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INTRODUCTION






It’s going to be Yaz, Goose Gossage thought.In the bottom of the ninth, it’s going to be me against Yaz .


The relief pitcher was back in his hotel room after drinking beers with his teammates at Daisy Buchanan’s on Newbury Street. The Yankees hung out there when they came to Boston to play the Red Sox. Thurman Munson, Lou Piniella, Sparky Lyle, Reggie Jackson, Bucky Dent—it felt like the whole team was out drinking. The 1978 Yankees were a tough crew. They liked to party, razz one another, throw back a few—even if they were playing the biggest game of their lives the next afternoon, which they were. It was better than sitting around at your hotel. Thinking. Getting nervous. Getting tense. You didn’t want that much time to think.


But Gossage couldn’t shut out thoughts of the next day. After he and his teammates drifted off to their rooms for the night, he tried to sleep, and that’s when the game bored into his head and started to buzz around inside his skull. The Yankees versus the Red Sox in a one-game playoff to determine the winner of the American League East Division. The two teams with the best records in either league, and those records happened to be the same—99 wins and 63 losses. After 162 games, the regular season had ended in a tie. Baseball hadn’t seen such an outcome for thirty years, since 1948, when the Red Sox and the Cleveland Indians took part in the first such playoff. And for almost thirty years after 1978, the sport would not see it again.


A couple of weeks before the last day of the season, when the Red Sox trailed the Yankees in the standings by two games, officials from the two teams had flipped a coin to see, in the event that there were a one-game playoff, which team would be the host. The Red Sox won the toss but didn’t expect anything to come of it. Since late July the Yankees had been winning nearly three of every four games they played, and even the Red Sox players doubted that they would catch them. They were wrong. The Sox won 11 of their last 12, including their last seven straight, to stay within one of the Yankees. Then, on October 1, both teams had a game against considerably weaker opponents—the Yankees against the mediocre Cleveland Indians, the Red Sox against the hapless Toronto Blue Jays. Much to the surprise of both the Red Sox and the Yankees, the Yankees lost. The Red Sox, however, did not.


As a result, baseball’s two best teams would be facing each other in a 163rd game. The winner would take on the Kansas City Royals in the league championship series, the prelude to the World Series, but both teams were confident that whoever won this game was the best team in baseball. This game, they felt, was like an entire World Series compressed into one afternoon at Fenway Park. And that was why Richard Michael Gossage, best known as “Goose,” had a feeling that, come the ninth inning, he would be on the mound. Closing out games was his specialty.


It’s going to be Gator for as hard as he can go for as long as he can can go,Gossage thought.And then…


“Gator” was Ron Guidry, the team’s soft-spoken, left-handed ace, who in his second full season had compiled an astonishing record of 24–3, the best in the majors and one of the best in baseball history. Game after game that 1978 season, Guidry had been almost unhittable. He threw a rising fastball in the mid-nineties, setting up a wicked slider that darted in on right-handed hitters. Guidry disguised the pitch somehow; batters couldn’t see the spin on it. The slider looked like a straight-up fastball, but then, just as a batter started his swing…it made hitters look silly.


Guidry, however, had pitched just three days before, one day less than his usual rest between starts, and Gossage, the big, strong relief pitcher, suspected that Guidry wouldn’t have his best stuff.


Gator for as long as he can go, and then it’s going to be me. Against Yaz.


 


That night, Carl Yastrzemski, successor to the great Ted Williams and Red Sox star since 1961, lay in bed and thought about the game the next day. He tried to picture in his head the pitchers he would be facing—Guidry and Gossage. He’d faced them plenty of times before. What did they like to throw? What did they like to throw against him? What did they like to throw against him at Fenway? That was what Yastrzemski did before games. He was always thinking, always preparing, so deep inside his head that some of his teammates felt like they barely knew him.


Carl Yastrzemski had turned thirty-nine years old that season. He was well past his prime, eleven years older than he had been in the miracle season of 1967, when an unheralded Red Sox team came from nowhere to win the pennant. Yaz won the Triple Crown that year, leading the league in batting average, home runs, and runs driven in. No player in either league has done so since. But now, after seventeen seasons in the majors, Yaz’s body was starting to break down. His back hurt him constantly; one of his vertebrae was digging into the surrounding tissue. Since August he had worn a steel back brace whenever he played. His wrists ached from an awkward check swing early in the season. Before each game, Yaz had them wrapped so heavily he looked like a burn victim. He couldn’t run with his former daring, and more and more he played first base instead of his usual position in left field in the shadow of the thirty-seven-feet-high left-field wall, Fenway’s famed Green Monster. First base was easier on the body—less running.


None of that, though, would matter in this game. As Gossage knew, Yastrzemski was the last man you’d want coming to the plate with the game on the line. He was unflappable, and he performed brilliantly under pressure. On that last day of the ’67 season, when the Sox had to beat the Minnesota Twins to win the division, he went 3–4 with three runs batted in. Yaz was just tough. Midway through the season, the doctors wanted to hospitalize him so his back would heal. Yaz walked out on them. Blocks away from the hospital, he came across a construction site and picked up a shovel, the closest thing to a bat he’d seen in days. He picked it up and started to swing. If his back could handle the shovel…


When he was a kid, the son of a Long Island potato farmer, Yastrzemski had done much the same. In the summers, he’d toss hundred-pound bags of potatoes onto a tractor. On winter nights, bundled up against the cold, he’d trudge up a long hill to the family garage and swing a lead bat for hours, hundreds of times, peeling off the layers of coats and sweaters as he warmed up. Night after night, Yastrzemski went to that garage to practice his swing and build his strength. Twenty years later his swing was still powerful, just less frequent. Yaz had always been mainly a fastball hitter. Now, in the twilight years of his career, fastballs were about the only pitch he’d swing at. Breaking balls, curves, changeups—unless he guessed fastball, and guessed wrong, Yaz would stand and watch them go. And if Gossage and Yastrzemski did face each other, the two men’s individual strengths would make the confrontation particularly compelling: a fastball hitter against a fastball pitcher. For Gossage was even faster than Guidry—over short stretches, anyway—and maybe the fastest in the game. So against Gossage, Yaz would get his chances, and that was as it should be. You didn’t want to come at a legend throwing junk. Gossage would match his strength against Yastrzemski’s.


The two men tried to sleep, but couldn’t, and lay in their beds wondering. What would the next day be like? Surely there would be two on, two out. Bottom of the ninth, the season on the line. Maybe the greatest chapter in the greatest rivalry in baseball and beyond. Was there a more intense, more passionate, more historic rivalry in all of sports? Going back to the turn of the twentieth century, the competition between the Red Sox and the Yankees wasn’t just about two teams, but also about two cities, two regions, two cultures, two different ways of looking at the world. Whether you rooted for the Yankees or the Red Sox had something to do with your outlook on life, your reverence for tradition versus your tolerance for change—even, perhaps, how you saw the United States itself. There weren’t many rivalries in sports you could say that about.


Fate, destiny, logic, whatever you wanted to call it—that was how the two teams had wound up here. The Sox and the Yankees had battled for six months now. Back in April, they’d started from two very different places. The Yankees had won the World Series in 1977, but even in spring training they seemed weary of the infighting that had plagued them the prior season, when manager Billy Martin and Reggie Jackson and Thurman Munson feuded and fought for months, and owner George Steinbrenner played the team like a puppeteer. Steinbrenner was “the kind of owner,” right fielder Lou Piniella said in April 1978, “that likes a 163-game lead with 162 games left.” Now, even the off-season was exhausting. “This club can’t take it for another year,” Piniella said.


