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  This book is for Yankees fans everywhere. For newer fans, it’s a chance to experience a taste of the team’s long and glorious history, and the men who helped make it. For older fans, it’s plain and simply a grand trip down memory lane. Enjoy.


  INTRODUCTION

  It should come as no surprise that baseball’s most famous team was also the first to wear numbers, permanently, on the backs of their uniform jerseys. With all of the World Series triumphs and great players who have donned the pinstripes over the years, it’s almost a forgotten piece of trivia to know that the New York Yankees also introduced uniform numbers to Major League Baseball. The Yankees had been in existence since the formation of the American League in 1901 (they were known as the Highlanders back then) and by 1929 had already solidified their reputation as baseball’s best team, coming off three straight American League pennants and a pair of World Series triumphs. Yet when they took the field for the 1929 season, something was different. There were large numbers on the backs of their uniforms.

  The concept wasn’t entirely new. Cleveland had tried it back in 1916, but the numbers were on the sleeves of the jerseys, not the backs. The idea didn’t take. Nor did it when the St. Louis Cardinals tried it briefly in 1923. But once the mighty Yankees appeared with numbers emblazoned on the backs of their shirts, other teams took notice and began doing the same. Within three years, all 16 teams had numbers and the old expression, you can’t tell the players without a scorecard, suddenly had veracity. The Brooklyn Dodgers of 1952 were the first team to duplicate the numbers on the front of their jerseys, while the 1960 Chicago White Sox became the first team to add the players’ names above the numbers of the backs of their jerseys. Ironically, the Yankees, despite being the first with numbers, stayed with their pinstriped tradition and never added names to the back or numerals to the front of their uniforms.

  There are two others pieces of numeric information about the Yankees that fans should find interesting. Many people have wondered over the years why Babe Ruth wore No. 3 and Lou Gehrig No. 4. They were the Bronx Bombers’ two best players back then, but their numbers didn’t come by choice. The first numbers were issued to correspond with the team’s batting order. And since the Babe hit in the three spot and Gehrig batted cleanup, there you go. The Yankees’ first 10 original uniform numbers were as follows:

  Earle Combs

  Mark Koenig

  Babe Ruth

  Lou Gehrig

  Bob Meusel

  Tony Lazzeri

  Leo Durocher

  Johnny Grabowski

  Benny Bengough

  Bill Dickey

  Next came the pitchers, and finally the bench players. That first year there were 32 numbers issued. While the coaches also began wearing numbers in 1929, no Yankee manager wore a number until 1947, when Bucky Harris became the team’s skipper. The only exception was when a coach or player (who already had a number) became manager in mid-season. Bob Shawkey (29) took over for a sick Miller Huggins in 1929 and catcher Bill Dickey (8) replaced Joe McCarthy in 1946, succeeded later that same year by coach Johnny Neun (32). McCarthy, the Yankee skipper from 1932 until early in the ’46 season, never donned a uniform with a number.

  The Yanks hold yet another distinction. The team has retired more numbers than any other ballclub, speaking again to the many great players and managers who have appeared in pinstripes over the years. Sixteen players have had their uniform retired over the years. Yet only 15 players numbers hang in Monument Park in Yankee Stadium. That’s because one number has been retired twice. As an early point of reference, the retired numbers are: 1 (Billy Martin), 3 (Babe Ruth), 4 (Lou Gehrig), 5 (Joe DiMaggio); 6 (Joe Torre); 7 (Mickey Mantle), 8 (Yogi Berra and Bill Dickey), 9 (Roger Maris), 10 (Phil Rizzuto), 15 (Thurman Munson), 16 (Whitey Ford), 23 (Don Mattingly), 32 (Elston Howard), 37 (Casey Stengel), 42 (Mariano Rivera), 44 (Reggie Jackson), and 49 (Ron Guidry). Stengel and Torre, of course, were managers, while Billy Martin was both player and manager. All are highly recognizable names. And the team isn’t through yet. Think Derek Jeter for starters, with other possibilities like Paul O’Neill, Jorge Posada, and Andy Pettitte waiting in the wings. For a young player, finding a number with the Yankees that he really wants to wear may soon become a rather gargantuan task.

  Yankees by the Numbers is a book for both Yankee fans and baseball lovers alike. You’ll read about the best players in franchise history since uniform numbers were introduced, discover plenty of anecdotes and stats, and get a glimpse of the many other players who have come and gone but had the honor of wearing the famed Yankee pinstripes over the years. The majority of stats will be for the time a particular player was with the Yanks, unless there’s a reason to also mention numbers from another phase of his career. Though the coaches and manager are listed—with their numbers—before each chapter, they are not all mentioned in the body of the text. Only those who have played a major role in a certain era will be discussed in any detail.

  For the top players in the game, their uniform was, and is, a real source of identification part of their baseball being. For the journeymen, numbers often come and go, and some have worn several numbers for the same team, in this case the Yankees. With the long history of this highly successful, epic franchise, the cast of characters is a large one. Much of the fun in putting this book together comes from not only in revisiting the top players from each era, but looking for those little-known facts and anecdotes about those who have arrived, then departed quickly, sometimes leaving an indelible mark, but other times just slipping into anonymity and winding up all but forgotten. But they were all New York Yankees and, as such, they had a number and merit a mention. So here we go. It’s both a trip down memory lane and a treatise on the most current Bronx Bomber ballclubs. Enjoy.


  #1: BILLY THE KID STEPS TO THE PLATE

  
    ALL TIME #1 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Earle Combs

        
        	1929–35
      

      
        	George Selkirk
        	1934
      

      
        	Roy Johnson
        	1936
      

      
        	Frankie Crosetti
        	1937–44
      

      
        	Tuck Stainback
        	1944
      

      
        	Snuffy Stirnweiss
        	1945–50
      

      
        	
Billy Martin (player)
        	1951–57
      

      
        	Bobby Richardson
        	1958–66
      

      
        	Bobby Murcer
        	1969–74
      

      
        	
Billy Martin (manager)
        	1976–79, 1983, 1985, 1988
      

      
        	
Gene Michael (coach)
        	1986
      

      
        	Retired for Martin
        	1986
      

    

  

  There’s really only one place to begin. Sure, the form of the book dictates that the opening chapter be those Yankee players who wore No. 1. With the exception of three utility players who had the number for a single season, there have been just six main men who have sported the number over the course of the franchise history. All were fine players, but there’s only one who’s eminently qualified to be in the leadoff spot here. He’s none other than battling Billy Martin, who donned No.1 as both a player and manager, and eventually saw the number retired in his honor in 1986.

  “Billy the Kid” had a star-crossed Yankees career rife with controversy, brawls, hirings, and firings . . . and winning baseball. As a player, Alfred Manuel Martin was a scrappy second-baseman, a 170-pounder soaking wet, and essentially a singles hitter who was ready to put it on the line every night. He was managed by Casey Stengel when he played for the Oakland Oaks of the Pacific Coast League in 1948. Ol’ Case became so enamored with the youngster’s hellbent-for-leather style that when he became the Yankees’ skipper a year later he convinced the team go out and buy Martin, who made his Yankees debut in 1950. It wasn’t long before the thin second-baseman became known as “Casey’s Boy,” and teamed with the other great Bombers who were in the midst of five straight pennants and World Series triumphs. Billy formed a close friendship with Yankee superstars Mickey Mantle and Whitey Ford, and the three became drinking buddies, often going out on the town together in a modern version of the Three Musketeers.

  On the field, Martin was little more than a .250 hitter (.257 lifetime) who had his best year in 1953 when he hit .257 with 15 homers and 75 runs batted in. In the World Series that year he had a record 12 hits in just six games, including a pair of homers and eight RBIs, as the Yanks beat the Brooklyn Dodgers for their fifth straight championship.
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  Martin’s first Yankee honeymoon came to an abrupt end on June 15, 1957, a month or so after he and some of his teammates visited the famed Copacabana nightclub in Manhattan to celebrate Mickey Mantle’s birthday. A fight ensued. The subsequent publicity wasn’t good and management decided that Martin had to go, if only to protect stars Mantle and Ford. So the kid was sent to baseball purgatory in Kansas City. Four years later his playing days ended and soon after he embarked on his managerial career, his heart was still in one place . . . New York.

  By 1969, Billy the Kid resurfaced as the manager of the Minnesota Twins, piloting them to a 95–65 first-place finish. Not only did they lose in the playoffs, but Billy’s managerial tenure in the Twin Cities was short-lived. After a nasty fight with one of his players, pitcher Dave Boswell, he was canned. He then managed almost three years in Detroit (1971–73), moving on to Texas for the final 23 games of the ’73 season. He stayed through 95 games of the 1975 season when Yankees owner George Steinbrenner summoned him back to New York. Eighteen years after being traded to Kansas City, No. 1 was back home with a Manager of the Year (1974) prize as part of his résumé.

  There was little doubt that Billy the Kid got the most out of his players. His teams played hard and they won. When he joined the Yankees they were building an outstanding team. After familiarizing himself with his ballclub during the remainder of the 1975 season, he then piloted the Yankees to an American League pennant in 1976 and a World Championship in 1977.

  But there was already an ill wind blowing over Yankee Stadium. Martin clashed with several players, including team captain Thurman Munson and, most notably, free agent slugger Reggie Jackson, who came to the ballclub in 1977. The team was tagged with the infamous nickname, “The Bronx Zoo.” However, all seemed forgiven when the Yanks won the World Series, led by Jackson’s five home runs, three coming in a single game. Then the next year the manager imploded.

