yawkey was so discouraged that he talked about selling the team or, even more unthinkable, moving it to another city.

Nobody cared about the Red Sox. In 1965, a lot of the players lived in a huge apartment complex in Peabody, north of Boston. We were pariahs. No one bothered us. No one wanted our autographs. The newspapers dubbed us the “Jersey Street Jesters.” (Yawkey Way was named Jersey Street in those days.)

I followed the other professional sports teams in Boston, but it was always difficult to determine where the fans placed their passion. The Bruins were just as bad as the Red Sox were in those years. The Bruins hadn’t had a winning season or made the Stanley Cup playoffs since 1958, the last time the Red Sox had a winning record. The Bruins had eight straight losing years that coincided with the Red Sox’ string of losing seasons, and the Bruins finished last six times in those eight years, which we never did. But every time the Bruins played at Boston Garden, they played in front of a packed house of 13,909. We were the Jersey Street Jesters, but nobody was calling the Bruins the “Causeway Street Clowns.” Fenway had 33,000 seats, and we were lucky if we drew 33,000 fans during a 10-game homestand. Not until Bobby Orr arrived in 1966 did the fortunes of the Bruins start to change—and they became even more popular, if that was possible.

The Boston Patriots, who played their inaugural game in 1960, were pretty good. They usually won more than they lost, made the playoffs twice while the Red Sox and Bruins were losing all those games, and won a division title in 1963. But they didn’t draw all that well. The Patriots didn’t have a permanent home—they even played their home games at Fenway Park for a while—and a lot of football fans didn’t take the American Football League seriously. Most football fans in New England followed the New York Giants and saw no reason to switch their allegiance to a team in an outlaw league.
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I was only 20 years old when I made my debut with the Boston Red Sox in September 1963. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

The Boston Celtics, however, were great. Led by Bill Russell and Bob Cousy and their coach, Red Auerbach, the Celtics won eight consecutive NBA titles from 1958–65. But the public either didn’t care or took them for granted. Most nights, the Celtics were lucky to fill half the Garden. Boston sports fans would rather watch the Bruins lose than the Celtics or Patriots win, and they didn’t want to watch the Red Sox at all.

AN INVITATION TO THE COUNTRY CLUB

I arrived in Boston for the first time in September of 1963. I was 20 years old, and it was an eye-opening experience for me. I had played only two years in the minors and had hit .239 with 19 homers and 78 runs batted in at Class AA Reading during the 1963 season. But I had made the Eastern League’s All-Star team, and the Red Sox brought me up for the final month of the season just so I could get a feel for the major leagues. I got to meet the players and observe a lot. I knew I wasn’t going to play much, even though the Red Sox were already doomed to another losing season.

I was aware of the Red Sox’ reputation before I got to Boston. Everyone in baseball called them a “country club” team, the “Gold Sox.” There seemed to be no pressure to win, and they were well compensated for not winning. Mr. Yawkey was a generous guy. Whitey Ford, who pitched for all those great New York Yankees teams in the late ’50s and early ’60s, said that the Yankees players all envied the Red Sox, who earned more than they did. Ford said that every time one of the Yankees asked for a raise, he’d be told that cashing his check from his winning share of the World Series in October would be his raise.

Coming up through the minors, I had heard the stories about the Boston country club. But I didn’t know if what I heard were tall tales or the truth until I got there in September of 1963.

It was the truth.

THE FIRST WORKOUT

I had already gotten a glimpse of what sort of team the Red Sox were in spring training that year in Scottsdale, Arizona. It was my first big-league camp. There were a lot of veteran guys on the team—a lot of older guys from other organizations, like Dick Stuart, Eddie Bressoud, Roman Mejias, and Felix Mantilla. Dick Williams, a utility infielder who was nearing the end of his playing career, was there, too. Already he had that sneer, like a guy standing on a street corner looking for a fight, which would become so familiar to us when he managed us in 1967. At 23, Carl Yastrzemski might have been the youngest veteran guy there.

Anyway, I was 19 years old, an impressionable kid, and the first day I got to camp, the pitchers lined up for wind sprints. They ran one sprint, and they all fell down, gasping for breath. They were even throwing up right there on the field! I said to myself: “What the hell is going on here? One stinking wind sprint?”