The Red Sox, on the other hand, were optimistic, and with good reason. Defense? Player for player, theirs was better than the Yankees’, and the Yankees themselves would probably have admitted that. Offense? In 1977, their third baseman, Butch Hobson, had 30 home runs and 112 runs batted in, and he was thelast batter in the Red Sox lineup. Ahead of him came Yaz, of course, and catcher Carlton Fisk, former MVP Fred Lynn, the powerful George “Boomer” Scott, and the slugger Jim Rice, who would go on to have the finest offensive season in baseball in decades. The 1978 Red Sox might have had the strongest-hitting lineup in the team’s storied history. They even had some speed, a Red Sox rarity, to go with the power. In the off-season, they had acquired second baseman Jerry Remy from the California Angels; Remy had stolen 41 bases for the Angels.


Pitching had been the club’s weakness in 1977, when not a single Red Sox pitcher had won more than twelve games. But in the off-season the team had traded for the young and promising Dennis Eckersley and signed Mike Torrez, a right-hander who’d won 17 games for the Yankees the year before, with two more victories in the World Series against the Los Angeles Dodgers. Torrez had been with four teams before joining the Yankees, but from 1974 to 1977, even as he was traded from coast to coast, he’d won 68 games. After the advent of free agency in 1975, Torrez had taken charge of his own future. His father had been a Mexican immigrant who worked on the railroad for a living; Torrez wanted a better life. He played out his contract with the Yankees and signed a seven-year deal with their enemies in Boston for a million dollars more than the Yanks were willing to pay. New York fans called him a traitor. He told them to talk to George Steinbrenner.


Baseball was changing in the 1970s. With the recently obtained right to sell their services on the open market, players were acquiring new wealth and power; the days when even the greatest players were simply handed a contract every spring and told to sign it were gone forever. But this good fortune was also costing the game some of its former pleasures. The lure of seven-figure contracts separated players not just from their old teams, but from the writers who wrote about them, the fans who rooted for them, and even the teammates they played alongside. As wealth began to isolate the players, press coverage grew tougher and more invasive, while the fans, stunned and angry at the amounts of money these baseball players—baseball players!—were making, not to mention their sudden ability to pick up stakes and move to another city, were starting to look upon the athletes like race-horses—worse than that, even. Fans in the 1970s would hurl curses and objects at the players with whom they once felt kinship—beer, hot dogs, cherry bombs, bolts. Such vitriol reflected the fans’ frustration over the uncomfortable ways in which baseball, the most tradition-conscious of American sports, was undergoing rapid and disconcerting change. It also showed how the violence and anger of the late 1960s and early 1970s was seeping into baseball stadiums, no matter how much those fortresses of constancy and tradition tried to filter out the cultural transformations, both good and bad, coursing through the country.


The game was changing, and even as the players tried to capitalize on that, they struggled to preserve the sense of joy so vital to the sport, that element of eternal boyhood so hard for most of them to articulate but so crucial to their love of the game. They welcomed the money that free agency brought. Who wouldn’t? But money wasn’t why this generation of athletes started playing baseball. When they were boys, no one went into baseball to get rich, because the vast majority of players never would. In backyards and on dusty playgrounds, in inner-city parks and on high school diamonds, they played baseball because when they were young they listened to the game on the radio and watched it on television, sometimes in color, but more often in grainy black and white. They saw Jackie Robinson steal home or Mickey Mantle race to make a catch in center field, or heard the crack of Ted Williams’s bat sending another line drive into right field at Fenway Park, and that’s what they wanted to do when they grew up: play baseball like their heroes. They never dreamed of making hundreds of thousands of dollars a year, much less millions, just for playing a game. They played baseball because they loved the sport, and for many of them it was the only thing they knew how to do.


Rich Gossage had been a free agent when he was signed by the Yankees after five years with the White Sox and one with the Pirates. When he came to the Bronx that spring of 1978, he learned how brutal the fans could be when you were being paid enormous sums of money but didn’t perform brilliantly from day one. Gossage blew a few games early, on the road. Then, on opening day at the Stadium, when Gossage was announced with the rest of the Yankees, the fans had booed and booed, like nothing the twenty-six-year-old Gossage had ever heard. Playing for the White Sox, the fans had never been anywhere near as vocal—or hostile. He stood disbelieving in a line of Yankees, the jeers and catcalls cascading down upon him. Gossage was one of the game’s most intimidating players. He stood six feet three inches tall and weighed 210 pounds, and pitched with his cap yanked down low so that opposing batters couldn’t see his eyes. On his first day in his new stadium, Gossage stood on the field, alone in front of 50,000 people, and pulled his hat down to hide the fact that he was crying.


The 1978 season was like that for the Yankees and the Red Sox—gritty, emotional, fiercely competitive. It was also, as the writer Roger Angell said at the time, apainful season. All of those qualities contributed to the drama of the 1978 American League East pennant race. In the first months of the season, the Sox raced to a fourteen-game lead over the Yankees, who bickered and fought with one another as they had the year before. Then, in mid-July, Yankee manager Billy Martin simply imploded, the result of too much pressure and too many scotch-and-waters. One night he told two reporters that his most famous player was a liar and the team’s owner was a crook, and the next day, as he unsuccessfully fought back tears, he announced his resignation in the lobby of a Minnesota hotel.


The Yankees hired a new manager, the quiet, self-assured Bob Lemon, who didn’t say much, just wrote out the lineup card and let the players play. And even as the Red Sox started to lose, the Yankees started to win. A fourteen-game deficit became eight…then four…then none…and suddenly, in early September the Yankees had a three-game lead. No team in American League history had ever come back from fourteen games down. Red Sox fans, always the first to put the worst on the table—it hurt less that way—were calling their team’s slide the greatest choke in baseball history.


And then the Red Sox surprised those fans by picking themselves up and fighting back.


 


The playoff started at two-thirty in the afternoon on October 2. Inside Fenway Park, 32,925 fans would watch as if the weight of a combined 324 games was riding on every pitch, because it was. For Red Sox fans, whose team had come tantalizingly close but fallen short for some sixty years, the weight of decades was riding on the outcome. This game was not just about who would go on to play the Kansas City Royals; both the Yankees and the Red Sox were sure they could beat the Royals. It was about everything that had come before it. You could trace a line from the men involved in this game back to the origins of the Red Sox–Yankee rivalry at the beginning of the century, and from there back to the very beginning of baseball in the United States, before the Civil War. Yet you could also look forward and see that, whoever won on this October day, when it was done everything was going to change—faster, probably, than baseball had ever changed before. That was one reason why players on both teams agreed it was the most important game of their careers. It felt not just like a singular moment, but also like a fragile one, a rare convergence of tradition and rivalry and timelessness that would not be easily, if ever, re-created.


Outside Fenway Park that afternoon, Red Sox fans lamenting their failure to acquire tickets would mill around Kenmore Square, carrying signs with obscene sentiments and harassing any Yankee fan reckless enough to flash his pinstripes. And beyond Fenway, north to Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine, south to Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, and New Jersey, and west across the entire country, fans would play hooky from work or school to park themselves in front of their televisions and watch a game that would burn itself into their memories, a game that reminded them of why they loved baseball, of how beautiful it felt to win and how much it hurt to lose, of the reassuring constancy of the expected and the inevitability of the unpredictable, of struggle and hope and redemption and disappointment and all the ways in which baseball was like life itself. Much of that feeling would be inspired by a light-hitting shortstop named Bucky Dent, whose uncharacteristic moment of greatness changed his life forever and would become one of the sport’s iconic events. And much of the emotion would result from a showdown between a fiery but anxious relief pitcher and an intense, driven veteran near the end of his career, desperate to win it all for the very first time.