  With the Yanks trailing the Boston Red Sox in July 1978, Martin suspended Jackson for bunting against orders and then, in a rambling news conference, he referred to his star player and his owner by saying, “One’s a born liar and the other’s convicted.” (Steinbrenner had made illegal contributions to Richard Nixon’s presidential campaign.) A day later, Martin resigned and Bob Lemon stepped in to skipper the team to yet another championship. Strangely enough, Martin was rehired in July of the following year, much to the delight of the fans, who always loved battling Billy. But shortly after the season he was fired again, this time after punching out a marshmallow salesman. All in all, he would have five different tenures as Yankee skipper, several of them brief, the last coming in 1988. He might have gotten a sixth chance had he not been killed in an automobile accident on Christmas night of 1989. Not surprisingly, alcohol was involved.

  Billy the Kid’s tumultuous Yankee career over eight seasons saw his teams win 556 games while losing just 385. While he won more than 1,200 times in all his managerial stops, he’ll always be remembered as a Yankee, No. 1 forever in the hearts of Yankees fans. For all of his faults and personal problems, he was a winner as both a player and manager.

  Now let’s hit rewind a bit. Earle Combs (1924–1935) holds the distinction of the being the first New York Yankees player to bat with a number on his jersey. That’s because Combs was the team’s leadoff hitter in 1929, the first year the Yankees wore their numbers. But he was a lot more than that. Combs was the first great Yankees centerfielder, preceding the likes of Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle, and Bernie Williams. Besides being an outstanding flychaser, he was a solid hitter who set the table for the likes of Ruth, Gehrig, Meusel, and Lazzeri batting behind him. A solid 6-foot, 185-pounder, Combs had a .325 lifetime batting average with a career high of .356 in the incredible “Murderers’ Row” season of 1927. That same year he slammed out 231 hits, a club record until Don Mattingly netted 238 in 1986.

  Combs’s career ended a bit prematurely when he ran into the centerfield wall at old Sportman’s Park in St. Louis on July 24, 1934, suffering a fractured skull as well as shoulder and knee injuries. He was a player-coach the next year, playing in just 89 games and hitting .282, only the second time in his career he finished under .300. After that he became a full-time coach, eventually giving up No. 1 and wearing both 30 and 32 until he retired for good in 1944.

  Frankie Crosetti holds a unique distinction, having spent 37 straight years in a Yankees uniform, the first 17 as a player and the final 20 as the team’s third-base coach. That’s the longest continuous time in a New York uniform for anyone. “The Crow,” as he was known, was a typical good-fielding, light-hitting shortstop who played from 1932–1948, though he lost the regular shortstop job to Phil Rizzuto in 1940. When Crosetti first joined the Yankees, he donned No. 5, and we all know who that number is most associated with. He wore it through 1936, then took uniform No. 1 in 1937. In 1945, he flip-flopped with second baseman Snuffy Stirnweiss, taking Stirnweiss’s No. 2 and giving No. 1 to the younger player. The Crow remained No. 2 through the end of his coaching career in 1968.

  How, you probably ask, can a big league baseball player end up with the nickname of “Snuffy?” In the case of George Henry Stirnweiss the answer was a sinus condition that gave him a constant case of the sniffles. Stirnweiss wore No. 2 his rookie year, but with Joe Gordon ensconced at second, became a part-time shortstop. The next year Gordon was in the service and Stirnweiss (who was rejected by the Army due to a gastric ulcer) became the second baseman. The year after that, in 1945, he switched to No. 1 and took the American League batting championship with just a .309 average, putting together his greatest season partly because many of the game’s top stars were aiding in the war effort. It was the third lowest average ever for an American League batting champ.

  With the war over and Gordon back, Snuffy shuffled over to third base and saw his batting average drop by 58 points. He would never hit more than .256 again.
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  Bobby Murcer

  There were two more prominent Yankees that wore the leadoff number through the years. They were a pair of Bobbys, Bobby Richardson and Bobby Murcer. Richardson spent his entire career (1955–1966) with the Yankees and became one of their slickest second sackers ever. When he joined the team, Billy Martin was established at second and as the wearer of No. 1. Like so many utility players, Richardson had what you might call secondary numbers. He wore No. 17 for two years, then No. 29 in 1957. When Martin was traded to Kansas City, Richardson was given No. 1 though he didn’t win a full-time job until 1959. The next year Bobby proved his mettle on the biggest stage of all—the World Series. Even though the Yanks lost in seven to the Pittsburgh Pirates (on Bill Mazeroski’s walk-off, Series ending home run), Bobby Richardson stood out, collecting 11 hits and 12 RBIs, including a grand slam. He became the first player from the losing side to be named the Most Valuable Player.

  Bobby had his best offensive year in ’62, batting .302 with 209 hits, 8 homers, and 59 RBIs. Not bad for a singles hitter with a .266 lifetime average.

  Richardson played one more season before hanging them up at the tender age of 31. A devout Christian all of his life, Bobby later coached baseball at the University of South Carolina and eventually became an ordained minister, stepping to the plate once more to officiate at teammate Mickey Mantle’s funeral.

  Bobby Murcer’s Yankee career vacillated between elation and disappointment. He had two tours of duty with the Bronx Bombers, then moved into the broadcast booth and eventually became one of the most beloved Yankees figures of all-time. But it all started under a blanket of unrealistic expectations. An Oklahoma native, Bobby was signed as a shortstop by scout Tom Greenwade in 1964. Mickey Mantle was also signed as a shortstop by the same Greenwade and also hailed from Oklahoma. That immediately made people look at the 18-year old as the next Mantle. That was nearly impossible.

  Murcer had cups of coffee in ’65 and ’66, just as the Yankee dynasty was crumbling. He then went into the service for two years and when he returned in 1969, Mantle had retired and Murcer turned in No. 17, which he’d worn briefly, for No. 1. He began the season as a third baseman, but after making 11 errors in 31 games he was switched to the outfield. He soon became the centerfielder .

  While he never approached the greatness of his idol, Bobby Murcer became a solid player and run producer, and a very good outfielder. He had 90 or more RBIs in five different seasons, had a high of 33 homers in 1972, and had batted .331 the year before. While no Mantle, Murcer was carving a reputation as a Yankee of real substance. Then the disappointments began.

  For openers, new Yankees manager Bill Virdon decided to install Elliott Maddox in center and move Bobby to right. It didn’t bode well. That year, the Yankees played their home games at Shea Stadium while Yankee Stadium was being renovated. The combination of a deeper right field and the swirling winds limited Bobby to just 10 home runs. The final blow came on October 22, when he was traded to the San Francisco Giants for Bobby Bonds in what was considered a blockbuster deal.

  Murcer would play two years in San Francisco, then the next two and a half with the Chicago Cubs. In his mind, he was a Yankee and nothing else would suffice. Then on June 26, 1979, the Cubs suddenly traded him back to the Yankees for a minor leaguer. He was 33 years old, but had come home. Though No. 1 was still available, the Yankees assigned him to uniform No. 2 and, at age 33, he would be a part time player for the rest of his career.

  He had one more great moment when he drove in four of the Yanks five runs, including the game winner, in the team’s first game after captain Thurman Munson’s tragic death in 1979. Murcer was one of Munson’s closest friends.

  He would play through June 1983, when the Yanks released him. But he soon moved to the broadcast booth where his folksy charm and friendly demeanor won him even more fans. He stayed until struck down by a brain tumor in 2007. He recovered enough to make a few brief appearances early the next year but died on July 12, 2008, at the age of 63. Still, he had proven himself more than worthy of No. 1, which was never worn again by a player until retired for Billy Martin in 1986.

  Other than these front liners, uniform number one was worn only by George Selkirk for part of the 1934 season, by Roy Johnson in 1936, and by a long-forgotten player named Tuck Stainback for a portion of the 1944 season. Otherwise it was Combs to Crosetti to Stirnweiss to Martin to Richardson and finally to Murcer. Not a bad lineup at that.

  
    THE MOST AND LEAST-WORN NUMBERS

    Numbers, numbers everywhere. This is a book that will contain all the Yankees who have worn numbers for 80 years. With 17 numbers retired, some are obviously cut off at the pass and cannot be worn again. Others are always up for grabs and sometimes passed between one player after another for short periods of time. Here are the 10 most worn numbers by Yankees players as well as the 10 least worn.

    Most Worn Numbers

    
      
        	No. 26 – Worn by 71 Yankees
        	No. 28 – Worn by 60 Yankees
      

      
        	No. 39 – Worn by 67 Yankees
        	No. 29 – Worn by 58 Yankees
      

      
        	No. 27 – Worn by 64 Yankees
        	No. 18 – Worn by 57 Yankees
      

      
        	No. 22 – Worn by 62 Yankees
        	No. 36 – Worn by 53 Yankees
      

      
        	No. 38 – Worn by 61 Yankees
        	No. 36 – Worn by 53 Yankees
      

    

    Least Worn Numbers

    No. 91 – Worn by one Yankee (Alfredo Aceves)

    No. 77 – Worn by one Yankee (Humberto Sanchez)

    No. 76 – Worn by one Yankee (Craig Dingman)

    No. 75 – Worn by one Yankee (Ben Ford)

    No. 72 – Worn by one Yankee (Juan Miranda)

    No. 69 – Worn by one Yankee (Alan Mills)

    No. 4 – Worn by one Yankee (Lou Gehrig)

    No. 99 – Worn by three Yankees (Charlie Keller, Matt Howard, Brian Bruney)

    No. 65 – Worn by three Yankees (Juan Espino, Adrian Hernandez, Phil Hughes)

    The logic is simple here. None of the most popular numbers have been retired and the least popular numbers are the ultra-high numbers that are rarely used. The only exception is No. 4, which Lou Gehrig wore the first year in 1929 and right up to his retirement in 1939. It was retired upon his death two years later and was never worn again. Only one player, Gus Niarhos, ever wore No. 37. But two managers did, Bucky Harris and then Casey Stengel; and Ol’ Case had it retired ten years after he left the Yankees (1970).

