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  To the good old days

  and the Giants who helped to make them that way.
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  In the Beginning, Horace:

  The Giants Move from the Polo Grounds to Seals Stadium

  No Love Lost

  Fans attending the Giants’ final home game at the Polo Grounds, Sept. 27, 1957, were sad to see the team depart for San Francisco, but they didn’t mind being rid of owner Horace Stoneham. The following chant was repeated several times during the nostalgic afternoon:

  
    “We want Stoneham.

    “We want Stoneham.

    “We want Stoneham . . .

    “With a rope around his neck.”

  

  How About The Kids?

  When Horace Stoneham finally received permission from the board of directors to move the Giants, the announcement was greeted with bitterness and anger by longtime fans. But their numbers obviously were dwindling.

  A reporter asked Stoneham, “How about all the kids who won’t be able to come to the Polo Grounds?” His curt reply: “I don’t know about the kids, but I haven’t seen many of their fathers lately.”

  The Great Arrival

  It was a perfect day at Seals Stadium, April 15, 1958, when the Giants and the Dodgers introduced major-league baseball to the West Coast before an overflow crowd of 23,448. For the partisans, it was storybook stuff.

  The Giants were staking their future on a new look, starting three rookies in the opening lineup: first baseman Orlando Cepeda, third baseman Jim Davenport, and right fielder Willie Kirkland. They didn’t disappoint.

  Cepeda hit a 370-foot homer to right center, Davenport singled twice, and Kirkland singled and was robbed of extra bases by Gino Cimoli, who became the answer to the trivia question: Who was the first batter in that historic Opening Day?

  The veterans sparkled, too. Ruben Gomez went the distance in an 8-0 victory, and Darryl Spencer hit the first home run (off Don Drysdale). Willie Mays contributed a two-run single, lost his cap chasing down a fly in center field, and summed up: “It’s like a World Series.”

  “We’ve inherited some real fans,” manager Bill Rigney said. “They knew when to cheer. They gave Cimoli a big hand for his catch, and I liked that. And imagine having three rookies on the field all acting as if they’d been around for years.”

  It Took Some Time

  Old habits are hard to break. Shortly after the final out, special late afternoon editions of San Francisco newspapers proclaimed the great victory, and a popular downtown vendor at Union Square barked: “New York Giants win opener!”

  He wasn’t alone, of course. Giants announcer Russ Hodges frequently used “New York” while describing the team over the airwaves in the early days, promptly correcting himself so as not to offend provincial San Franciscans.

  Nobody seemed to mind. The city was in a state of euphoria over the Giants. Former NL batting champion Lefty O’Doul, then a prominent S.F. tavern owner, declared after the 8-0 triumph: “Everyone in this town is unconscious.”

  Walter “The Great” Mails, a former major-league pitcher serving as the Giants’ new promotional director, summed up: “Any new show that comes here with a New York trademark is a guaranteed success. Our people expect the best from New York.”

  The Comeback Kids

  Giants fans took to their new team in 1958 because of a promising crop of rookies and the club’s comeback character, which was best exemplified on the afternoon of May 5, 1958, at Seals Stadium.

  The Pittsburgh Pirates entered the bottom of the ninth with a whopping 11-1 lead, and several spectators already were headed home. What they missed was one of the greatest rallies in franchise history.

  Manager Bill Rigney, his roster depleted, kept coming up with the right moves and pinch hitters Jim King, Johnny Antonelli, and Bob Speake delivered doubles in a nine-run rally that made it 11-10. (Ray Jablonski’s three-run homer was the big blow.)

  With the bases loaded and two outs, the storybook ending fizzled. Pinch hitter Don Taussig, batting for Antonelli, popped out to second baseman Bill Mazeroski in a tight finish that typified the club’s early years in San Francisco.

  A Close Shave

  Valmy Thomas was minding his business while shaving in the clubhouse shower room at Connie Mack Stadium, July 24, 1958, during a trip to Philadelphia. Suddenly, an electrical storm produced a bolt of lightning that shocked the Giants’ catcher.