After 162 games, the New York Yankees would fly from New York to Boston and Goose Gossage would sit in his hotel room, thinking that the game between his team and the Red Sox would probably come down to a single confrontation between him and Carl Yastrzemski. Meanwhile, Yastrzemski lay in bed and wondered if he would get a chance to win the game for his team, bringing the Red Sox and himself one huge step closer to the goal that had so long escaped him: winning a World Series.









CHAPTER1



THEYANKEESPRING






The New York Yankees should have been a happy, rested group in the spring of 1978. They had just won a world championship and had no reason to believe that they couldn’t do it again. The previous October, the Yankees had won their first World Series since 1962, beating the Los Angeles Dodgers in six games and ending a long and frustrating era of mediocrity. They had done so in dramatic fashion. The Yanks had won their division in a tight race against the Red Sox; though they took two of three from the Sox in early September, it was not until October 1, when the Orioles beat the Red Sox to knock Boston from contention, that the Yankees won the division. Then, for the second straight year, New York had eked out a playoff win by beating the Kansas City Royals in the bottom of the ninth inning in the fifth game. In the sixth game of the World Series against the Dodgers, played at Yankee Stadium, the Yankees watched as one of their teammates performed one of the most remarkable feats in baseball history. Beginning in the second inning, right fielder Reggie Jackson had stroked three decisive home runs in consecutive at-bats, and he had required just three swings to do it. Like everyone else at Yankee Stadium, the Dodgers were overwhelmed by Jackson’s power. New York’s Mike Torrez pitched well, and the Yankees won the game, 8–3, and the Series along with it.


But afterward, the Yankees sounded as if they had finished last instead of first. Outfielder Roy White and catcher Thurman Munson skipped the team’s victory parade; White felt that he had been mistreated by manager Billy Martin, and Munson was exhausted and angry after a season filled with conflict. During the off-season, he would demand to be traded to Cleveland, saying that he wanted to play with a team closer to his wife and children, who lived in Canton, Ohio. Jackson had threatened to quit if Martin remained as manager. “The hardest thing I ever went through in my whole life was last summer,” he said. Their teammates were almost as frustrated. “It’s been the toughest year mentally that I’ve ever had,” Lou Piniella said.


“If the season had dragged on two more weeks, I don’t think I could have made it.” Piniella wasn’t usually one to complain, but his mood was so low that he considered quitting. “You don’t have to be one big, happy family to concentrate on playing ball, but if everything isn’t going to be tranquil, we might as well write off next year,” he said.


The World Series victory, and the strangely inconsistent hard feelings, represented a culmination of developments set in motion in January 1973, when the Yankees were bought by a group of investors dominated by George Steinbrenner, an aggressive and impatient heir to a Cleveland shipbuilding company. Steinbrenner’s father, Henry, had owned Kinsman Marine Transit, a five-boat fleet that transported goods across the Great Lakes. After graduating from Williams College in 1952, George Steinbrenner would eventually run Kinsman and lead a takeover of the American Shipbuilding Company, a much larger firm. But Steinbrenner wasn’t interested in simply being a wealthy man in an unglamorous business. He’d always had an interest in sports. He ran track and played football at Williams, and coached football at Northwestern and Purdue before going to work at Kinsman. In November 1972, when Steinbrenner heard that CBS, which owned the Yankees, wanted to sell the team, he put together a group of partners that bought the team for a bargain sum of $10 million. Of that sum, Steinbrenner himself put in just $833,333.


The decade of CBS’s ownership had been bleak. For fifty years preceding, the Yankees had been baseball’s most successful and storied team, their history stocked with such names as Ruth, Gehrig, Heinrich, DiMaggio, Mantle, Ford, Rizzuto, Martin, Berra, and Maris. They won three championships in the 1920s, then another in 1932. From 1936 to 1939, the Yankees won four straight World Series. They won in 1941, 1943, and 1947. Then, a golden era: between 1949 and 1958, they won the World Series seven times, including a remarkable five straight from 1949 to 1953. From 1947 to 1964, the Yankees won fifteen pennants and ten World Series.


But when CBS purchased the team from owners Dan R. Topping and Del E. Webb for $11 million in 1964, the Yankees were growing old. Though the team had won the Series in 1961 and 1962, and appeared in the Series in 1963 and 1964, its stars were aging and there were few comparable replacements on the horizon. In a span of five years the Yankees lost second baseman Bobby Richardson, shortstop Tony Kubek, pitcher Whitey Ford, and center fielder Mickey Mantle to retirement. Partly because the team was slow to sign black and Hispanic players—the Yankees didn’t bring up their first African-American, catcher Elston Howard, until 1955, and the pace didn’t quicken much during the next decade—the team was decreasingly competitive. In 1965, the Yankees plunged to sixth; the next year, they finished last, for the first time since 1912. For the rest of the decade, the Yankees ranged from mediocre to crummy. Attendance sagged, partly because of the quality of play and partly because of the deteriorating neighborhood around Yankee Stadium, an area that over the course of the 1960s had become poorer, dirtier, and less safe. With the support of New York City mayor John Lindsay, Yankee Stadium was to be renovated and enlarged in 1974 and 1975, but that was still no guarantee that fans would come to a tough neighborhood to see a struggling team. In 1972, the Yankees finished fourth and attendance was under a million. CBS chairman William Paley decided it was time to sell, and dispatched team president Mike Burke to search for potential buyers. Eventually he found Steinbrenner, who had earlier tried to buy the Indians only to have the deal fall through.


The sale was announced on January 3, 1973. “I won’t be active in the day-to-day operations of the club at all,” Steinbrenner said. “I can’t spread myself so thin. I’ve got enough headaches with my shipping company.” That vow of separation was broken even before it was made. With the papers not yet signed, Steinbrenner clashed with Burke, who still aspired to run the team, over a six-figure contract Burke had negotiated with outfielder Bobby Murcer; Steinbrenner thought it was too much money and berated Burke mercilessly over the agreement. In late April, Burke resigned, telling friends, “I’ll be fine when I get this knife out of my back.” Steinbrenner’s minority partners would remain virtually unknown, their level of visibility reflecting their lack of influence in the running of the team. At the end of the season, Yankees manager Ralph Houk, considered one of baseball’s finest managers, also quit, telling his players that it would be impossible for any manager to enjoy autonomy with Steinbrenner in charge. Steinbrenner replaced him with Bill Virdon, a mild-mannered former center fielder who had managed the Pittsburgh Pirates for two years.


The Yankees were now entirely George Steinbrenner’s franchise, and he set out to remake them. His partner in restoration was new president Gabe Paul, sixty-three, a longtime baseball executive with an eye for talent and a gift for making smart personnel moves. Paul, then the Indians’ president, had introduced Steinbrenner to Burke, and Steinbrenner brought him to the Yankees. Some thought he joined them, in a sense, before the sale of the team had been completed: in November 1972, the Yankees had acquired a young third baseman from the Indians named Graig Nettles, a left-handed hitter with power whose fielding was good and getting better. Since Paul, who made the trade for the Indians, was himself negotiating to join the Yankees, many observers saw a conflict of interest, but Paul always denied any impropriety. In December 1973, the Yankees picked up right fielder Lou Piniella, whose best days were ahead of him, for relief pitcher Lindy McDaniel, whose best days were not. In April 1974, again from the Indians, Paul acquired first baseman Chris Chambliss, an excellent defensive player who had been American League rookie of the year in 1971, and the versatile relief pitcher Dick Tidrow. In October 1974 Paul would ship Bobby Murcer, one of the few Yankee bright lights of the late ’60s and early ’70s, to San Francisco for the speedy Bobby Bonds (who would in turn be dispatched to California one year later for pitcher Ed Figueroa and outfielder Mickey Rivers).