  


  #2: THE CAPTAIN INTO THE 21ST CENTURY

  
    ALL TIME NO. 2 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Mark Koenig

        
        	1929–30
      

      
        	Yats Wuestling
        	1930
      

      
        	Red Rolfe
        	1931, 1934–42
      

      
        	Lyn Lary
        	1931–33
      

      
        	Snuffy Stirnweiss
        	1943–44
      

      
        	Frankie Crosetti
        	1945–48
      

      
        	
Frankie Crosetti (coach)
        	1948–68
      

      
        	Jerry Kenney
        	1969–72
      

      
        	Matty Alou
        	1973
      

      
        	Sandy Alomar
        	1974–76
      

      
        	Paul Blair
        	1977–79
      

      
        	Darryl Jones
        	1979
      

      
        	Bobby Murcer
        	1979–83
      

      
        	Graig Nettles
        	1983
      

      
        	Tim Foli
        	1984
      

      
        	Dale Berra
        	1985–86
      

      
        	Wayne Tolleson
        	1986–90
      

      
        	
Graig Nettles (coach)
        	1991
      

      
        	Mike Gallego
        	1992–94
      

      
        	Derek Jeter
        	1995–2014
      

    

  

  Derek Jeter came to the Yankees at the tail end of the 1995 season for his first big league cup of coffee. He was given No. 2 and hit just .250 in 48 at bats. Nothing special. The next year, the Yankees had a new manager in Joe Torre and a team expected to contend for the American League pennant. During spring training the 22-year-old Jeter was competing with veteran Tony Fernandez for the starting shortstop job. When Fernandez broke his elbow a week before the season began, Jeter was named the starter and, despite some reservations about whether he was ready, he quickly became a star and the American League Rookie of the Year. It was the beginning of what would be a 20-year career in which Derek Jeter would become an all-time great and a Yankee icon, one whose name will be mentioned in the same breath as Ruth, Gehrig, DiMaggio, Mantle, Berra, Ford, Munson, Mattingly, and Rivera. He has been part of five championship teams and his individual achievements are impressive.

  At the outset of the 2014 season, the 40-year old Jeter announced it would be his last. He had already passed the 3,000 hit mark and is number one in a number of Yankees statistical categories. In addition, he has also started more games at shortstop than any player in the long history of the game. To say Derek Jeter is special is simply to state the obvious.

  With a squeaky clean image and an almost regal demeanor on and off the field, Jeter has become a New York icon and the epitome of class at the same time. He has always been careful to steer clear of controversy to the point where he’s considered a “bad” (i.e. boring) interview. His mantra is to lead by example with his clutch play and strong sense of the game, as well as an immeasurable number of those often elusive baseball “intangibles” that go far beyond the basic stats.

  It’s easy to put together clips for a Jeter highlight film; the only problem would be picking from the many great moments during a career that has seen the Yankees win five world championships (1996, 1998–2000, 2009). But perhaps the play that epitomizes Jeter the most was his dive into the third base stands in the 12th inning against Boston on July 1, 2004, after he raced over to make a clutch catch several feet in front of the railing. He emerged with a cut chin and bruised eye and face . . . and with the baseball in his glove. (P.S. The Yanks won in 13.)
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  Derek Jeter

  This is a guy who can flat out play. He followed up his Rookie of the Year season with incredible consistency on a very high level, batting .349 in 1999, .339 a year later, and .343 in 2006. In 2009, at the age of 35, he led all American League players in All-Star Game votes and became the oldest American Leaguer ever to start the Midsummer Classic at his position. And many say he’s fielding better than ever, as he proved by exhibiting improved range to his left and winning a fifth Gold Glove, making him the oldest shortstop to ever claim that prize. Of course, Jeter being Jeter, he was far from finished. He got several more starting nods as the All-Star shortstop, including one his final season when he was 40 years old. Whenever someone began doubting him or his ability, he usually proved them wrong, leading many to say, don’t ever bet against Jeter.

  
    A MILESTONE FOR THE CAPTAIN

    Derek Jeter was honored in the summer of 2009 when he passed the legendary Lou Gehrig as the Yankees’ all-time hits leader. The mark is a tribute to Jeter’s talent and longevity, and before he’s through he’ll undoubtedly be the first Yankee ever to get 3,000 hits. Jeter is certainly in select company. Here are the top 10 all-time Yankees hit leaders (through the 2014 season).

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Derek Jeter
        	3,465 hits
      

      
        	Lou Gehrig
        	2,721 hits
      

      
        	Babe Ruth
        	2,518 hits
      

      
        	Mickey Mantle
        	2,415 hits
      

      
        	Bernie Williams
        	2,336 hits
      

      
        	Joe DiMaggio
        	2,214 hits
      

      
        	Don Mattingly
        	2,153 hits
      

      
        	Yogi Berra
        	2,148 hits
      

      
        	Bill Dickey
        	1,969 hits
      

      
        	Earle Combs
        	1,866 hits
      

    

  

  On June 3, 2003, Derek Jeter was named the 11th captain of the Yankees, the first since Don Mattingly retired in 1995. For Yankees fans, it’s hard not to think of their shortstop as the same enthusiastic young kid who took over the job in 1996 and immediately showed maturity far beyond his years. It’s almost as if he hasn’t changed. Jeter’s many achievements are far too numerous to include in total here. But here’s a sampling. On July 9, 2011, he became the first Yankee in history to reach the magical 3,000 hit club. He did it in style, with a home run off the Rays’ David Price. All he did that afternoon was go 5-for-5, his final hit knocking in the game winner. A year later, at the age of 38, he not only batted .316, but led the American League in hits with 216, second only to his 219 in 1999, when he was 25 years old. Some thought he would go on forever.

  But in the first round of the playoffs that year he suffered the first really serious injury of his career, breaking his ankle while diving for a ball. He vowed to be back by opening day of 2013, but had a setback in the spring when another fracture was discovered in the ankle. He was limited to just 17 games that year, not the way he wanted to go out. So he returned in 2014 for a last hurrah and quickly showed he could still play. He may not have been the old Jeter, just as the Yanks weren’t the “old” Yanks, but it was sure a memorable season. At age 40, he played in 145 games—130 at short, 15 as the DH—and hit .256 with four homers and 50 RBIs. But it’s his career numbers that really impress. Derek Jeter finished with a .310 lifetime average, 544 doubles, 260 home runs and 1,311 runs batted in. His 3,465 hits place him sixth all-time. Only Pete Rose, Ty Cobb, Henry Aaron, Stan Musial and Tris Speaker had more. That’s select company, all right.

  His charmed Yankees life carried over to his final game at Yankee Stadium, when he knocked in the winning run with a walkoff single in the bottom of the ninth. Three days later his career ended at Fenway Park, where the Red Sox and their fans also gave him a special sendoff. He then closed things out in his final at bat with an infield single that drove home a run. After that he left the game, the last of the “Core Four” to retire and the last link to the Yankees dynasty of the late ’90s and early 2000s.

  During his final season he was lauded all over the league. Fans and opposing players in every city bestowed upon him a total respect for the way he played the game, carried himself, and represented baseball. It has been an amazing career for a man known everywhere as “The Captain.” There’s little doubt that Derek Jeter will be a first-ballot Hall of Famer in five years, and that he will be feted by the Yankees, his No. 2 quickly retired and joining all the other greats in Monument Park

  In 1969, another No. 2 was named the New York Yankees’ all-time greatest third baseman. Granted, it was before the days of Graig Nettles and certainly before a guy named A-Rod, but Red Rolfe (1931, 1934–1942) could certainly play the game. And while this long forgotten Yankee had a relatively short career with essentially seven peak years, Red Rolfe did his uniform number proud. Rolfe graduated from Dartmouth College in 1931 and was signed by scout “White Ties” McCann for a nice bonus at the time. After pinch-running in one game in 1931, he was farmed out so that he could be converted into a third baseman. He returned in 1934 and the next year he began the seven-year run that made him a Yankees great.

  Rolfe was on six pennant winners (including four World Series championships in a row from 1936–39) and usually batted in front of top hitters like Joe DiMaggio, Lou Gehrig and Bill Dickey. He led the league with 15 triples while batting .319 in 1936, hitting three homers and a double in a June 11 game that year. Then in the ensuing World Series he batted .400. Three years later he led the league in runs (139), hits (213), and doubles (46) while batting a career-high .329. Troubled by stomach ulcers and some other ills, he retired after the 1942 season at the age of 34.

  The first ever No. 2 on the Yanks’ history goes back to the first year of numbers, 1929. Shortstop Mark Koenig donned the uniform and batted second. A switch hitter who didn’t have a great stick, Koening was an adequate fielder who had come to the team in 1925, making him the shortstop on the famed Murderers’ Row ballclub of 1927. By 1929, Koenig was sharing the shortstop position with a pugnacious young player whose name would become part of baseball lore—Leo Durocher.

  Though Koenig had hit .285, .319, and .292 between 1927 and 1929, he was hitting just .230 midway through the next season and was shipped to Detroit. By 1932, Koenig was a 27-year-old backup shortstop with the Chicago Cubs. But he took over the job for the final month or so of the season and hit a torrid .353 as the Cubbies won the National League pennant. When the team voted Koenig only a half share of their upcoming World Series check, it angered their opponents and Koenig’s former team, the Yankees. Legend has it that Babe Ruth’s called shot in the Series was a direct result of his ire over the way his popular former teammate was being treated. Koenig could never duplicate his Yankee days and retired in 1936 at the age of 31.

  When Koenig was traded in 1930, utility infield Yats Wuestling wore No. 2 for his entire 25-game Yankee career, his last of two seasons in the majors. Another infielder, Lyn Lary, claimed the uniform in 1931 after young Red Rolfe had worn it for a single contest that year. He stayed with the Yanks until he was shipped to Boston after appearing in just one game for the Yanks in 1934. His one claim to fame as a Yankee? In 1931, he batted .280, hit 10 homers, and drove in 107 runs, most ever for a Yankee shortstop.