  It shot through a window, bounced off the metal whirlpool tub and struck the pipes under the washbasin Thomas was using. Sparks lighted up the room, but Thomas calmly continued to shave following a brief pause.

  “It never strikes twice in the same place,” Thomas explained with a smile.

  A Better Pitcher Than Driver

  Sam Jones was such a bad driver that nobody wanted to ride with him. But Sad Sam hated to fly, so when he wanted to drive his family from Chicago to Detroit during the 1959 All-Star break, catcher Hobie Landrith agreed to go with him—on one condition.

  “I told Sam that if he gave me the keys to the car and let me drive all the way, I’d go with him,” Landrith recalled. “So he has his wife and two children in the car, and we leave right after the ballgame and drive all night.

  “He reaches for the cigarette lighter, and instead of pulling it out straight, he pulls it out at an angle, jerks it and shorts out the entire electrical system. I’m going down the highway at 70 mph, and suddenly there’s no lights.

  “So Sam finds his flashlight and we drive for two or three hours with Sam holding his flashlight out the back window every time there was a car approaching from the rear. Needless to say, once we got to Detroit, I flew back.”

  Like Going to Disneyland

  After the Giants won two out of three from the Dodgers at Seals Stadium on their opening West Coast series, there was more commotion when the two clubs switched to the L.A. Coliseum for a three-game weekend set.

  The Dodgers, playing before a new major-league-record crowd of 78,672, satisfied the huge throng with a 6-5 victory, but the Giants roared back to win the next two games 11-4 and 12-2 behind Ruben Gomez and Ramon Monzant.

  “Disneyland,” Hank Sauer joyously declared after the aging slugger walloped three home runs in the series, lofting towering flies over the 40-foot left field screen, 250 feet from home plate down the line

  “If you hit the ball in the air to left, it was a home run. Yet some balls that were hit hard hit the top of the screen and came back. The Dodgers tried to make a deal for me so I could play every day in that ballpark, but Horace Stoneham wouldn’t let me go.”

  Davvy’s Day

  Among the Giants’ bounty of talented rookies in1958, Orlando Cepeda received the most recognition, earning Rookie of the Year honors. But third baseman Jim Davenport also sparkled, fielding brilliantly.

  On Sept. 12, it was all Davenport in a 5-2, 19-2 doubleheader sweep of the host Philadelphia Phillies. In fact, few rookies have enjoyed a better day: seven hits in 10 at-bats, including a home run in each game, seven runs, and four RBI.

  A Premature Celebration

  The Giants thought they had the 1959 pennant won on Sept. 17, when Willie Mays’s three-run homer powered a 13-6 rout of the Milwaukee Braves at Seals Stadium. The convincing victory gave the Giants a two-game lead over the Braves and the Dodgers with eight games remaining.

  “This was for the pennant!” usually conservative manager Bill Rigney declared following the impressive win, one in which the Giants’ balanced 14-hit attack overcame Eddie Mathews’s two homers and six RBI. The Giants knocked Warren Spahn from the game before an out was registered in the three-run first inning.

  Spahn was going for his 20th victory, but came unglued in the opening inning on singles by Mays and Orlando Cepeda. Willie Mays finished with four hits and five RBI; leadoff hitter Eddie Bressoud added four runs and three hits, including a homer, and Jim Davenport homered and had four RBI.

  “Two up with eight to go, only the total disintegration of this Rigney-steered machine can keep it from bringing to the city by the Golden Gate its first professional team championship in all its multi-titled history,” Bob Steven wrote in the San Francisco Chronicle.

  But the Giants did indeed disintegrate. A three-game weekend sweep by the Dodgers at Seals Stadium gave them a half-game edge over the Braves, knocking the Giants to third. And that’s how the race finished one week later, because the Giants dropped four out of five at Chicago and St. Louis.


  The ’60s: A Decade of Superstars and Seconds

  Mays, McCovey, and Marichal . . . Mmmmmm, Good

  A Friendly Wager

  When Whitey Ford fired a called third strike past Mays to end the first inning of the 1961 All-Star Game at Candlestick Park, center fielder Mickey Mantle showed unusual enthusiasm over the achievement of his New York Yankees teammate.