They were all hung over from drinking the night before. But that was spring training.

MEETING DOCTOR STRANGEGLOVE

Now it was September, and I was in Boston with the big club again. Our first baseman, Dick Stuart—Dr. Strangeglove—was battling for the home run title with Minnesota’s Harmon Killebrew. Near the end of the season, we played the Twins at Fenway. Stuart had 41 homers and Killebrew 40, and I was going to be playing my first major-league game in the first game of a doubleheader. I was sitting on the bench before the game, next to Stuart, and he said to me: “They don’t like me.”

“Who? Who doesn’t like you?” I asked.

“Our pitchers,” he said. “They don’t like me because I can’t catch the ball. You watch. They’re going to throw the ball right down the middle to Killebrew. They don’t want me to win the title.”

I couldn’t decide whether he was kidding or crazy.

It was the first game of the series, the first inning. Killebrew came up against Bill Monbouquette, who had already won 20 games, and … bang! Stuart came into the dugout after the inning and said to me: “What’d I tell you? Right down the middle! They’re throwing ’em right down the middle!”

Killebrew hit another homer off Monbo in the fifth, his 42nd, putting him ahead of Stuart. Big Stu responded by hitting one in the sixth off Lee Stange, and they were tied again.

In the eighth inning, we were still in the game, only down three runs, 7–4; but the Twins started to put together a big inning. A couple more runs scored, and I had a chance to end it before Killebrew got up again when I got a double-play ball hit right at me. But I booted the thing for an error. Stuart looked at me, and I looked at him, and I said: “Honest, Dick! I swear I didn’t do it on purpose!” Well, Killebrew came up and hit his third homer of the game, a three-run blast off Arnold Earley that made the score 13–4.

After the game, Stuart said to me, “You, too?”

“Dick,” I said, “I barely know you!”

Killebrew hit another one in the second game of the doubleheader off Gene Conley, and one more the next day off Bob Heffner. And that’s the way the home run race ended, Killebrew hitting 45 and Stuart 42.

I find it hard to believe that the Red Sox pitchers were grooving balls to Killebrew. But Stuart certainly believed they were, although he was a little more diplomatic with the press than he had been with me in the dugout. He told the newspapermen: “Hell, Killebrew had a distinct advantage. If I could have hit against our pitching staff, I’d have hit ten.”
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Dick Stuart (left) and Willie Mays were two of baseball’s premier sluggers in the early 1960s. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

Bill Monbouquette says the Red Sox pitchers actually liked Stuart personally. He was fun to be around, and it wasn’t that he didn’t try or didn’t care when he was in the field. He just couldn’t play defense, and, of course, this was 10 years before the introduction of the designated hitter. Monbo remembers getting ready to deliver a pitch one time when a roar unexpectedly went up from the crowd. He stepped off the rubber to look around and see what the excitement was all about, and Stuart had just picked up a hot dog wrapper that had blown onto the field and was getting a standing ovation from the fans.

The exception among the pitchers was Earl Wilson. He hated Dick Stuart. One day, when Wilson was pitching, somebody hit a pop fly to the first-base side of the mound. Everybody knew Stuart wasn’t going to catch it, so Frank Malzone raced over from third base; Eddie Bressoud dashed over from shortstop; and they collided and fell down. The ball landed untouched at Stuart’s feet, and he calmly reached down, picked it up, and handed it to Wilson. Everybody in the dugout was laughing hysterically, but Wilson was in a rage. Monbo said, “Somebody had better go out there and calm him down before he kills Stuart.”

GOOD STATS, BAD RECORD

The Red Sox finished the 1963 season in seventh place with a 76–85 record, 28 games behind the Yankees. Yaz won his first batting crown, hitting .321, and also led the league in hits with 183 and doubles with 40. While Stuart didn’t win the home-run crown, he did lead the league with 118 RBIs. He also led the league’s first basemen in errors with 29. Bressoud hit 20 homers, and outfielder Lu Clinton belted 22. Monbouquette ended the year with a 20–10 record, and Dick Radatz had a great year out of the bullpen, finishing second in the league with 25 saves while posting a 15–6 record with a 1.97 ERA and fanning 162 batters in 132 innings. Yet, only the last-place Washington Senators gave up more runs than the Red Sox.