  Between Rolfe and Jeter, a period of 53 years, uniform No. 2 was worn by a succession of players who were coming or going, wore a more memorable Yankee number, were veterans at the end of the line or utility players and stop gaps. It was quite a collection. Some made solid contributions while others slipped away almost unnoticed, and a few just didn’t live up to expectations.

  First, those who flip-flopped. In 1945, Frankie Crosetti and Snuffy Stirnweiss changed uniforms, the Crow going from No. 1 to No. 2 and Stirnweiss the opposite way. Bobby Murcer also wore No. 2 in his return to the Yankees in 1979 after a five-year absence, while third sacker Graig Nettles, who you’ll read about as No. 9, had to give up that uniform in 1983 as the Yanks prepared to retire the number in the honor of Roger Maris. So Nettles also borrowed No. 2 for part of 1983, his last year as a Yankee.

  Jerry Kenney came to the Yankees with great expectations. A 6’1”, 170-pound third sacker, he got a cup of coffee in 1967, wearing No. 14 in a late-season, 20-game trial that saw him hit .310. When he returned from the minors two years later he was given No. 2 and became more or less the regular third baseman. That same year Bobby Murcer returned from the service to play short and was issued No. 1. Murcer, of course, eventually became a star outfielder, while Kenney slowly saw his star set.

  Finally, in November of 1971 the Yanks shipped Kenney, along with three other players, for a pair of Cleveland Indians.

  Next came a parade a veterans and utility players. The first was former National League batting champion Matty Alou, acquired before the start of the 1973 season. Alou, whose brothers Felipe and Jesus were also very good players, was a .300 lifetime hitter; the Yanks hoped, that at age 34, he could help. He played 123 games in the outfield, at first base, and as the designated hitter in the first year of its existence, and batted a solid .296. Late in the season he was sold to St. Louis, played one more year and then retired.

  For the next three years, (1974–76), No. 2 belonged to Sandy Alomar, the father of future big leaguers Roberto and Sandy, Jr. A light-hitting infielder also in the twilight of his career, Alomar was yet another veteran who provided little but backup help as the team improved. He was part of the Yanks’ pennant-winning 1976 club, but had only one at-bat in the entire postseason, after which he was traded.

  Paul Blair was a different story. One of the best centerfielders in baseball, Blair had been with the Orioles for 13 years beginning in 1964. Though not a huge stick at the plate, he had a penchant for getting big hits on the biggest stage, the World Series, and his eight Gold Gloves spoke to his defensive ability. When Blair batted just .197 as a 32-year-old in 1976, the Orioles decided to move him, trading him to the Yankees.

  In his two full seasons with the Yankees, Blair was a part-time centerfielder who hit .262 and then a paltry .176 in 1978. But he could still play center with the best of them and, lo and behold, he played in two more World Series. Not surprisingly, he came through again when it counted. In the ’77 Series, his clutch single brought home the winning run in the 12th inning of Game One. And a year later, with the Yanks winning once more, Blair batted .375.
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  He was released after just two games in 1979. A year later he rejoined the Yanks as a minor league base running and fielding instructor. When the team needed a temporary outfield replacement midway through the 1980 season, Blair answered the call, donned No. 27, and played in 12 games, mostly as a defensive replacement, where he still excelled.

  Others who wore No. 2 were Darryl Jones, Tim Foli, Dale Berra, Wayne Tolleson, and Mike Gallego. Jones played just 18 major league games for the Yanks in 1979, while Foli was a 61-game infield fill-in in 1984. Dale Berra was Yogi’s kid and considered a top infield prospect when the Pirates drafted him in 1975. Berra wasn’t a very good fielder, however, and after a bout with drug problems, he was traded to the Yankees in 1985. It looked like a good fit because Yogi was the team’s manager that year . . . until he was fired 16 games into the season. “Boo Boo” was little more than a weak-hitting, end-of-the-bench guy during his two years in the Bronx, then played one more season in Houston before calling it quits at age 30.

  Tolleson and Gallego were both utility infielders. The former played the final five years of his career (1986–90) in New York as an infield sub who hit below the Mendoza Line his final two seasons, while the latter fared somewhat better. Gallego came over to the Yanks as a free agent in 1992 after seven years at Oakland, and a year later produced the best year of his career. Playing in 119 games he hit .283 with 10 homers and 54 RBIs. But he faded after that and left as a free agent after 1994. He finished pretty much as he started, as a career utility player.

  Then, in 1995, along came Derek Jeter and the real history of uniform No. 2 resumed . . . in spades.


  #3: THE ONE AND ONLY BABE

  
    ALL TIME NO. 3 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Babe Ruth

        
        	1929–34
      

      
        	George Selkirk
        	1935–42
      

      
        	Bud Metheny
        	1943–46
      

      
        	Roy Weatherly
        	1946
      

      
        	Eddie Bockman
        	1946
      

      
        	Frank Colman
        	1947
      

      
        	Allie Clark
        	1947
      

      
        	Cliff Mapes
        	1948
      

      
        	Retired for Ruth
        	1948
      

    

  

  Was there ever anyone else who wore No. 3 with the Yankees? There are probably many fans who don’t think so. That’s how strongly the number is associated with the one and only George Herman Ruth. There are still many out there who believe the Babe to be the greatest player ever to put on a pair of spikes. The argument is simple. Besides being arguably the game’s greatest slugger, the Babe was on track to become a Hall of Fame pitcher before his ability with the bat became more important than his ability to throw a fastball.

  Most everyone knows the numbers—the 714 lifetime homers, the 60 he hit during the great 1927 season, the .342 lifetime batting average—and the fact that he was baseball’s greatest attraction in the 1920s, the first decade after the so-called dead ball era. The Babe astounded baseball with his frequent, long, and majestic homers. He belted 54 of them in 1920, his first year with the Yankees, then followed with a 59-homer season a year later. The Yanks were still playing in the old Polo Grounds then, sharing the bathtub-shaped field with the National League Giants, but the Babe was the only show in town, hitting home runs at a pace never even imagined.

  People also know that the Yanks bought the Babe from the Red Sox for the then princely sum of $125,000 prior to the 1920 season. But what they tend to forget was that Ruth was 94–46 as a pitcher before converting to the outfield. He had a pair of 20-win seasons in Boston, and was also 3–0 in a pair of World Series with a combined 0.87 ERA. And that’s the reason many call him the greatest. He virtually did it all. By 1930 he was earning the mighty sum of $80,000 a year, more than the president of the United States. When asked about that, he gave his now classic answer:
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  Babe Ruth

  “So what? I had a better year than he did.”

  Babe and New York City of the Roaring Twenties were a perfect fit, and he lived life to the hilt. His antics often drove Yankee skipper Miller Huggins nuts, and the manager once had to suspend the big guy. But the public loved the Babe and he loved to strut his stuff in front of his fans. Unlike today’s sluggers, the Babe used a big, 42-ounce bat. Because he had small hands for a man his size, he’d have the handles made thinner than normal, something that might have increased what we know today as bat speed.

  When he entered the 1929 season with No. 3 on the back of his uniform, he immediately became identified by that number and would continue to be forever. The on-field highlights can fill an entire book: The 60th home run on the last day of the 1927 season off Tom Zachary of Washington, the famed “called shot” home run against the Cubs in the 1932 World Series, his .625 batting average in the 1928 World Series (10-for-16 with three homers), leading the league in home runs a record 12 times, and his three home runs in one game for the Boston Braves in 1935, when he was just a shell of his former self and ready to retire. The only thing the Babe still had was his picture-perfect swing and his great power. At the time of his retirement he held an amazing 56 Major League batting records.

  The Babe’s biggest disappointment was never being asked to manage the team he loved, the one that played in “The House that Ruth Built.” The Yankee brass knew he wanted the job, but the prevailing thinking wondered about a guy who could never manage himself . . . how in the world could he manage 25 other men? So Babe wasn’t hired. Thanks to his second wife, Claire, and an astute business manager, Babe’s post baseball life was comfortable. But in 1946 he was stricken with cancer and he died on August 16, 1948.

  
    The Babe is the Babe is the Babe. Despite the proliferation of home runs in recent years (the specter of steroids and other performance enhancers notwithstanding), most people still consider Babe Ruth the game’s greatest slugger. Remember, he played the first six years of his career as a pitcher during the so-called dead ball era. Some people don’t realize the Babe didn’t hit all of his fabled 714 home runs with the Yanks. He hit some while with the Red Sox and a few with the Boston Braves at the tail end of his career. In fact, it might be a good trivia question to ask how many the Babe belted with the Yanks. Here’s the answer along with the other top Yankees home run hitters.

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Babe Ruth
        	659 home runs
      

      
        	Mickey Mantle
        	536 home runs
      

      
        	Lou Gehrig
        	493 home runs
      

      
        	Joe DiMaggio
        	361 home runs
      

      
        	Yogi Berra
        	358 home runs
      

      
        	Alex Rodriguez
        	309 home runs
      

      
        	Bernie Williams
        	287 home runs
      

      
        	Derek Jeter
        	260 home runs
      

      
        	Graig Nettles
        	250 home runs
      

      
        	Jorge Posada
        	243 home runs
      

    

    Remember, not all of the Yankees sluggers have spent their entire career in New York. Alex Rodriguez, for example, has hit 309 homers with the Bombers, but 654 overall. And Reggie Jackson, who has 563 total homers, isn’t even a blip on the Yanks’ top ten list, but is remembered for his timely October blasts when he wore pinstripes.

  

  Only 14 short years had passed between Babe leaving the Yankees and his death in 1948. That same year the Yankees retired his No. 3. But during that time, a handful of other players wore the famous number. Let’s take a look at who they were.