The Yankees also had some tough and talented veterans who were becoming the core of the team. Catcher Thurman Munson, who had come up from the minors in 1969 and was the 1970 American League rookie of the year, was one of the best at his position in either league. Sparky Lyle, a lefty relief pitcher with a vicious slider, had been acquired in a 1972 trade with Boston for first baseman Danny Cater, a deal that worked out considerably better for the Yankees than it did for the Red Sox. New York was improving. In 1974, the team finished second, two games behind the consistently strong Baltimore Orioles, with a record of 89–73. The Red Sox were another five games back.


In theory, many of Paul’s personnel moves were made without the knowledge or participation of George Steinbrenner, who in November 1974 was suspended from baseball for two years. Three months earlier, Steinbrenner had pled guilty to two counts of campaign fraud; Steinbrenner was said to have violated campaign finance laws in 1972 by pressuring employees of his shipping firm to donate to Richard Nixon’s Committee to Re-Elect the President. Steinbrenner gave $25,000 “bonuses” to eight of his employees, then instructed them to give that money to Nixon’s reelection campaign, an illegal circumvention of limits on donations. He then tried to cover up the money trail.


The Yankee owner would claim that Richard Nixon’s henchmen had pressured him into the scheme by threatening an antitrust investigation of American Shipping. But there was no evidence of such pressure, and in August 1974 Steinbrenner filed his guilty plea. Thanks in large part to the efforts of his brilliant trial lawyer, Edward Bennett Williams, he received only a $20,000 fine. The consequences in baseball were more severe: Commissioner Bowie Kuhn banned Steinbrenner from having any involvement with the team for two years. (Kuhn later reduced the term to fifteen months.) While the suspension was personally embarrassing and painful for Steinbrenner, it had little practical impact. It could stop him from showing up at Yankee Stadium, but it could not and did not stop him from using the telephone. And so it was, on Old-Timers’ Day, August 2, 1975, that George Steinbrenner fired Bill Virdon, whom he found lackluster and boring, and hired Billy Martin to manage his team. The Yankees were an unimpressive 53–51 at the time, and Steinbrenner was in a hurry.


 


Alfred Manuel “Billy” Martin, Jr. was an unlikely Yankee, for he resembled none of the types that defined Yankee teams. He was not dignified and graceful, like DiMaggio, or an all-American farmboy, like Mantle, or stoic and gracious, like Gehrig. He was a lifelong underdog, a runt and a troublemaker, and the Yankees, with the exception of the CBS years, were never underdogs. Perhaps that was why the desire to be a Yankee had permeated Martin’s life since he was a boy; Billy Martin wanted the peace of mind, the confidence and ease, the aura of comfortable success, that the New York Yankees promised.


Born on May 16, 1928, he was the grandson of Italian immigrants on his mother’s side who came to the United States in 1879 and settled in West Berkeley, California, in the first decade of the twentieth century. He would be called “Billy” because his maternal grandmother used to pick him up and say “Bellissimo,” and a shortened version stuck. His mother was Jenny Catherine Salvini and his father was a local musician named Alfred Manuel Martin. They had neither a good marriage nor a long one. Before Billy was even born, Jenny gave Alfred a watch, which he in turn gave to a fifteen-year-old girl he was courting. Jenny discovered the betrayal, found the girl, and physically beat her. Jenny then proceeded to throw Alfred Martin out of her house, hurling his clothes onto the lawn and smashing the windows of his car. She was pregnant at the time. Billy would be raised by Jenny and her second husband, a short-order cook named Jack Downey.


As a boy in a tough, working-class neighborhood, Martin did three things, all of them fiercely: he played baseball, he chased girls, and he fought. “I didn’t like to fight, but I didn’t have a choice,” Martin would explain. “If you walked through the park, a couple of kids would come after you. When you were small, someone was always chasing you. I had to fight three kids because I joined the YMCA. They thought I was getting too ritzy for them.” That was how Martin saw himself—as an outsider, a little guy, who was either being dragged back to his lowly roots or scorned by the “ritzy” people. He was a small boy, but wiry and physically fearless. His most distinctive features were unfortunate ones—a long, thin nose, floppy ears, and crooked teeth. He was often teased about them, and he usually responded violently. “From the time I was twelve, I awoke every morning knowing there was a good chance I was going to have to get into a fight with somebody,” Martin said. More often than not, he was the instigator of those fights, sucker-punching his opponents, who sometimes did not even know that they had done something to offend Martin. And no matter how many people Billy hit, his mother assured him that he had done the right thing. The other boys only got what they deserved.


Martin carried that me-against-the-world attitude, a combustible mix of courage and insecurity, pride and fear, into his play on the baseball diamond. He’d take people out at second, but resented it if they did the same. To exact revenge, he’d slam the ball into a player’s teeth, or swat a guy—hard—in the face with his glove. Such tactics supplemented his abilities. Martin was not a natural athlete but a hard worker with unrelenting intensity. That was why he always wanted to be an infielder. He lacked the patience to play outfield; he wanted to be in the thick of things. As a senior at Berkeley High School, in 1946, he was an all-star in his local league, but he couldn’t play in the all-star game because of—of course—a fight. During an earlier game against a crosstown school, a fan had razzed Martin, calling him “Pinocchio.” Martin didn’t take it for long before he dropped his glove, jumped into the stands, and began punching the fan. Then he slugged the umpire who tried to break up the fight.


Growing up, Martin was a Yankee fan. The Yankees were the elite of baseball, and they also had Italian-American stars such as Phil Rizzuto, Tony Lazzeri, and, above all, Joe DiMaggio. In an era when most games weren’t nationally broadcast, they were also the team that a California kid was most likely to hear about. But Martin could not simply go from high school in the Bay Area to the Yankees, although if his desire was the only prerequisite, Martin would have. So in the spring of 1946 Martin finagled a tryout with the local professional team, the Oakland Oaks of the Pacific Coast League, and its well-traveled manager, a former journeyman outfielder named Charles Dillon “Casey” Stengel. As Stengel watched, Martin fielded ground ball after ground ball, always confident, always aggressive, always asking to be hit another. Stengel signed him to a contract of two hundred dollars a month and said, “He’s a hard-nosed, big-nosed player.” Martin didn’t mind such words when they came from Stengel, who would become like a father to him.


Martin played a year for an Oaks minor league team in Idaho Falls, Idaho, and then, in Phoenix in 1947, he had a remarkable season, driving in 173 runs. At the beginning of 1948, he was with the Oaks. The next year, Stengel left to manage the Yankees, and in October 1949 he convinced Yankee general manager George Weiss to buy Martin’s contract from the Oaks. Martin, who by that point was making $9,000 a year, would start at $7,500 with the Yankees, a slight he would never forget. Such parsimony from Weiss was hardly unique to him, but Martin took everything personally. Still, the tough kid from the wrong side of the bay was playing for the New York Yankees. He had overcome considerable odds just to get there.