1964

I didn’t go back to Boston in 1964. I spent the entire season playing for Seattle in the Class AAA Pacific Coast League. I was still only 20 years old when the season began, and I was in way over my head. The pitchers in that league had moving fastballs and sliders like I’d never seen before. I hit only .231 with 10 homers and 48 RBIs in 134 games, and for the first time in my brief professional career, I didn’t make the league’s All-Star Team. I adjusted to the fielding faster than I did to the pitching. The hitters in the big leagues hit the ball harder than the Triple-A hitters. Fielding was just basic stuff to me.

The Red Sox weren’t concerned that I didn’t hit as well as I would have wanted. I knew they were rushing guys through the organization, and I was one of those guys. Looking back, I probably could have benefited from spending a couple more years in the minors. I really finished my development in the big leagues.

Johnny Pesky was managing the Red Sox then, and he knew the club would never contend with the fading, one-dimensional veteran players he had in 1963. He lobbied to bring up a lot of the organization’s young prospects in 1964, figuring he’d rather lose with players who had a future than with players who didn’t. Neil Mahoney, who ran the farm system, agreed with him. “Bring up the kids! What have we got to lose? At least there will be some excitement!” Mahoney said, or so we heard through the grapevine.
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Red Sox general manager Mike Higgins (left) and field manager Johnny Pesky were all smiles here. But Higgins wouldn’t let Pesky keep the younger players he wanted, and Higgins fired him after less than two seasons. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

But Mike Higgins, the general manager, wouldn’t let Pesky keep the kids. Higgins felt more comfortable with veteran players. We all knew that. Pesky had to fight tooth and nail just to convince Higgins to let him bring Tony Conigliaro north with the big club.

TONY C.

Tony C. was even younger than I was, just 19, and while I was already playing in Double-A at his age, he had played only one year of pro ball, and it was in Class D, the lowest level in the minor leagues.

Tony had been born in Revere, just a few miles from Fenway Park, and grown up in Swampscott, a town just north of Boston. He was a terrific all-around athlete at St. Mary’s High School in Lynn, and he had baseball superstar written all over him. The Red Sox signed him on September 10, 1962, and sent him to Wellsville, New York, in the New York-Penn League the following spring. The minor leagues had just undergone a major restructuring during the winter, and the NY-PL had been reclassified as an A league, but it was still the bottom rung of the minor-league ladder. You could dress it up as an A league, but everyone knew the baseball was only D caliber.

Conigliaro tore up the league. He hit .363 with a league-leading 42 doubles, 24 homers, 74 RBIs, and a .730 slugging percentage in just 83 games. If he hadn’t missed the start of the season—his uncle broke his thumb while throwing batting practice to him that spring—he might have led the league in everything. Naturally, he was a cinch for the All-Star Team. George “Boomer” Scott was also on that Wellsville club, playing third base, and he made the All-Star Team, too, by hitting .293 with 15 homers and 74 RBIs in 106 games.

The Red Sox invited Tony C. to spring training in 1964, and he put on such a good show that Pesky kept him over Higgins’ wishes. Conigliaro more than justified Pesky’s confidence in him that year. He hit a home run in his first at-bat at Fenway Park and finished his rookie year at .290 with 24 homers, 21 doubles, and 52 RBIs in 111 games. His numbers would have been even more impressive had he not missed several weeks with a couple of broken bones. Baltimore’s Moe Drabowsky broke his wrist with a pitch on May 6, and 11 weeks later Cleveland’s Pedro Ramos hit him with a pitch and fractured his forearm. Incredibly, Tony didn’t get a single vote for Rookie of the Year. Minnesota’s Tony Oliva, who won the batting title with a .323 average, received 19 of the 20 votes cast by members of the Baseball Writers Association of America, and Wally Bunker, who won 19 games for the Orioles, got the other vote.
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Red Sox general manager Dick O’Connell (center) gets two Conigliaro brothers under contract, Billy (left) and Tony. In 1970, Billy and Tony would play together in the Red Sox outfield and combine for 54 home runs. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

The only other kid Higgins let Pesky keep was 21-year-old second baseman Dalton Jones, who became my roommate when I finally arrived in Boston for good the following year.