  First, let’s talk about shoes. Or to be more precise, filling shoes. Imagine being issued uniform No. 3 for the Yankees in 1935, the immediate year after the mighty Babe had departed? And imagine if your nickname is “Twinkletoes” and you’re following the “Bambino,” “the Sultan of Swat,” the one and only Babe. Well those were the shoes George Selkirk had to fill. The story goes that the first time he came to bat at the Stadium in 1935 wearing No. 3, the fans booed. Imagine how Twinkletoes felt?

  In truth, Selkirk was a fine player who would wear No. 3 for eight years, during which time the Yankees went to six World Series and won five of them. He had a lifetime average of .290 and hit over .300 five times. He best season came in 1936—when the Yankees were led to the World Series by Lou Gehrig and a rookie named Joseph Paul DiMaggio—as Selkirk hit .308 with 18 homers and 107 RBIs. Tommy Henrich eventually replaced Selkirk in the outfield beginning in 1941, and he retired after the ’42 season.

  Oh, one more thing. Why Twinkletoes? The name was given him for the odd way he ran on the balls of his feet.

  From 1943 to 1947 the classic No. 3 hit rock bottom. It was worn by the likes of Bud Metheny, Roy Weatherly, Eddie Bockman, Frank Colman, and Allie Clark, none of whom would come close to having a brick in monument park. Then in 1948, young outfielder Cliff Mapes was given No. 3. In the minors, Mapes pitched, caught, and played the outfield. Unfortunately, he didn’t do any of them well enough to make a mark and his Yankee career lasted only three years and change, all as a part timer.

  But Mapes only wore No. 3 during that first year. The Babe died in August, and after the season the Yankees decided to retire the number. Mapes, however, was not only the last Yankee ever to wear No. 3. He also became the first Yankees player to don uniform No. 13, pulling on that jersey before the ’48 season ended. The next year, he appeared wearing No. 7, which he kept until he was sold to the St. Louis Browns 45 games into the 1951 season. Before that year had ended, a young rookie outfielder from Oklahoma was wearing the jersey. His name: Mickey Mantle. So Cliff Mapes had the distinction of wearing two numbers that would ultimately be retired. Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t the retiree either time.

  Let’s face it. As far as the Yankees and their fans are concerned, there will always be only one No. 3. Forever. George Herman “Babe” Ruth.


  #4: THE IRON HORSE. BASEBALL’S TRAGIC HERO

  
    ALL TIME NO. 4 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Lou Gehrig

        
        	1929–39
      

      
        	Retired for Gehrig
        	1939
      

    

  

  The Yankees’ cleanup hitter on Opening Day in 1929 was a 25-year-old first baseman named Lou Gehrig, who was presented with jersey No. 4. When all was said and done, Henry Louis Gehrig would immortalize that number in the same way that the Babe put his stamp on No. 3. In fact, he’s the only player in Yankees history to wear his number. In a twist of fate, he is almost remembered more for his tragic death from amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (Lou Gehrig’s Disease) and his courageous speech at Yankee Stadium, in which he called himself “the luckiest man on the face of the earth,” than for his exploits on the diamond.

  But, oh, what a hitter he was. The man dubbed “The Iron Horse” for his strength and endurance played in a then record 2,130 games (since broken by Cal Ripken Jr.), was an RBI machine, and a vicious line-drive hitter who simply loved the game. As much as the Babe was flamboyant, Gehrig the man was dull. He came to the ballpark, played great and went home. The next day he did it all over again. His wife, Eleanor, once said that her husband was just a “square, honest guy.”
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  Lou Gehrig

  The square guy, however, excelled at hitting a round baseball. Just look at some of the numbers and you’ll get the idea of how incredible and consistent he was. Big No. 4 had a lifetime batting average of .340. He whacked 493 home runs, hitting a high of 49 twice. Not quite Ruthian, but remember, Gehrig was a different kind of hitter. Gehrig had a compact, level swing and put a tremendous charge into the ball. To that end, he averaged 147 RBIs in his 13 full seasons and set a still-standing American League record of 184 in 1931. Three years later he won the Triple Crown with a .363 average, 49 homers, and 165 runs batted in. Gehrig went to the World Series seven times and batted .361 in the Fall Classic, with 10 homers and 35 RBIs in 34 World Series games.

  That still wasn’t all. He loved to scrub the bases clean and set a record with 23 career grand slams, since broken by Alex Rodriguez who has hit 24. He also amassed more than 400 total bases in a season five times. The Babe only did that twice. And to show he was no slouch in other phases of the game, he worked to make himself into a fine first baseman and he was quick enough to steal home 15 times in his career. In both 1927 and 1936, he was named the American League’s Most Valuable Player.

  The first sign that something might be wrong began in 1938. Lou was 35 years old, but still looked in great shape. The year before had been a typical Gehrig season, with 37 homers, 159 RBIs, and a .351 batting average. He still played every game in ’38, but there was a dropoff to 39 homers, just 114 ribbies, and a .295 batting average. Those would still be considered great numbers today, but for the Iron Horse it was an off year. Age? Maybe. But he didn’t seem to have the same strength. During the offseason, he became noticeably weaker, and when he had only four hits in the first eight games in 1939, he looked finished. That’s when he told manager Joe McCarthy to remove him from the lineup. His consecutive game streak was over.

  The shock that hit the sports world that April only grew when Gehrig’s condition was finally diagnosed in June. Very few people had heard of ALS then and couldn’t believe a seemingly indestructible player like Gehrig had been struck down in the prime of his life and career. “Lou Gehrig Day” on July 4, was a solemn occasion, but Gehrig’s brave speech, which ended when he said, “I may have been given a bad break, but I’ve got an awful lot to live for,” elicited huge cheers. But, unfortunately, nothing could stop the progression of his disease. That same year, he was unanimously elected to the Hall of Fame, the usual waiting period thrown aside. At the same time, the Yankees decided that no other player would ever wear No. 4 again. So Gehrig’s became the first Yankees number to be retired, some nine years before the Babe’s. All those gestures were important, because Gehrig didn’t survive for long. He died on June 2, 1941, a few weeks shy of his 38th birthday.

  On July 4, 2014, the Yankees and all of baseball remembered Lou Gehrig and his emotional speech on its 75th anniversary. A variety of major league players took part in reciting parts of the speech, which were put together to form the whole. It was a touching tribute.

  
    There’s little doubt that Lou Gehrig was one of the greatest hitters ever. Had he not become ill his record would have been even greater. An incredible run producer, he stands fifth all time in RBIs with 1,995, and had he remained healthy, he may well have leapfrogged everyone and stood ahead of the 2,297 that has Henry Aaron in the top spot. But that’s just speculation. One thing is for sure, he was more than just a home run hitter. He knocked in runs with singles, doubles and triples, as well. Believe it or not, Gehrig is the all-time Yankees leader in three-base hits, rather surprising for a guy considered a slugger and not a speed demon. By way of comparison, here are the Bombers’ top 10 triple producers.

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Lou Gehrig
        	163
      

      
        	Earle Combs
        	154
      

      
        	Joe DiMaggio
        	131
      

      
        	Wally Pipp
        	121
      

      
        	Tony Lazzeri
        	115
      

      
        	Babe Ruth
        	106
      

      
        	Bob Meusel
        	  87
      

      
        	Tommy Henrich
        	  73
      

      
        	Bill Dickey
        	  72
      

      
        	Mickey Mantle
        	  72
      

    

    Check out the guy in fourth place. Wally Pipp was the guy who got the headache that enabled young Lou Gehrig to take over at first and begin his playing streak of 2,130 consecutive games. Since Pipp left the Yanks after 1925, he never wore a number, but he couldn’t have been too shabby a player in his own right.

  


  #5: THE YANKEE CLIPPER

  
    ALL TIME NO. 5 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Bob Meusel

        
        	1929
      

      
        	Tony Lazzeri
        	1930–31
      

      
        	Frankie Crosetti
        	1932–36
      

      
        	Nolen Richardson
        	1935
      

      
        	Joe DiMaggio
        	1937–42, 1946–51
      

      
        	Nick Etten
        	1944–45
      

      
        	Retired for DiMaggio
        	1952
      

    

  

  He was first in the hearts of Yankees fans and the last player to be introduced on Old Timers’ Days at Yankee Stadium. In later years, as part of his introduction, he was described as the greatest living ballplayer. That was Joseph Paul DiMaggio. And when he emerged from the dugout the fans went wild, whether he came out wearing his pinstriped No. 5 or in a suit and tie when he was too old to play the game. He always looked great with his classic profile and well-groomed gray hair. In a sense, he was the perfect retired ballplayer just as he had been the perfect player during his Yankees days, especially those between 1936 and 1942, before he lost three seasons to the service during World War II.

  What other ballplayer married the world’s most glamorous movie star (Marilyn Monroe), had songs written about him (“Joltin’ Joe DiMaggio” and “Mrs. Robinson”), and remained a viable commercial spokesman (Mr. Coffee) long after his playing career ended? “DiMag” didn’t even play in the media-crazed world of today, but he was never far from the headlines or the public eye. And for those who don’t remember him, what a ballplayer he was, the natural extension of Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig as the Yankees resident superstar who led them to multiple pennants and World Series titles.