Martin’s first spring with the Yankees was in 1950. He was just twenty-two years old, but he quickly ingratiated himself with some of the veteran players, especially Joe DiMaggio, who liked the rookie’s brashness. In 1951 Mickey Mantle arrived on the team, and he and Martin grew close; from that year until 1957, they roomed together. Both were small-town kids who liked to go out at night, drink, and enjoy the company of beautiful women, even though, as of 1952, both were married. Yet their nighttime pursuits would go largely unreported, because sportswriters didn’t mention such behavior in those days. Whether traveling on trains with the team or going out to dinner with players, reporters spent far more time with their subjects then than they do now. They couldn’t afford to jeopardize that access, and they usually wouldn’t think of it anyway. Baseball players chasing pretty women? That was hardly news.


But Martin still fought, and his fights couldn’t always be kept out of the papers. After the 1950 season, Martin got in a car accident and beat up the other driver. The man sued, and Martin had to pay him $2,658, a lot of money on a four-figure salary. Before a game in May 1952, Martin grew furious at Red Sox rookie Jimmy Piersall, who was teasing Martin about his nose, calling him that hated “Pinocchio.” Somehow the two men convened under the stands behind home plate, and before other players could separate them, Martin punched Piersall twice in the face. In July, St. Louis Browns catcher Clint Courtney slid hard into Martin at second base, and Martin tagged him between the eyes with the ball for the third out. (Courtney wore glasses.) When Courtney followed Martin toward the Yankee dugout, Martin abruptly pivoted and slugged him in the jaw.


Fighting was something that Martin couldn’t shake; it was part of his identity, part of the edge that helped him compete against more gifted athletes, and though he had reached the highest level of his sport he remained an insecure and angry man. There was, by this point, no objective reason for such feelings of inadequacy; the 1950s Yankees were perhaps the most consistently excellent squad in the history of the game. Led by Mantle, Rizzuto, catcher Yogi Berra, and pitchers such as Allie Reynolds and Ed Lopat, they won the pennant six times from 1950 to 1956, dominating baseball like no team before or since. Through it all, Martin was a mainstay, a player whose talent wasn’t really measured by statistics but by less quantifiable contributions—the hard slide that broke up a double play, the unerring way he organized the infield defense, the insightful pointers he gave to his teammates, the opponents’ signs he endeavored to steal. In the dugout he would sit next to Stengel, constantly asking questions, pestering the manager for information, and, as time passed, making suggestions himself. Martin was obsessed with winning, and he would try any trick to gain an advantage; one of his favorites was to take a quick step forward in the batter’s box just as the pitcher was starting his motion, in hopes of breaking his concentration. At the same time he grew devoted to the ethos of those great Yankee teams, their spirit of professionalism and sacrifice. No matter how you comported yourself off the field, when you were playing the game you executed the fundamentals, you played with intensity and confidence, and you cared more about the betterment of the team than about your own statistics. And if you made a mistake, you didn’t follow it with an excuse; you admitted your error.


Somehow, Martin was always playing better than he should have been able to. With the bases loaded in the seventh inning of the seventh game of the 1952 World Series against the Dodgers, Martin made a sprinting catch of a Jackie Robinson pop-up and saved the game for his team. The next year, when the Yankees won their fifth straight Series, Martin was the most valuable player; he had 12 hits against the Dodgers, batted .500, drove in 8 runs, and set World Series records for most hits and most total bases (23). The previous holder of that record was Babe Ruth. Martin would never equal that performance, but he consistently played brilliantly under pressure. His average over five World Series was .333, about .80 points higher than his career .257 mark. The only year that the Yankees did not win the pennant between 1951 and 1956, Martin’s years on the team, was 1954. Martin spent that season in the military.


But Martin found it hard to enjoy success. Even when things were going well—perhaps especially then—he worried that he wasn’t good enough, that he was on the verge of losing all that he had attained. In his years with the Yankees, he was treated for insomnia, hypertension, and “acute melancholia,” according to a profile in theSaturday Evening Post. In 1953, he became addicted to sleeping pills, taking two a night throughout the season, along with his usual heavy doses of alcohol. While recovering from a knee injury in 1952, he admitted, he was so “frightened, I couldn’t sleep, thinking about all the guys who washed out with bad legs. I couldn’t eat. I vomited everything.” Concerned teammates picked Martin up and put him on a scale. At about 160, he was normally thin. Now he weighed 132 pounds.


“Mothers and fathers of kids think you get ahead on ability and opportunity,” Martin said. “They don’t know about the outside pressure. The guys who are happy playing ball are those who can adjust to the nuthouse they have to live in. Some of us can. Some can’t. I’ve never been able to get a too steady grip on myself in this racket.” He wasn’t the only person to feel that way. A 1954 poll of baseball writers named him both the “unhappiest” and the “most conceited” Yankee. Martin’s arrogance was the flip side of his insecurity. “I don’t have much saved, and I don’t expect I’ll be asked to manage a team,” Martin said in 1956. “If I’d opened a little pizza-and-scallopini restaurant or a used car lot when I was eighteen, I’d have more than I have now.”


Babe Ruth had such prodigious talent that he could abuse his body relentlessly and still dominate his sport; when he chased women and drank the night away, he reveled in the sheer fun of such decadence, like a little boy with the desires and resources of a grown man. With Martin, broads and booze didn’t look like fun; his pursuit of them felt desperate and needy and, as the years passed, more and more pathetic. He was as addicted to both as he had been to painkillers. His lament prompted his profiler, Al Stump, to conclude that the price of success in pro ball wasn’t always worth the psychological toll it exacted. “Parents of precocious young ballplayers might well take Martin’s case to heart,” Stump cautioned. “A boy may have all the physical attributes and be bursting with ambition. The question is: When he gets up there, can he cope with the rest of it?”


Casey Stengel never worried much about Martin’s fighting, which he thought useful—it could inspire Martin’s teammates—or about his team’s partying. When pitcher Don Larsen, who was known for liking a drink, crashed his car at about four o’clock one morning, Stengel told reporters, “He must have been mailing a letter.” While many teams now ban even beer from the postgame locker room, Stengel’s most severe restriction was that when the Yankees were playing at night, they shouldn’t drinkbefore the game. Asked about players chasing girls, Stengel replied, “It ain’t getting it that hurts them, it’s staying up all night looking for it. They gotta learn that if you don’t get it by midnight, you ain’t gonna get it, and if you do, it ain’t worth it.”


Martin’s concern about his status with the team was not wholly unfounded; Yankee general manager George Weiss had never liked him. In 1950, when Martin first arrived from Oakland, Weiss informed him that he was sending Martin to the minors, and a furious Martin had shouted back, “I’ll make you pay for abusing me like this. I’ll get even!” Weiss had never forgotten that act of disrespect. He also worried that Martin was a bad influence on Mickey Mantle, and that their late nights were hurting Mantle’s play. Martin responded that if Mantle weren’t partying with him, he’d be carousing with someone else. While perhaps true, it was not a winning argument, and in the spring of 1957 Martin’s position grew precarious with the arrival of two gifted rookies, infielders Bobby Richardson and Tony Kubek. In May, Martin gave Weiss another reason to trade him. On the 14th, Martin and some of his teammates, including Mantle, Berra, Whitey Ford, and Hank Bauer, hit the town to celebrate Berra’s and Martin’s birthdays. (Berra was turning twenty-two, Martin twenty-nine.) The happy group eventually wound up at the Copacabana club, where Sammy Davis, Jr. was singing. Martin and Bauer exhanged words with an obnoxious drunk at the next table. The night ended with a man from that group unconscious, suffering from a broken nose and head contusions. The incident made headlines, and Weiss was livid; he couldn’t prove that Martin was the puncher, but he may not have cared. It seemed that wherever Billy Martin went, trouble soon followed.