A FALSE START

It looked like Higgins had been right to keep the veterans when the Red Sox got off to an unexpectedly strong start in 1964. A five-game winning streak and eight wins in nine games gave them a 20–18 record, and they were only four games out of first place on May 26.

They were still over .500 as late as June 17, trailing the Orioles by only six games. Five wins in six games got them back to .500 at 52–52 on the last day of July, rekindling hopes they might be primed to make a run for the pennant.

Then the Red Sox fell apart.

Seven straight losses and 12 defeats in 13 games knocked them right out of the race. Losing eight of nine at the end of August dropped them into eighth place, 21 games behind. Pesky was fired with two games left in the season and replaced by coach Billy Herman, who thought more like Higgins.

The Red Sox finished eighth with a 72–90 record, 27 games behind the Yankees. Individually, some guys had very good seasons. Dick Stuart was second in the league in RBIs with 114 and hit 33 homers, but he also led first basemen in errors with 24. Felix Mantilla came out of nowhere to hit 30 homers, and Eddie Bressoud, the shortstop, was second in the league with 41 doubles while hitting .293 with 15 homers. Dick Radatz was overpowering again, leading the pitching staff with 16 wins while also leading the league with 29 saves and posting a 2.29 ERA. Radatz also set a major-league record for relievers by striking out 181 batters in 157 innings, a record that still stands.

The Red Sox hit a franchise-record 186 homers, but the bottom line was that they still gave up more runs than any team in the league except Kansas City.

Carl Yastrzemski had slipped a bit after winning the batting title in 1963. But Yaz and Tony C. were the kind of talents a team could build around, if only the Red Sox were patient enough to do it. With Higgins and Herman running the show, it didn’t seem things were likely to change in 1965.

But they did.

1965

I don’t know who got Tom Yawkey’s ear in 1965. Maybe it was Neil Mahoney, the farm director. Or maybe it was Dick O’Connell, a guy who had never played pro ball, but whose influence and prestige were growing since he’d spent 20 years with the organization. Whoever it was, Mr. Yawkey was prodded into changing the status quo after six straight losing seasons. The change was gradual at first, and general manager Mike Higgins and manager Billy Herman weren’t happy about it.

Tony Conigliaro had come up in 1964 after just one year in the minors, against the wishes of Higgins, and had a terrific rookie year. Now it was my turn to break into the lineup, even though I wasn’t really ready yet. The Red Sox also kept 23-year-old Jim Lonborg, who had no more business being in the big leagues than I did, and thrust him right into the rotation.

Lonnie was a very bright guy, a Stanford grad with a degree in biology. (He would become a dentist after his baseball career was over.) Yet, he had pitched only 31 games and fewer than 200 innings in the minors before sticking with the Red Sox. Lonnie and I had played together in Seattle the previous year, and he hadn’t exactly dazzled Pacific Coast League hitters, going 5–7 with a 4.84 ERA.

I knew right away that Herman, like Higgins, felt a lot more comfortable surrounded by veteran players than kids. He had trouble with young kids. He didn’t have a lot of patience. Not that Dick Williams did, either, when he took over as manager in 1967, but at least he let the kids play. Herman only wanted to play the veterans. He also detested Carl Yastrzemski. He wanted to trade both Yaz and Tony C., but he was stuck with them. Certainly some of the things Yaz did in those days irked people. For example, if a ball was hit down the left-field line, and Yaz knew it was a sure double, he’d lope after the ball. Some people would get ticked off when he did that. He’d also refuse to chase after obvious home-run balls. Sometimes, he’d just bow his head and put his hands on his knees. The pitchers weren’t thrilled with that. Yaz was only 25 in 1965, still a kid in a lot of ways even though it was his fifth year in the big leagues. But even when he was still playing left field and winning Gold Gloves in his late 30s, he wouldn’t make a show of chasing a home run he knew was going to end up on the other side of Lansdowne Street.
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Billy Herman didn’t have much faith in young players and let the veterans set their own rules when he managed the team in 1965-66. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

MANAGING THE COUNTRY CLUB

One thing that wasn’t changing yet was the Red Sox’ reputation as a country club. Billy Herman did nothing to dispel that image.