  By 1935 the Babe was gone and Gehrig carried on as the team’s leader and offensive force. But when the season ended the Yanks had only been to one World Series since 1928. That, to their loyal fans, was tantamount to sacrilege. But they wouldn’t have long to wait to taste championship wine again. The team had already put dibs on a young outfielder with the San Francisco Seals of the Pacific Coast League. The Yanks bought his contract for $25,000 and five minor leaguers prior to the 1935 season. The only stipulation was that Joe D. play one more year in San Francisco. He did, and hit .398 while leading the league in RBIs and outfield assists from his centerfield position. The next year the graceful, 6’2”, 190-pounder was in center for the Yankees and a new version of the dynasty was born.
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  Joe DiMaggio

  DiMag was not only an immediate star, but a superstar from Day One. As a rookie in 1936, he batted .323 with 29 homers and 125 RBIs. He set rookie records with 132 runs scored and 15 triples, and also led all American League outfielders with 22 assists. Gehrig had another great year and the rejuvenated Yankees won the pennant and the World Series, the first of four straight. A year later DiMag joined baseball’s elite with a .346 average, 46 homers, and 167 RBIs. Two years later, with Gehrig departed due to his fatal illness, Joe D. hit .381 and was now the leader of the Yanks. By 1941 he was a living legend. He set a record some feel will never be broken—hitting in 56 consecutive games—and won the Most Valuable Player award despite the fact that Boston’s Ted Williams hit .406. (P.S. After falling short in 1940, the Yanks won the World Series yet again.)

  
    SLUGGERS, YESTERDAY AND TODAY

    One reason DiMaggio was able to put together his great hitting streaks is that he rarely struck out. Unlike modern sluggers who swing from the heels, even with two strikes, and sometimes accept a strikeout like a badge of honor, DiMag always wanted to put bat on ball. Like many of the players back then, he changed his hitting technique a bit once he had two strikes. His aim was to put the ball in play, not in the seats. As a result, he struck out only 369 times in his entire career, only eight more than his total home runs, 361. Look at some of the strikeout stats of today’s sluggers, starting with all-time leader Reggie Jackson’s 2,597 whiffs!

  

  Like so many players of his generation, DiMaggio lost three peak seasons during the war years. He wasn’t quite the same player when he returned, hitting just .290 and .315 his first two years back. But in 1948 he turned back the clock, batting .320 with 39 HRs and 155 RBIs, reminding everyone just how great he was. He was injured for a good part of the 1949 season, appearing in just 76 games, but hit .346 as the Yanks won yet another title. Though his average dipped to .301 the following year, he still hit 32 homers and drove in 122 runs. He was 36 years old in 1951 and wearing down rapidly. When he could manage just a .263 average in 116 games, this proud man decided to call it quits

  After his retirement, he made headlines with a short-lived marriage to Hollywood sex kitten Marilyn Monroe. As for the Yankees, they didn’t really skip a beat. They already had Joe’s successor in center, a strong, young kid from Oklahoma named Mickey Mantle. But as great as Mickey would be, there was just one Joe DiMaggio. He played the game with style, grace, and tremendous skill, a guy who always made the tough catch look easy.

  Someone once asked Joe why he played all out every single game. His answer was simple. “There might be one person in those stands seeing me play for the first time and I want him to remember me at my best.”

  That was “the Yankee Clipper.” He was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1955. By then, the Yankees had already honored him. Shortly after his retired, the team retired No. 5. After DiMaggio, no other Yankee would ever wear that number again.

  But a few Yankees had worn it before him.

  There was a player who wore No. 5 for just a single season yet is the second greatest player after DiMaggio to wear the number. That’s because 1929, the first year the Yanks wore numbers, was Bob Meusel’s last with the team. But he was the number five hitter on opening day and thus given the No. 5 jersey. Meusel was a star throughout the 1920s, a lanky, 6’3” outfielder who played the game with such ease that some thought he didn’t give 100 percent all the time. He joined the Yankees in 1920 and batted .328 as a rookie. A year later he hit .318 with 24 homers and 136 RBIs. In 1925, with Babe Ruth out of the lineup much of the time due to illness, Meusel led the American League with 33 home runs and 138 RBIs.

  When the Yanks reeled off three straight pennants between 1926–28, Meusel was considered the third best player behind Ruth and Gehrig on Murderers’ Row. All told, he had five 100-RBI seasons, hit 40 or more doubles five times, became one of only two major leaguers to hit for the cycle on three separate occasions, and even once stole second, third and home in a single game. In 1927 he hit a career best .337 with 47 doubles and 103 RBIs. When his average dipped to .261 in 1929, the year he donned No. 5, the Yankees sold his contract to the Cincinnati Reds, where he played one year before retiring at age 33.

  Frank Crosetti wore No. 5 as a rookie in 1932, and kept it through the 1936 season before switching to his more familiar No. 1. In 1935, shortstop Nolen Richardson played 12 games with the Yanks and was given No. 5 because Crosetti wasn’t with the team during that part of the season. Hall of Fame second baseman Tony Lazzeri wore No. 5 in 1930. Lazzeri wore No. 6 in 1929 and might have changed jerseys when he moved up in the batting order, but since he went back to No. 6, he will be discussed more in the next chapter.

  The only other player to wear No. 5 was first sacker Nick Etten, a player who benefited from the fact that many of the game’s top stars were in the service during the early to mid-1940s. Etten spent eight long years in the minors and finally found a full-time job with the Phillies in 1941 when he was 27. He surprised everyone with a .311 average, 14 homers, and 79 RBIs. Two years later, in need of players to replace those departing for the service, the Yankees traded for him, sending four marginal players and $12,000 to Philadelphia.

  What’s surprising is that the Yankees gave him No. 5 instead of simply holding it for the superstar DiMaggio. But apparently it was just a matter of being practical. Etten played three full years (1943–1945) at first base for the Yankees and was close to being a butcher in the field, making 17 errors one year. But he hit surprisingly well, thanks somewhat to the diluted pitching.

  When DiMaggio returned in ’46, Etten was given No. 9, but with many good pitchers returning from the war he hit just .232 in a part-time role. The following spring, the Phillies bought him back and when the year was over he retired. Nick Etten had his moment in the sun playing for the New York Yankees while wearing one of the most famous numbers in the team’s history, but a number that ultimately belonged to and will always belong to only one man—the Yankee Clipper.


  #6: FROM CLUELESS JOE TO THE LEADER OF A DYNASTY

  
    ALL TIME NO. 6 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Tony Lazzeri

        
        	1929, 1934–37
      

      
        	Dusty Cooke
        	1930–31
      

      
        	Ben Chapman
        	1932–33
      

      
        	Joe Gordon
        	1938–43, 1946
      

      
        	Don Savage
        	1944–45
      

      
        	Bobby Brown
        	1947–52
      

      
        	Mickey Mantle
        	1951
      

      
        	Andy Carey
        	1952–60
      

      
        	Deron Johnson
        	1960–61
      

      
        	Clete Boyer
        	1961–66
      

      
        	Charley Smith
        	1967–68
      

      
        	Roy White
        	1969–79
      

      
        	Ken Griffey
        	1982
      

      
        	
Roy White (coach)
        	1984, 1986
      

      
        	Mike Pagliarulo
        	1985
      

      
        	Rick Cerone
        	1987
      

      
        	Jack Clark
        	1988
      

      
        	Steve Sax
        	1989–91
      

      
        	Tony Fernandez
        	1995
      

      
        	
Joe Torre (manager)
        	1996–07
      

    

  

  The first Yankees player ever to wear No. 6 may still be the best of all. But to many, Tony Lazzeri is simply someone they may have read about as part of the Bronx Bombers history. Fans today remember the number for a manager, a guy who wore No. 6 for a dozen years, during which time the Yankees won four World Series over a five-year span, appeared in two others, and made the playoffs each year. But his stay in New York didn’t begin as a honeymoon. When Joe Torre was unexpectedly named the Yankees’ manager by owner George Steinbrenner prior to the 1996 season, the Daily News greeted him with a headline: CLUELESS JOE.

  The play on “Shoeless Joe” Jackson referred to Torre’s questionable reputation as a skipper during stops with the Mets, Braves, and Cardinals. Though there were certainly managers with worse records, the media and many others simply felt the easygoing Torre was the wrong man to manage in Steinbrenner’s fishbowl, where the mantra was always the same: Win, win, win, win . . . or else. Coupled with a talented team, gamers like Derek Jeter, Paul O’Neill, and Tino Martinez, and a top-flight pitching staff—including the incredible Mariano Rivera setting up John Wetteland in the pen—the Yanks won it all in 1996, and took home three straight titles from 1998–2000. His 1998 team won 114 regular season games. In the space of five years, Clueless Joe became one of the top skippers in the game.

  No one questioned Torre’s baseball acumen. He was an outstanding player, close to Hall of Fame level, a catcher and third baseman who could hit. Playing with the Braves, Cardinals, and Mets—also the first three teams he would manage—Torre had a .297 lifetime batting average from 1960–1977, hit 252 home runs, and collected 2,342 hits. His best season was in 1971, when he won the National League batting title with a .363 average for the Cards, adding 24 homers and a league-leading 137 RBIs. He was named Mets manager in 1977 when he was still on the active roster, then formally ended his playing career on June 18 of that year.

  [image: image]

  Torre’s Mets teams did poorly, and he had a mark against him for giving his approval to trading the great Tom Seaver in 1977. GM Frank Cashen fired him toward the end of the 1981 season. He then skippered the Braves from 1982–1984, winning a division title his first year, but the team got worse over the next two seasons and he was fired again. After six years as an Angels broadcaster, the Cardinals hired him with 58 games left in the 1990 season. He lasted through 47 games of the 1995 season when he was handed his third pink slip. Torre’s St. Louis teams played close to .500 ball but never finished better than second in the division and posted losing records his last two years. As a three-time loser, his chances of another managerial job seemed slim.

  That’s why it was so surprising when the Yankees came calling and why the New York tabloids jumped all over him. Imagine everyone’s surprise when the team won it all. Joe Torre proved the perfect manager for the Yankees in one respect. With a flamboyant owner in George Steinbrenner, a sometimes ruthless press, and a collection of diverse personalities (especially after 2000), Torre proved a diplomatic and calming influence on the players, taking the heat and deflecting it like a sun shield, diffusing potential controversies before they affected team play, and playing the press like a maestro.