On June 15, Weiss traded Martin to the Kansas City Athletics for no one in particular. The trade devastated Martin. He had been ripped from the only team he’d ever wanted to play for and sent to a club on its way to a 61–92 record and a seventh-place finish. Martin fumed that he was hardly the only drinker on the Yankees, just the most expendable—the fall guy. Perhaps most painful, Martin felt betrayed by Stengel, who had failed to protect him. In fact Stengel, knowing that Weiss was determined to rid himself of Martin, hadn’t even tried to save his protégé. The trade seemed to confirm Martin’s deepest fears—that he didn’t belong on a winner, he didn’t deserve a father. No matter how far he had come, he could still fall right back to where he started.


In the next four and a half years, Martin would play for six teams—the A’s, the Tigers, the Indians, the Reds, the Milwaukee Braves, and the Twins. The quality of his play would decline, but his penchant for aggressive behavior would not. On August 5, 1960, Martin was playing for the Reds in a game against the Chicago Cubs, and Cubs pitcher Jim Brewer threw a pitch headed for Martin’s head. Martin threw up his arm and the ball hit him on the elbow, but to his amazement, the umpire ruled that the pitch had hit his bat for a strike. On the next pitch, Martin swung and released the bat in the direction of the pitcher’s mound. As he walked onto the field to retrieve it, Martin leaned over to pick up the bat, then suddenly punched Brewer in the face, breaking his jaw. A melee ensued. Brewer later sued Martin and won a $22,000 judgment; the Reds sent Martin on his way. The Yankee hero had become an aging and embittered journeyman. In April 1962, the Minnesota Twins, his last team, released Martin.


After twelve years in the majors, Martin’s playing days were over, but his prediction that he would never become a manager proved wrong. Even as he was haunted by old demons—insecurity, aggression, addiction, fear—Martin would become one of baseball’s best managers. He started as a scout with the Twins, whose owner, Calvin Griffith, recognized that while Martin’s physical skills had deteriorated, his knowledge of the game was immense. Martin served more as a managerial aide for the Twins, evaluating and working with players, than as a traditional scout in search of new talent. As Jack Tighe, his manager with the Tigers, said of Martin, “The big thing he’s going to do for us is make those players realize how good they are. He can get a guy to play better baseball.”


Martin gradually worked his way up the Twins organization. In 1968 he became manager of the Twins’ Triple-A team, the Denver Bears, which went from a record of 8–22 to winning 57 of its next 85 games. That success earned Martin a promotion to the big leagues, and in 1969 he led the Twins to a division title. But the season was marred when Martin got into a brawl with Twins pitcher Dave Boswell at a bar, beating Boswell so badly the pitcher had to be taken to the hospital to receive twenty stitches. “I had to stop the country club atmosphere,” Martin explained. After the Twins lost to the Orioles in the division championship, Calvin Griffith decided, as George Weiss had before him, that Billy Martin simply wasn’t worth the trouble, and fired his new manager.


But some team was always willing to take a chance on a winner, no matter the baggage he carried, especially one who led his teams in an exciting, aggressive style of play that brought fans to the stadium; 1.3 million people paid to see the Twins play at home in 1969, a team record. In 1971, Martin signed a two-year contract to manage the Tigers. As always, he insisted that his players practice a nearly cult-like loyalty to him and be willing to do whatever it took to win. Before a game against California that season, Martin and his players were going over the Angels’ lineup. Someone mentioned that former Red Sox Tony Conigliaro had trouble seeing fastballs because of a horrific beaning he’d received in 1967; Conigliaro’s left cheekbone was crushed and his left retina severely damaged, and he had struggled to return to baseball. On hearing about Conigliaro’s blind spot, Martin instructed his pitcher to knock him down on the first pitch. “We’re not going to baby sit him,” Martin said. “He may be lying.”


In 1972, the Tigers won their division after Red Sox shortstop Luis Aparacio slipped and fell rounding third base, costing his team a decisive game. In September 1973, though, the Tigers fired Martin; the team’s management had wearied of his drinking, his womanizing, and his penchant for picking fights with opponents, management, his own players, and the press. But Martin was like a drug-addicted rock star whom no one wants to cut off; as long as he could be pushed out onto the stage to perform, as long as he won, someone would give Martin a job. He was promptly hired by the Texas Rangers. Again he created his own problems, fighting with management over player moves and flaunting his philandering. Even as he banned his players from bringing wives on the team’s charter planes, he brought his own girlfriends. (Martin apparently feared that the players’ wives might disclose his wanderings to his own wife.) Martin began criticizing the Rangers’ management and ownership in the press, especially when he’d been drinking. On July 21, 1975, the Rangers fired him.


The pattern was by now clear: Martin made every team he managed better, and he increased attendance. But sooner or later he demoralized and alienated crucial players, offended management, spoke indiscreetly to the press, acted unprofessionally, and generally sabotaged his own success. Billy Martin thought that he could, or should, get away with anything as long as he won, and there was quite a lot that he could get away with. But always he pushed too far, until his employers decided that winning was not, in the end, the only thing that mattered.


George Steinbrenner was in this way both the best and the worst possible owner for Martin. Like Martin, Steinbrenner did believe that winning was the only thing that mattered, which was why he was willing to bring Martin to New York. Given his own fixation with control, Steinbrenner would never cede Martin the level of autonomy the manager felt he needed and deserved, but in order to promote his team’s chances of winning, the owner was willing to accept new levels of self-destructive behavior from his manager. Other owners tolerated Martin’s behavior to a point; Steinbrenner was willing to put up with more than anyone else. To some degree, he even encouraged Martin’s drama.


“In New York,” Steinbrenner said, “athletics is more than a game. The game is important, but so is the showmanship involved with the game.” The owner had once done business with theater producer James Nederlander, and he compared running the Yankees to producing a Broadway show. “I learned something from being in the theater business. You can take a show on Broadway…and win a Tony Award because you have Lauren Bacall. And you can take another show just as good…but not have a hit, because you don’t have a Lauren Bacall. That always stuck in my bonnet. Billy Martin is something more than just a baseball manager.” He was a personality, a star—even, to employ a term then starting to become widely used, a celebrity. Steinbrenner had fired Bill Virdon because he found the man boring; now he had hired an entertainer.


As for Martin, his return to New York meant nothing less than redemption from exile. Asked how it felt to take the job that once belonged to Casey Stengel, Martin was on the verge of tears. “This is the only job I ever wanted,” he said.


 


He inherited a team on the upswing. The Yankees had come close to winning their division in 1974, but the Orioles won 25 of their last 31 games and finished two ahead of New York. Despite the heroic efforts of Catfish Hunter, who pitched an astonishing 30 complete games in his first year with the Yankees, the 1975 American League East Division title would go to the Red Sox, who then participated in one of the most exciting World Series in baseball history, a seven-game thriller they lost to the Reds. But in that off-season, the Yankees traded for center fielder Mickey Rivers and pitcher Ed Figueroa from California, and for a quiet young second baseman named Willie Randolph from Pittsburgh. With those newcomers and a core of veterans such as Munson, Piniella, Sparky Lyle, and Catfish Hunter, the Yankees were becoming formidable. As if to confirm their restoration, they returned to Yankee Stadium in 1976 after two years spent in the garish Shea Stadium, home of the Mets.