“I don’t care if a player of mine has a drink. In fact, if I meet one of my players in a bar, I’ll buy him a drink,” he said during spring training.

When asked if he planned to institute a curfew, Herman replied: “I’ll let the players decide themselves if they’ll have a curfew this year.”

Herman always remembered to take his golf clubs with him on road trips.

A CHANGING CAST OF CHARACTERS

Oh, one thing had changed. Higgins had traded Dr. Strangeglove, Dick Stuart, and his 75 home runs, 232 RBIs, and 53 errors in two Red Sox seasons to the Philadelphia Phillies for pitcher Dennis Bennett. Bennett, however, was just as much of a character as Stuart was. Whereas Stuart was frightening on the field, with both his bat and glove, Bennett was frightening off it.

One night during spring training in Arizona, Bennett decided to stage his own personal gunfight at the O.K. Corral—with himself. He walked out the front door of his motel room in Scottsdale with a couple of pistols and started firing them. Earl Wilson was rooming nearby, heard the shots, and turned white. Wilson, by the way, was black.

“I had these pistols, and it was Arizona; so, why not?” Bennett explained.

Bennett wasn’t really a bad guy, but he never thought the rules applied to him, which made him a perfect fit in Boston, where there were no rules.

When he threw his first complete game for the Red Sox after having undergone arm surgery in Philadelphia, he tossed a champagne party and invited the writers. In 1967, after he pitched a shutout in Anaheim, the writers reciprocated by throwing a party for Bennett at the Playboy Club in Los Angeles. The writers liked Bennett because, as they say, he was good copy.

One day in Washington, he gave up a 480-foot home run to Frank Howard. That night, he missed curfew. When he finally wandered into the hotel, Billy Herman asked where he’d been. “At the ballpark, watching them paint the seat that Howard hit,” Bennett explained.

Another time, he missed a team flight from Anaheim to Minneapolis. The Red Sox were taking batting practice the next evening at Metropolitan Stadium, and there was still no sign of Bennett.

“If he’s not here by 6:15,” Herman fumed, “he’s fined $500.”

At 6:12, Bennett strolled casually onto the field.

“What’s all the fuss?” he asked innocently.

[image: images]

Pitcher Dennis Bennett blended in perfectly with the Country Club Red Sox teams of the early 1960s. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

PLAYING MORE THAN JUST BASEBALL

Toward the end of spring training, the Red Sox began barnstorming their way east. We had a couple of exhibition games scheduled against the Chicago Cubs, and where do you imagine those games were played? Las Vegas, Nevada! I don’t know who came up with that brilliant idea.

The ballpark in Vegas didn’t have much in the way of amenities, so we had to change into our uniforms in the hotel before taking the bus out to the game. We checked in, and I went up to my room with Dalton Jones, and I said: “Roomie, this organization has a reputation! How the heck could they schedule us here?”

We changed into our uniforms, went back downstairs, and to get to the team bus we had to walk through the casino. And there were six guys in there at the craps tables—in Red Sox uniforms! Dick Radatz, Dave Morehead, Lee Thomas, and I don’t remember who else, all throwing dice! I said to myself, “Oh, my God,” and then Billy Herman arrived. Even Herman had his limits. He saw them gambling, turned red, started spitting on the carpet, and began yelling.

“Get them out of there before somebody sees them and starts taking pictures!” he screamed.

A couple of days later, we were in Salt Lake City for another exhibition, and about five of the pitchers spent half the night wandering the streets looking for a bar. They finally ended up standing in front of the Mormon Tabernacle, complaining: “Aren’t there any bars in this goddamn town?”