  But in the end, there’s no substitute for winning. The Yankees lost both the 2001 and 2003 World Series. A string of playoff failures followed, the Yankees getting bounced in the first round several times. In 2007 the Yanks were derailed by Cleveland and many felt Torre would again be fired. When the Yanks offered a one-year pact at a reduced salary (he was by this time the highest paid manager in the game) with incentives, he surprised everyone by walking away, saying he had been disrespected. No. 6 had managed the Yankees for an amazing 12 years, compiling a 1,173–767 record and taking his team to the World Series six times.

  Now let’s put No. 6 back in the hands of the players.

  Here’s a quick question to test your baseball acumen: Who was the first player ever to hit 60 home runs in a season, including the minor leagues? The quick answer, and logically so, would be Babe Ruth in 1927. Wrong. Two years earlier, a 21-year-old second baseman playing for Salt Lake City in the Pacific Coast League walloped 60 homers and drove in an incredible 222 runs. When the Yankees saw that kind of production from Anthony Michael Lazzeri, they immediately forked over $55,000 and five players to obtain him. (Not to cheapen his accomplishment, the only caveat was that the old PCL played an elongated, 197-game schedule back then, taking advantage of the favorable weather.) But Tony Lazzeri was the real deal. A year later he was the Yanks second baseman and he fit right into the great team that would become known as Murderers’ Row a year later. As a rookie, “Poosh ’Em Up” Tony batted .275 with 18 homers and 114 RBIs.

  When the 1929 season opened, Lazzeri was given No. 6 to correspond with his spot in the batting order. Strangely enough, even though he was already a star, he played the game of musical numbers for a few years. He switched to No. 5 the next two seasons, then wore No. 23 in 1932. A year later he was No. 7 before switching back to No. 6 for his final four Yankees seasons. So No. 6 he is.

  Lazzeri remained a staple of the Yankees through the World Series year of 1936, a sure-handed fielder, very smart player, and productive hitter. In fact, between 1926 and 1937 (when he tailed off to a .244 batting average and only 70 RBIs) he was the seventh most prolific home run hitter in the league and ranked sixth in RBIs. On May 24, 1936, he became the first player in major league history to hit two grand slams in one game, driving in a league record 11 runs. But after the 1937 season, the future Hall of Famer was released, and over the next two seasons played sparingly for the Cubs, Dodgers, and Giants before retiring.

  In the four years between 1929 and 1934, when Lazzeri reclaimed No. 6, a pair of lesser players wore the number. Part-time outfielder Dusty Cooke wore it the first two years, while speedy flychaser Ben Chapman claimed it the next two.

  The Yanks have had two players named Gordon with the nickname of “Flash.” The first, Joe Gordon, was one of the finest second baseman of his time, a guy who did No. 6 proud. Baseball finally recognized him in 2009 when the Veterans Committee elected him to the Hall of Fame, but in the late 1930s and early 1940s, Yankee fans appreciated everything Joe Gordon did.

  This version of Flash came to theYankees in 1938. The Yanks saw his talent immediately when Gordon hit 25 home runs and drove home 97 as a rookie. Not bad for someone hitting just .255. Though Gordon never hit for average, he became a power-hitting second sacker who was the equal of anyone. He would average 25 homers and 101 RBIs over the next four seasons, a perennial All-Star who became the American League’s Most Valuable Player in 1942 when he hit a career best .322 with 18 homers and 103 RBIs.

  After hitting just .249 in 1943, Gordon went into the service for two years. He returned to play 112 games in 1946, but hit only .210. Thinking he was starting to fade, the Yankees traded him to Cleveland for pitcher Allie Reynolds, one of those deals that turned out great for both teams. Gordon retired after the 1950 season having hit 246 of his 253 homers as a second sacker, a record for that position at that time.

  During Gordon’s two years in the service (1944–45), infielder Don Savage wore No. 6, before leaving baseball and leaving the number free for Gordon in his final year with the Bombers. Third baseman Bobby Brown was given the jersey in 1947 after wearing No. 7 during a brief call-up the previous year. He was a solid hitter who had close to stone hands playing third (and sometimes at short) and, for that reason, was platooned for most of his career. He shared third during these years with Billy Johnson and later Gil McDougald, but still played in four winning World Series, hitting a combined .439 in 17 games, though he didn’t start them all.

  Oh yes. In 1951, when Brown played 103 games, he shared his No. 6 with a Yankee rookie. His name: Mickey Mantle. Mickey, of course, would switch to his famed No. 7 a year later, and once Bobby Brown left the team that year, young Andy Carey (1952–60) took over third base, as well as No. 6. Carey, however, turned out to be adequate at best, rarely spectacular, but got to play in four World Series and was on the winning side twice.

  One more thing about Andy Carey. It’s said that because he had such a big appetite the Yankees stopped a longtime practice of allowing players to sign for their meals.

  When Carey was dealt to Kansas City early in the 1960 season his No. 6 was given to 21-year-old infielder/outfielder Deron Johnson. He was looked at as a kid with power, but played just six games for the Yanks that year and 13 more in 1961 before being traded as part of the Kansas City shuttle that gave the Yanks pitchers Art Ditmar and Bud Daley. Johnson would play for a number of teams until 1976, finishing with 245 home runs.

  Then along came Clete Boyer. The youngest of the three Boyer brothers (third baseman Ken and pitcher Cloyd were the others), Clete originally signed with Kansas City in 1955 when he was just 18 years old. He didn’t play much for the Athletics over the next three years, but his fortunes were about to change. In February 1957, the Yankees made a huge deal with the A’s that wound up involving 13 players. Among the players coming to the Yanks were pitchers Art Ditmar and Bobby Shantz. Then on June 4, Clete Boyer was shipped to the Bronx as a player to be named later.

  In Boyer, the Yankees felt they were getting a potentially spectacular third sacker with the glove. Whatever he could contribute at the plate would be a bonus. And that’s how it turned out. In 1959 and 1960, Boyer wore No. 34 as he wrested the position from Andy Carey. He donned No. 6 in 1961and began establishing himself as one of the two flashiest third sackers in the league. The other was the Orioles’ Brooks Robinson.

  Boyer was part of a great Yankees infield that included shortstop Tony Kubek, second sacker Bobby Richardson, and first baseman Joe Pepitone. Boyer loved to play third and rewarded his team with often spectacular plays, diving to both his left and right to make stops and throwing runners out with a powerful arm. In 1962 he had his best offensive year with the Yanks, hitting .272 with 18 homers and 68 RBIs. He then batted .318 in the World Series that year as the Bombers defeated the San Francisco Giants in seven games.

  By 1966, the latest Yankee dynasty had collapsed and the team was in a rare rebuilding mode. After the season the Yanks traded Boyer to the Atlanta Braves. Boyer took advantage of a more homer-friendly stadium and produced a season in which he hit a career high 26 round trippers and drove in 96 runs. But he still hit .245. Clete would continue with the Braves until 1971, when he retired at 34. He later became a Yankee instructor and coach, and was their third-base coach from 1992–1994.

  Journeyman Charley Smith (1967–68) manned the hot corner and wore No. 6 for two seasons during the Yankees’ down years, but his batting average never reached .230 and he was soon gone. And waiting in the wings to bring the luster back to No. 6 was Roy White, a 5’10”, 160-pound outfielder who would spend more than a decade in pinstripes, lasting long enough to help the Yankees regain their baseball stature and return to their championship style.

  White played at Compton High in Los Angeles was signed by the Yankees in 1962. He was called up for 14 games as a 21-year-old in 1965. Like most young players who might or might not make it, he was issued a high number. He would wear No. 48 for the next four years, finally becoming a regular in 1968, as the Yanks climbed above .500 for the first time in four years. White hit .267 with 17 homers and 62 RBIs that year and switched to No. 6 the following season. He was now the Yankees’ leftfielder.
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  Maybe the best way to describe White is simply that he was solid, a very good ballplayer, the kind of guy every good team needs to complement its stars. He could almost do it all. He had occasional pop in his bat, walked a lot, could steal bases, and drive in runs. His only shortcoming was a weak throwing arm, and that’s why he was usually in left. In 1970, he hit .296 with 22 homers and 94 RBIs. A year later he was at .292 with 19 homers, 84 RBIs, plus a then league record 17 sacrifice flies. He twice led the league in plate appearances, once in runs scored, and once in walks. He also had 233 steals in his career. That’s the kind of player he was.

  White played through some of the Yankees’ lean years and was finally rewarded by being an integral part of three pennant winners (1976–78) and two World Championship teams. In 1979 he hit just .215 and was granted free agency, playing three more years in Japan.

  Ken Griffey Sr., came over to the Yankees in 1982 and wore No. 6 before switching to No. 33 for his final four seasons in pinstripes. Third sacker Mike Pagliarulo wore No. 6 his second season with the team after wearing No. 48 as a rookie in 1984, then settled on No. 13 for the remainder of his Yankee career (1984–89). Catcher Rick Cerone wore it for a year in 1987, his second stint with the club. (He was No. 10 from 1980–84.) The last three players to wear it before Torre came along were all veterans whose best days were behind them.
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  Surly slugger Jack Clark came to the Yanks in 1988 after productive years at San Francisco and St. Louis, put on No. 6, and hit 27 homers with 93 RBIs. But he hit just .242 and rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. He was traded after the season, along with the perennial chip-on-his-shoulder. The next year, second baseman Steve Sax (1989–91) was signed as a free agent after having a fine career with the Dodgers since 1981. A good hitter and top base stealer, batting .332 in 1986 and swiping as many as 56 bases in a single year, Sax had one problem with the Dodgers, the throwing disease. He often couldn’t make the routine throw to first and was considered a defensive liability.