  The explanation surfaced years later when Mantle told of an invitation extended by Giants owner Horace Stoneham to the two Yankees the day before the game. They played golf and had lunch at the famed Olympic Club and Mantle recalled:

  “Horace said to Whitey, ‘If you get Willie out, I’ll sign for everything.’ But if Willie got a hit, we’d have to pay for everything. Well, we wound up with a bill for over $400 that day.

  “So, when Whitey struck out Mays, I came runnin’ in from center field, jumpin’ in the air like we’d just won the World Series. Nobody could figure it out—except Horace Stoneham.”

  Secret Weapon

  Willie Mays (49 homers) and Jack Sanford (24 wins) received the bulk of the credit for the 1962 pennant, but the Giants’ secret weapon down the stretch was outfielder Felipe Alou, who enjoyed his finest S.F. season with a .316 average, 25 home runs, and 98 RBI.

  Alou made the All-Star team and took off afterward to power several key victories. In a three-game August sweep of the Dodgers at Candlestick, for instance, he was eight for 12 with seven runs scored. Then his two-run, ninth-inning homer off Jim Brosnan edged the Cincinnati Reds 6-4, Sept. 2.

  In a series with the Chicago Cubs, Felipe drilled nine straight hits and won two games with home runs, Sept. 7-9. His two-run homer off Tom Sturdivant defeated the Pittsburgh Pirates 3-2, Sept. 11. He finished the season batting .342 with 16 RBI against the Dodgers and batted .438 (seven for 16) in the World Series.

  “Felipe comes closest to Willie Mays at being great,” manager Alvin Dark declared. “Felipe is the second best outfielder in the league. After Mays, he’s as good as anybody.”

  Exactly 40 years after his greatest season with the Giants, the 67-year-old Alou was named as the club’s manager for 2003, and his 7-0 start was the best in S.F. history.

  A Winning Hand

  The suddenly inept Dodgers seemed doomed when the best-of-three playoff series opened Oct. 1 at Candlestick Park. After blowing a four-game lead with seven to go, they entered the playoffs without a run in 21 consecutive innings and were facing left-hander Billy Pierce, who hadn’t lost at home all season.

  Sure enough, Pierce extended their scoreless streak to 30 innings with a three-hitter, and the incomparable Mays homered twice in an 8-0 romp before 32,660. Pierce thereby improved to 12-0 at Candlestick, Willie Mays grabbed the major-league lead with 49 home runs, and the Giants had a leg up in the series.

  Sandy Koufax, winless since July 12 after injuring his index finger, fell behind quickly when Felipe Alou lined a two-out double into the left field corner and Mays followed with a homer to right-center in the first inning. He was lifted in the second, shortly after Jim Davenport homered. Mays and Orlando Cepeda hit back-to-back homers in the sixth.

  “This game gave me the greatest satisfaction of my life,” said Pierce, who was 16-6 that season. It also made the Giants the favorites to reach the World Series. The New York Yankees apparently thought so, too, checking into a San Francisco hotel before the playoffs began.

  The Dodgers’ demise—11 losses in 14 games—baffled the nation’s press, and the great Red Smith was compelled to write: “It was the sorriest collapse since the Tower of Babel, the most abject surrender since Appomattox Court House. If these guys had been at Valley Forge, we’d still be singing ‘God Save the Queen.’”

  “These People Are Crazy”

  When the Giants headed home following their pennant clincher in Los Angeles, they had no idea how many fans wanted to join the celebration. They were on their team bus heading for the airport, when announcer Russ Hodges began singing, a la Tony Bennett: “We’re coming home to you, San Francisco . . . with a pennant in the bag.”

  There was jubilation on the short flight home, but nothing compared to what was going on in the streets of San Francisco. Fans, overcome with joy, headed for the airport to form a huge reception committee, and there were so many of them, that landing in Oakland was a consideration.

  A crowd estimated at 100,000 crashed through police lines and stormed the runway. As wary players climbed off the charter flight and onto the team bus, they were mobbed by fans, many pounding the bus.