THE PRODIGY

I was surprised when the Red Sox handed me the shortstop job. I was only 21, had played only three seasons in the minors, and hadn’t exactly lit up Triple-A pitching the previous summer. Naturally, Eddie Bressoud wasn’t pleased about having his job taken away, and I couldn’t blame him. Bressoud was a six-year veteran who hadn’t shown much pop in the National League when the Red Sox got him. The Houston Colt .45s took him from the San Francisco Giants in the expansion draft in 1961 and then quickly swapped him to the Red Sox for shortstop Don Buddin, whose legendary fielding lapses had made him a favorite whipping boy for Boston fans.

Bressoud had given the Red Sox three pretty good years. In 1962 he hit .277 with 40 doubles, nine triples, 14 homers, and scored 79 runs while driving in 68—although he did lead the league’s shortstops in errors with 28. He hit 20 homers in 1963, adding 23 doubles and six triples while batting .260. In 1964, he started the season with a 20-game hitting streak and finished at .293 with 41 doubles, 15 homers, 86 runs, and 55 RBIs while also walking 72 times. He had cut down on his errors every year, and at the age of 32, there was no reason for him to believe his job was in jeopardy.

Eddie was actually a pretty good guy, but every time I tried to talk to him, he’d just walk away. I understood that. He wanted to play. He deserved to play. Billy Herman managed to get him into 107 games in 1965, 86 of them at shortstop. But he hit only .226, and the Red Sox traded him to the New York Mets after the season. Two years later Eddie Bressoud was out of baseball.

Not all the Red Sox veterans were as resentful as Bressoud. Frank Malzone, a three-time Gold Glover at third base and eight-time All-Star, played next to me. Malzy was 35 years old and in his last year with the Red Sox, but he helped me out a lot.

I played 103 games that year, 93 of them at shortstop. I hit 13 homers but again didn’t hit for much of an average, batting .232. I had hit the ball the other way a lot when I was in the minors, but the Red Sox wanted me to take advantage of The Wall by pulling the ball, hitting home runs, and knocking in runs. When you try to pull everything, you’re going to have a hard time hitting for average. But the Red Sox encouraged me to keep doing that, and they were happy with my defense, although I made 19 errors.

[image: images]

Eddie Bressoud was a productive shortstop for the Red Sox from 1962-64 and was naturally resentful when I took his job in 1965. (Courtesy of the Boston Red Sox)

EMPTY STATS

My insignificant offensive contributions aside, the Red Sox were a decent-hitting team in 1965. We led the league in both slugging percentage and on-base percentage, and in home runs (165). We were second in hitting and in runs scored. Tony C., only 20 years old, became the youngest player in baseball history to lead the league in homers, belting 32. Yaz (.536) and Tony (.512) finished one-two in the league in slugging percentage. Yaz also led the league in on-base percentage (.398) and tied with Minnesota’s Zoilo Versalles—who was the Most Valuable Player that year—for the lead in doubles with 45. Yaz also finished second to Minnesota’s Tony Oliva in the batting race, hitting .312. Felix Mantilla’s homers dropped from 30 to 18, but he drove in 92 runs and finished fourth in the league in that department.

Still, the Red Sox lost 100 games. Not since 1932, the year before Mr. Yawkey bought the club, had the Red Sox lost that many games. Heck, until the previous season, the Red Sox had never even experienced a 90-loss season during the Yawkey Era. Instead of getting better, things were getting worse!

As many runs as we scored in 1965, we gave up 122 more, more than any team in the league. Defensively, we didn’t cover much ground, and the pitching staff wasn’t in synch yet. We had a lot of very hard throwers, but Dave Morehead and Jim Lonborg were both young and still learning how to pitch in the big leagues. Bill Monbouquette—who had won 20 games for the Red Sox only two years earlier, had once struck out 17 batters in a game, and had thrown a no-hitter—was now on the downside of his career. Monbo and Morehead tied for the league lead in losses with 18, and Lonnie lost 17. Earl Wilson was still in his prime, but Dennis Bennett, the guy Higgins had traded Stuart to get, had arm troubles and won just five games. Throwing 414 stressful innings out of the bullpen from 1962–64 had also caught up to “The Monster,” Dick Radatz. Although Radatz was only 28 years old, he began to break down in 1965 and within another year, he would be just trying to hang on in the majors, going from team to team like a gypsy. By 1969, he would be completely finished.
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