  By the time he reached the Yanks and put on No. 6 he had overcome his throwing problems and produced three good seasons with New York, becoming an All-Star twice. He hit .315 his first year and .304 in the last year with the team. He also swiped 117 bases during that time and even led all AL second basemen in fielding percentage one year. Sax was just 29 when he joined the Yanks and seemed primed for a fine second career with the Yanks, but after the 1991 season the team inexplicably traded him to the White Sox for three pitching prospects, none distinguishing themselves long-term in New York.

  In 1995 veteran infielder Tony Fernandez came to the Yankees as a free agent after a stellar career with the Toronto Blue Jays, which included being part of their 1993 title team. He was given No. 6 and the shortstop job, but managed to hit just .245 in 108 games as the Yankees made the playoffs. The next year he was competing with young Derek Jeter for the starting job when he broke his elbow and ended his Yankees career.

  After Fernandez broke his elbow in the spring of 1996, the Yankees’ new manager took over No. 6. They say time heals all wounds and Joe Torre has since made peace with the Yankee hierarchy to the point where his number 6 was retired in August of 2014, taking its place with so many others in Monument Park. Torre went on to manage the Dodgers for a few years and then become an executive with Major League Baseball. Though he was a fine player, in 2014 he was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame . . . as a manager. He has had quite a baseball life.


  #7: THE MICK. WHO ELSE?

  
    ALL TIME NO. 7 ROSTER

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Player
        	Year
      

      
        	
          Leo Durocher

        
        	1929
      

      
        	Ben Chapman
        	1930–31, 1934–36
      

      
        	Jack Saltzgiver
        	1932
      

      
        	Tony Lazzeri
        	1933
      

      
        	Jake Powell
        	1936–38
      

      
        	Tommy Henrich
        	1939–42
      

      
        	Roy Cullenbine
        	1942
      

      
        	Billy Johnson
        	1943
      

      
        	Oscar Grimes
        	1944–46
      

      
        	Aaron Robinson
        	1946
      

      
        	Bobby Brown
        	1946
      

      
        	
Charlie Dressen (coach)
        	1947–48
      

      
        	Cliff Mapes
        	1949–51
      

      
        	Bob Cerv
        	1951
      

      
        	Mickey Mantle
        	1951–68
      

      
        	
Mickey Mantle (coach)
        	1970
      

      
        	Retired for Mantle
        	1969
      

    

  

  He came out of Spavinaw, Oklahoma, and acquired the nickname “The Commerce Comet” after starring in baseball and football at Commerce High School. But soon after his major league debut and, later, as his reputation grew, he came to be known simply as “The Mick.” It was often said that no one ever looked better in a big league uniform than Mickey Mantle. A muscled 5’11”, 200-pounder, the handsome, blond-haired Mantle came to the majors at the age of 19 in 1951. A switch hitter with enormous power from both sides of the plate and the fastest runner in the big leagues, he was already predicted by many to become the best ever. But while The Mick had a great Hall of Fame career, he also had a lifestyle that he later admitted probably held him back. In spite of that, he made No. 7 his own and no Yankee will ever wear it again. Nor could anyone wear it in quite the same way as Mickey Mantle.

  Though Mickey came up as a shortstop, it was soon obvious that wasn’t his position, especially after he committed 47 errors in just 89 games while playing for Independence in Class D ball. But when he moved up to Class C Joplin and hit .383 with 26 homers and 136 RBIs, the sky seemed the limit. “He should lead the league in everything,” Yankees manager Casey Stengel said before the 1951 season. “With his combination of speed and power he should win the triple batting crown every year. In fact, he should do everything he wants to do.”

  Talk about great expectations. Now an outfielder, the Mick had to play right field his rookie season because the great Joe DiMaggio was in his final year as the Yankees’ center fielder. In the World Series that year he tore the cartilage in his knee when he tripped over a drainpipe in the outfield, the first of many injuries that would hamper his career.
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  Mickey Mantle

  The first years weren’t easy. The fans weren’t always on his side. But that stopped for good in 1956 when the Mick went from very good to great. He fulfilled Stengel’s prophecy that year by winning the Triple Crown with a .353 batting average, 52 home runs, and 130 runs batted in. A year later he hit .365 with 34 homers and 94 RBIs, his power production down somewhat because pitchers walked him a league high 146 times. He was the American League’s Most Valuable Player both years.

  Mickey was playing with great Yankees teams that seemed to be in the World Series every year and was a bona fide superstar at the age of 25. He also became fast friends with teammates Whitey Ford and Billy Martin, and the trio spent many a night on the town sampling the best watering holes that New York City had to offer. Martin was traded after the much-publicized brawl at the Copacabana in 1957, but Mickey’s habits didn’t change. His father, uncle, and other male members of his family had died of cancer before the age of 40, which gave Mickey a kind of fatalistic view of life. He was going to live every minute, no matter what.

  He had a beautifully long swing that made his misses almost as impressive as his hits. The fans simply couldn’t take their eyes off him, especially when he hit those long, tape-measure home runs. On May 23, 1963, he slammed one lefthanded that came within a foot of being the first fair ball ever hit out of Yankee Stadium. It hit about a foot below the top of the facade over the third deck. Experts estimated that if unimpeded, the ball would have traveled some 602 feet.

  Then there was the 1961 season. Within a couple of months of the beginning, it became obvious that both Mickey and Roger Maris were engaged in a home run race the likes of which hadn’t been seen in years. By midseason everyone knew that both sluggers had a chance to top the coveted record of 60 set by the one and only Babe. Maris was relatively new to New York and had a hard time handling the press and fans. He just wasn’t outgoing. The Mick had his “aw shucks” charm and a decade of dealing with both the good and bad. And as the season continued to unfold, the fans began openly rooting for Mantle. After all, he was the true Yankee, the guy who descended from Ruth, Gehrig, and DiMaggio. Maris was the outsider who hadn’t earned the right to break the record.

  In the end, it was Maris who did it, hitting No. 61 on the final day of the season. As for Mickey, he was on the bench. He had developed a bad cold in September and then an abscessed hip that landed him in the hospital. He wound up playing eight fewer games than Maris and had 76 fewer at-bats. He still finished with 54 homers, 128 RBIs, and a .317 batting average. Maris had 142 ribbies to go with his 61 homers, and while he hit just .269 he won a second MVP Award.

  It was a great season for both sluggers, but by finishing second, the Mick had found his way into the hearts of all Yankees fans. For the remainder of his career, he would be greeted by cheers and ovations almost every time he came to the plate. Though the Mick was not yet 30 years old at the end of the 1961 season, he would have just two more big years. In 1962, he had 30 homers and 89 ribbies, hitting .321 while playing in just 123 games. Yet he was given a third Most Valuable Player Award. A year later he broke his ankle in June and was able to play in just 65 games. Then in 1964 he bounced back with a .303, 35- HR, 111-RBI season as the Yanks went to their fifth straight World Series. It would be his last .300 season, and he’d never hit more than 23 homers or drive in more than 56 runs again. The injuries just kept getting worse.

  Mickey really struggled in 1967 and ’68. The Yanks even played him at first base because he couldn’t cut it in center anymore. He hit just .245 and .237 those final two years, dropping his lifetime average below .300 to .298, something that really hurt him. Finally, just after the start of spring training in 1969, Mickey Mantle called it quits.

  A great career had ended, one that produced 536 home runs and saw him retire as the greatest switch hitter in baseball history. In his later years he became even more of a beloved figure. He talked to kids about the dangers of drug and alcohol abuse and in 1994 made news when he received a liver transplant. Sadly, doctors then found a cancerous tumor. Despite a valiant fight, Mickey Mantle died on August 13, 1995, at the age of 63.

  Since his death, the Mick’s legend has grown. His No. 7 was retired in 1969 and five years later he was elected to the Hall of Fame. But his was certainly a star-crossed career. Take away the many injuries and the late-night carousing and people still wonder what could have been. Those who saw him in his prime—beating out a drag bunt with his great speed, hitting long, majestic home runs from both sides of the plate, chasing down fly balls in the vast expanse of Yankee Stadium—will never forget him. And, yes, no one ever looked better in a baseball uniform than Mickey Mantle, No. 7 forever.

  
    MICKEY’S DREAM

    No one loved playing baseball for the Yankees more than Mickey Mantle. He hated to give it up, but hated not being Mickey Mantle on the field even more. Years later, Mickey told people about a recurring dream. He’d be outside Yankee stadium and hear his name announced by Bob Sheppard. “Now batting, No. 7, Mickey Mantle. No. 7.” The problem was Mickey couldn’t find a way into the Stadium. He tried and tried, but the doors were always locked. It’s apparent what Mantle wanted, one more at bat, one more chance to hit one of his majestic home runs and to hear the roar of the crowd as he circled the bases.

  

  It’s not easy to go past the Mick when discussing No. 7. But like most other immortal Yankees numbers, there were those who came before or after. In the case of No. 7, the first guy to wear it would make a great trivia question. When the Yankees took the field in 1929 with new, fresh numbers on their backs, the shortstop who was batting seventh was none other than Leo Durocher. Yep, the same Leo who later became know as “The Lip” during a controversial, tempestuous, and ultimately successful managing career that saw him wind up in the Hall of Fame.

  As a player, Durocher was a good-field, no-hit shortstop who was signed by Paul Krichell, the same scout who inked Gehrig. Leo got a two-game taste of the big leagues in 1925, then didn’t return until 1928 when he played in 102 games and batted .270 without a single home run. The next year he was again the starting shortstop and issued No. 7. He would end up playing in just 106 games and hit .246 without a homer. The Murderers’ Row veterans teased him mercilessly. Ruth called him “the All-American out” and Leo being Leo, he fought back. The next year, he was dealt to Cincinnati and his Yankee career was over but, as everyone knows, Leo Durocher was far from finished in baseball.
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