  “These people are crazy!” Jim Davenport declared after an exuberant fan shattered a window, causing him to head for the aisle. For Willie Mays’s safety, it was suggested that lookalike reserve Carl Boles be thrust out the door as a sacrificial lamb.

  Added Willie McCovey: “They couldn’t control the crowd. By the time we got off the plane and onto the bus, people started rocking the bus. I thought they were going to turn it over. It was pretty scary.”

  Hitching a Ride

  When the Giants’ bus finally reached Candlestick Park, the 1962 pennant winners had another dilemma before being thrown to the Yankees. Willie Mays caught one of the few available taxis, but many of his teammates had to hitch rides home on the nearby Bayshore Freeway.

  “We were walking along the highway, and a lady pulled up in a station wagon with curlers in her hair,” playoff hero Billy Pierce recalled. “She didn’t know who we were, and asked, ‘Are you fellows ballplayers?’

  “She took us to San Mateo and kept trying to hide her hair while she was driving. That’s the only time I ever hitched a ride in my life.”

  Willie McCovey and Orlando Cepeda, neighbors in the city’s Sunset District, did likewise and were picked up by a fan who couldn’t believe his eyes.

  “He thought he was hallucinating,” McCovey said. “He told us he would take us anywhere we wanted to go. And then when we finally got home, all of our neighbors were out in front of our houses to greet us. We didn’t get to bed until early in the morning, and we had to get up to play in the World Series.”

  Alou! Alou! Alou!

  The Giants made major-league history on Sept. 15, 1963, at Forbes Field when the three Alou brothers—Felipe, Mateo and Jesus—comprised the outfield in the eighth and ninth innings of a 13-5 victory over the Pittsburgh Pirates. Mateo was in left, Felipe in center, and Jesus in right.

  It marked the first time ever that three siblings patrolled the same outfield. What isn’t commonly known, however, is that on Sept. 10 at the Polo Grounds they established another first by batting in succession during an inning. Pinch hitter Jesus led off with a grounder to short, Mateo struck out as a pinch hitter, and Felipe hit an inning-ending grounder.

  The Alous were in the same outfield one last time, Sept. 22, in the final three innings of a 13-3 victory over the New York Mets at Candlestick Park. However, they frequently did it in the Dominican Republic Winter League. Felipe (Braves) and Mateo (Pirates) soon were traded to teams for which they blossomed as hitters.

  Just Say No

  When Ron Hunt was the Giants’ second baseman, his forte was being struck by pitches. In fact, he crowded the plate so much that he wore a thick rubber girdle around his waist for added protection.

  One day, when teammate Bobby Bonds noticed a huge black bruise on Hunt’s body, he quipped: “Ron, believe me, there’s no advantage in turning my color.”

  Hunt, who set a major-league record by being a target of pitches 243 times, was proud of his specialty, boasting: “Some people give their bodies to science; I gave mine to baseball.”

  The June Swoon

  The term “June Swoon” is a misnomer, but it has stuck with the Giants because some midsummer collapses during their early days in San Francisco ultimately cost them dearly at season’s end.

  Actually, the club hasn’t had that many poor Junes, though there have been exceptions. The notion began in1958, when the club went 10-17 in June and dropped out of the lead. Ditto in 1960, when an 11-16 June cost them four and one-half games in the standings. In 1968, a 14-17 June greased a seven-game slide.

  And, come to think of it, June has been their worst month in the first 45 years of their West Coast existence, a composite 618-625 record (.497) representing their lone losing month.

  “I wish June and swoon didn’t rhyme,” witty catcher Bob Brenly once said. “If they didn’t, no one would ever have heard the phrase. Instead, I have to hear it every year.”

  He Had Horace’s Ear

  When Bill Rigney was fired with a winning record (33-25) in 1960, he was succeeded by Tom “Clancy” Sheehan, a longtime confidante and scout who sat in owner Horace Stoneham’s box. His short-lived reign produced a 46-50 record, a fifth-place finish, and a lot of laughs, because he was a ponderous man clearly overwhelmed by the job.

  Once, in a hoarse, booming voice, Sheehan bemoaned the fact that he couldn’t improve the club’s play and bellowed: “Jesus Christ, you guys looked a lot better up there than you do down here!”