Martin quickly showed his habit of judging players in terms of their perceived manliness. Early in the season, he saw pitcher Larry Gura carrying a tennis racket through a hotel lobby. Gura would later hear Martin conspicuously whispering about what a “sissy sport” tennis was—a country club sport. In May, Gura was shipped to the Royals for backup catcher Fran Healy, and in subsequent years he would delight in beating the Yankees. In 1977, before the Royals played at Yankee Stadium in the league championship, Martin publicly suggested that Gura might get hurt on his way to the stadium, and offered to protect him. But Gura was a fine pitcher for Kansas City, going 16–4 in 1978; the Yankees released Healy in May of that season.


New York won 97 games in 1976, finishing 101/2 ahead of the Orioles. After beating the Royals in the playoffs, the Yankees headed to the World Series for the first time since 1964. Their opponent was the Cincinnati Reds, the famous Big Red Machine. “They’re a good club, but we’re the better club,” Martin said. They were not; the Reds swept the Series. Martin was so distraught that in the top of the ninth in Game Four, he threw a ball at home plate umpire Bill Deegan, who promptly ejected him. Martin vanished into the trainer’s room, sat down under a table, and started to cry.


The loss only heightened Steinbrenner’s desire to win a championship. On November 18, he signed free agent Don Gullett, a left-handed pitcher who’d helped the Reds win the Series the previous two years. Eleven days later, he announced an even bigger move: the signing of Reggie Jackson, a so-so outfielder but a tremendous power hitter, for $2.5 million over five years.


With Martin as manager and Steinbrenner as owner, the Yankees were already a volatile mix. Jackson’s arrival introduced that volatility to the ranks of the players. Certainly Jackson was one of baseball’s great hitters. In ten years in the majors, he had hit 281 home runs, helping the A’s win championships from 1972 to 1974. He was a thoughtful, introspective, and articulate man. He was also, in some ways, very much like his two new bosses. He liked attention from the media, he had a high opinion of his own abilities, and he enjoyed hearing himself speak. Before he even joined the Yankees, he’d been on the cover ofTime, Sport, andSports Illustrated magazines—no fewer than five times forSports Illustrated alone.


But he was in important ways very different from his new manager. Martin had learned baseball in an earlier era, and he did not welcome change. He resisted Steinbrenner’s suggestions that he pay more attention to statistical analysis, saying, “The computer never played baseball, and neither did the guy who uses it.” He resented the fact that a manager’s control over players was diminished by their free agent riches. If you fined a millionaire five hundred dollars, what difference did that make? Instead, Martin favored players whose work ethic and attitudes toward the game reminded him of his Yankee teams and, more specifically, of himself.


Reggie Jackson was not such a player. On the field, his skills—primarily the ability to hit a ball very hard and very far—all seemed to revolve around the promotion of individual glory. He could not bunt. He struck out more than any other player in the history of the game. His defense was poor, and he didn’t work much at improving it. Martin, however, had toiled constantly to make himself a good player; for him a commitment to the sport meant valuing its small, subtle acts and knowing how to perform them. Jackson was a devotee of the grand gesture, the home run. He had little interest in making himself a well-rounded player; you would never hear stories of Jackson practicing his defense hour after hour. In one memorable Oakland A’s game against Baltimore, an Oriole hit a double over the first base bag. A’s first baseman Danny Cater (the same Danny Cater whom the Yankees would later ship to the Red Sox for Sparky Lyle) promptly turned and started arguing with the umpire, shouting that the ball was foul. Jackson, meanwhile, had picked up the ball and thrown it into the infield without looking. His throw struck Cater in the back of the head, prompting Catfish Hunter to say that that was the only time Reggie ever hit the cutoff man.


Jackson was, in fact, the ideal designated hitter, a new American League position created in 1973, a player who would bat but not play in the field. And that made him the antithesis of everything that Martin valued in a baseball player—yet he was hugely rewarded despite, or perhaps even because of, what Martin considered his disrespect for the game. Jackson was modern, and bound to clash with his tradition-obsessed manager. He wasn’t just a baseball player, as Martin had been, so immersed in the sport that he could not imagine a life outside it, so desperate about his status within it that the thought of failure kept him staring at the ceiling when he tried to sleep. Martin never quite believed in his excellence; Jackson never doubted his. Such confidence liberated Jackson, giving him more perspective on baseball, a greater critical distance. As a free agent, he was one of the first players able to choose which team he would play for, and he selected the Yankees not just on the basis of how good they were, or how much Steinbrenner would pay him—other teams had offered more money—but how much media attention he could generate in New York and how valuable that attention would be in terms of endorsements, advertisements, and his own ego.


Martin played the game because he could do nothing else and never much wanted to. For Jackson, baseball was merely the foundation of the Reggie Jackson brand, a platform from which to launch other ventures. He was a sports commentator, a businessman, a real estate investor, and a millionaire (at a time when that was rare among baseball players) even before he joined the Yankees. While Martin worried that he’d never made much money in baseball, Jackson flaunted his wealth; he owned a collection of classic cars that included five Rolls-Royces. And money was not all he flaunted. Like Martin, Jackson loved the company of beautiful women, but his were usually more beautiful than those with whom Martin consorted and, because he was divorced, he did not have to hide their existence. A 1974Time profile of Jackson said that “his typical evening will end with some dancing at the Playboy Club in San Francisco, where several Bunnies appreciate his company after work. For more substantial relationships, Jackson dates several white girls….”


Of course Jackson was modern in a way that was, for baseball, still a relatively new phenomenon: he was black, or at least partially so. His father, Martinez Jackson, was the son of a black father and a Spanish mother; his mother, Clara, was black. Reginald Martinez Jackson was born May 18, 1946, and grew up in Wyncote, Pennsylvania, a prosperous suburb of Philadelphia. Race, Jackson always said, was not a prominent factor in his childhood; unlike Martin, Jackson never felt that he grew up on the wrong side of the tracks, whether physical, social, racial or ethnic. “My father didn’t and still doesn’t know what color is,” he said. “I grew up with white kids, played ball with them, went home with them and more than one time beat up some punk trying to hurt them. I didn’t know what prejudice was until I got to college and the football coach told me to stop dating white girls.”


After two years playing baseball and football at Arizona State, Jackson was signed by the Kansas City Athletics in 1966 for an $85,000 bonus. The New York Mets actually had the first pick that year. But their general manager, George Weiss, who a decade earlier had been loath to integrate the Yankees, avoided Jackson because of his predilection for dating white women. Two years later, when the A’s moved to Oakland, Jackson was their starting right fielder. That season he led the American League in home runs, with 29, but also strikeouts, with 171, and errors, with 12. The following year Jackson erupted, hitting 37 home runs before the All-Star break, looking like he would break Roger Maris’s record of 61 home runs in a season, until he tailed off in the second half and finished with a still remarkable 47.


The A’s dominated baseball in the early 1970s, winning the World Series in 1972, 1973, and 1974. With such pitchers as Catfish Hunter, Rollie Fingers, and Vida Blue and hitters such as Joe Rudi, Ray Fosse, and Sal Bando, they were a rambunctious, tough group who had learned to live with Jackson’s ego and insatiable need for media attention. Jackson sought press, reveled in it, and rewarded those who gave it to him with the kind of quotes that sounded more like something Andy Warhol would say than a baseball player. “I’d rather hit than have sex,” Jackson toldTime . “To hit is to show strength. It’s two against one at the plate, the pitcher and the catcher versus you…God, I do love to hit that little round sum-bitch out of the park and make ’em say, ‘Wow!’” The magazine wrote of Jackson, “Though once a sloppy defenseman, rightfielder Jackson now makes a habit of circus catches and bullet throws to infield and home.” Jackson did indeed have a powerful throwing arm. But the “circus catches” line might have been a nice way of saying that Jackson could make even routine fly balls look exciting.


For all the ink he attracted in Oakland, Jackson was restless; he knew he could get more attention and more money elsewhere, and at the beginning of the 1976 season he made no secret of his desire to become a free agent. The A’s notoriously stingy owner, Charles Finley, promptly traded Jackson to Baltimore, on the theory that it was better to get something for him while that was still possible than simply to lose him to free agency. (One of the players Finley received in return was Mike Torrez, who had just won 20 games with the Orioles.) But Jackson wouldn’t sign with Baltimore, to the frustration of local fans who pelted Jackson with hot dogs. At the end of the season, the courtship began. The Yankees wanted Jackson, as did the Padres and the Expos, among others. Could Reggie Jackson really play in Montreal or San Diego?


From the beginning, then—even before he arrived in spring training for 1977 in one of his Rolls-Royces—Reggie Jackson created tension. Thurman Munson fumed that Steinbrenner was paying Jackson more than Munson, though Steinbrenner had promised Munson that he would be the highest-paid Yankee. Then, in late May, the publication of a profile of Jackson inSport magazine irritated Munson further. Robert Ward’s article, “Reggie Jackson in No-Man’s Land,” quoted Jackson saying, “You know, this team, it all flows from me. I’ve got to keep it all going. I’m the straw that stirs the drink. It all comes back to me. Maybe I should say me and Munson. But he really doesn’t enter into it. He’s so damned insecure about the whole thing…. Munson thinks he can be the straw that stirs the drink, but he can only stir it bad.” Those provocative quotations would create season-long tension not just between Jackson and Munson, but between Jackson and almost all the other Yankees. Thurman Munson was the team captain, but more than that, he was the team leader; insulting him was a terrible mistake.


Martin, of course, hadn’t wanted Jackson on the team; he preferred Oakland outfielder Joe Rudi, who was quieter, less flamboyant, and played better defense. He disliked Jackson for numerous reasons, but prime among them was that he considered Jackson one of “George’s boys,” his derogatory term for players whom, he felt, the owner had foisted upon him. Relations between the two started bad and got worse, most notably in a June 18 game against the Red Sox at Fenway. In the sixth inning, Jim Rice lined a short fly ball toward Jackson in right. Jackson couldn’t have caught the ball, but he certainly didn’t run very hard to get it. An alert Rice noted Jackson’s lackadaisical effort and quickly turned a single into a double. Martin—the man who’d made a sprinting grab of a pop-up to save the 1952 World Series—was livid, and instantly sent reserve outfielder Paul Blair out to replace Jackson. The Yankee right fielder was stunned; the game was being nationally broadcast on NBC’sGame of the Week , and Martin was taking him out in the middle of the inning, humiliating him in front of millions of viewers. As soon as Jackson arrived at the dugout, he and Martin began screaming at each other, and would have come to blows if coaches Yogi Berra and Elston Howard hadn’t physically inserted themselves between them.


Martin almost lost his job because of the incident—even for Steinbrenner, tolerating a manager who threatened to beat the daylights out of his star free agent was asking a lot—but it marked the peak of the Yankees’ discontent, and after the incident the team pulled back from the edge of implosion. Though the bad feelings lingered, the Yankees began to win. Munson and Jackson hit well, Ron Guidry started to come into his own, Sparky Lyle was having a Cy Young Award–winning season, and the Yankees won 100 games. They then won 7 more in the postseason, culminating in Jackson’s memorable Game Six performance. Three swings, three homers.


In the off-season, Steinbrenner did not sit still. To the amazement of Sparky Lyle, he signed right-handed relief pitcher Rich Gossage to a contract totaling $2,748,000. Lyle was making about $130,000 a year, and though he won that Cy Young Award for his pitching during the ’77 season—a rarity for a reliever—suddenly he felt replaced with the arrival of a competitor who happened to be younger and making far more money than he was.


The pitching staff had gone through other changes. Mike Torrez had headed up to Boston, but the Yankees had also signed reliever Rawly Eastwick from the Reds and Andy Messersmith from the Braves. Between Eastwick, who was to pitch middle innings, and Dick Tidrow, Sparky Lyle, and Rich Gossage, the Yankees surely had the best bullpen in baseball. The starters were shakier. Leading the staff now was Guidry, who had gone 10–2 after the All-Star break. Both Hunter and Gullett, however, had struggled with sore arms in 1977, and that spring Hunter was diagnosed with diabetes. The Yankees were counting on Ed Figueroa, winner of 51 games in the previous three years. And they hoped that they could cobble together a fifth starter with either Ken Holtzman, acquired in a trade with the Orioles in 1976, or rookies Ken Clay and Jim Beattie.


The rest of the starting lineup stayed the same. Thurman Munson, coming off his third consecutive season hitting over .300 with 100 or more RBIs, would be behind the plate. Quiet, consistent Chris Chambliss was at first. Willie Randolph, a gifted young player already looking like an anchor of the team, was at second. Former White Sox shortstop Bucky Dent would be starting his second year with the team. Graig Nettles, whose fielding ability rivaled that of the legendary Brooks Robinson, handled third. In the outfield, the veteran Roy White, modest but capable, played left. Mickey Rivers roamed in center, and Reggie Jackson and Lou Piniella split responsibilities in right field and at designated hitter. The outfielders were a strong offensive group, but defensively they possessed liabilities. Both White and Rivers had weak arms. In 1976,Sports Illustrated had said of White that he had “a glove that goes clank in the night and an arm like Venus DeMilo’s,” and Rivers’s hardest throws arced into the infield as if they were taking a Sunday constitutional. Jackson frequently looked tentative and awkward in the field. Piniella was solid, but no one would ever confuse him with Willie Mays.


As Martin started his third full year as manager, the most pressing question about the team was whether the Yankees could play another season without tearing themselves apart. Winning had cooled the antagonisms between Steinbrenner, Martin, Jackson, Munson, and the others. But how much and for how long?


At the end of spring training, the Yankees were 10–13, which didn’t bother Martin, who didn’t think that a team’s record before the season started meant much. Steinbrenner, however, was already unhappy. In early April he warned Martin that the manager “better start pulling this team together.” Martin vowed that he and Steinbrenner would get along. “George is a moody guy,” he said. “He’s going to have his moods. I understand that, because I’m moody too—when I’m losing ball games.”


But it wasn’t just when losing that Steinbrenner, Martin, Munson, and Jackson grew moody. The four men clashed because they were caught in the tensions of a game in transition. Steinbrenner brought a self-aggrandizing, media-hungry, free-spending style of ownership to a team whose ownership had typically been studied, efficient, and corporate. At the same time that Steinbrenner professed devotion to Yankee tradition, he was effecting radical changes to that tradition, participating in the new free agency scramble with almost reckless abandon. Martin, meanwhile, was a manager steeped in baseball’s golden era and obsessed with control who could not accept that he could control neither everything about his team nor the larger course of the game—the new and massive sums of money, the greater media scrutiny, the changing balance of power between managers and players. Like Martin, Thurman Munson felt he should be rewarded for his traditional values—his work ethic, his willingness to play when injured, his leadership, his devotion to the subtle elements of the game. Instead, he worried that the rewards were going to a newcomer, Jackson, who manifested none of those traits but combined a singular hitting skill with a gift and a hunger for modern celebrity.


They were four very different personalities on a team that was trying to integrate all the changes shaking up baseball in the 1970s, even as they hoped to win their second World Series in two years. No matter that the spring had been relatively quiet—it seemed unlikely that such calm could persist.
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