  Seldom-used reliever Joe Shipley had the size and the ability to imitate the burly manager and, like most Giants, didn’t respect Rig’s replacement. At Milwaukee that season, Shipley turned the dislike for Sheehan into comic relief.

  Sheehan went to the mound to make a pitching change and motioned to the bullpen, where Shipley and Bud Byerly were warming. Well, signals got crossed, and Shipley was in a golf cart heading for the infield.

  “I get there,” Shipley recalled, “and Tom says to me, ‘Jesus Christ, what are you doing here? I want the other guy. Go back and tell Bud to come in.’ So I get in the golf cart, they’re taking me back to the bullpen, and everybody starts applauding.”

  Where’s My Pitcher?

  During a game in Milwaukee, Sept. 7, Jack Sanford was being roughed up by the Braves, and Sheehan elected to make a pitching change. The burly manager stepped out of the dugout and headed for the pitcher’s mound.

  “He chugs along with his head down, and Sanford knows he’s going out of the game,” Stu Miller recalled. “As soon as he sees Santa take that first step, he just shoots by him to the dugout.

  “By the time Santa gets out to the mound, he looks around and says, ‘Where the hell is my pitcher?’ Sanford already was in the dugout. He never saw him go by. We used to laugh at things like that all the time.”

  Sanford’s Streak

  Jack Sanford enjoyed one of the finest seasons ever by a San Francisco pitcher when he went 24-7 to lead the staff into the World Series. But it didn’t start out that way. After two months, he was a meager 6-6 and temporarily demoted from the rotation by manager Alvin Dark.

  But he suddenly learned to control his vaunted temper and opposing batters in a remarkable stretch. Sanford didn’t lose from June 14 to Sept. 5, racking up 16 consecutive victories and falling three shy of Rube Marquard’s major-league-record 19 in a row in 1912.

  “I guess I got mad after that,” Sanford said of a 5-0 loss to the Cincinnati Reds, June 13, but he certainly wasn’t impressed by his feat. “I have no idea who won 19 in a row, and I don’t care. A record doesn’t mean anything to me.”

  But the grumpy Sanford softened his stance following the 2-0 shutout of the Pittsburgh Pirates that gave him 16 straight and a 22-6 record, declaring: “Sixteen in a row? This is ridiculous. Nobody wins 16 in a row.

  “A good bullpen and the breaks, I guess that’s what you need. Sure, you might expect to win five or six in a row, lots of pitchers do, but 16?”

  Sanford wasn’t the only Giant streaking that day. Felipe Alou entered the game with nine straight hits and grounded out in the first inning before lashing two hits, including a solo homer. That made him 11 for 12.

  “Here, Hit It!”

  Left-hander Billy O’Dell pitched five years with the Giants, winning 56 games, but he didn’t have much success with light-hitting Philadelphia Phillies shortstop Bobby Wine. One day, he decided to alter his strategy, so he told manager Alvin Dark he was merely going to let Wine hit the ball.

  “What do you mean—like batting practice?” Dark inquired.

  “No,” replied O’Dell, “better than that. I’m just going to toss it in there.” The next time the Giants played in Philadelphia, there were two on base in a tight game when Wine went to the plate.

  “Hey, Bobby, hit this one,” O’Dell yelled before virtually lobbing the ball. “I just threw it in, didn’t wind up or anything, and he popped it up to the catcher. I did that several times with him, and he never hit one good.”

  The Longest Day

  On May 31, 1964, Gaylord Perry perfected his famous “spitter” in relief against the New York Mets, but that’s not all that happened in an arduous Sunday doubleheader at new Shea Stadium. The Mets had won the first two games of the series, and Jim Hickman’s three-run homer off Juan Marichal gave them an early lead in the first game.

  The Giants, disappointing a crowd of 57,037, rallied for a 5-3 victory and jumped to a 6-1 lead in the second game. But Joe Christopher’s three-run homer created a 6-6 tie in the sixth, and the game eventually went into extra innings. Lots of them.

  In the 14th, a Giants threat was snuffed when Orlando Cepeda lined into a triple play. By the time Jim Davenport’s two-out triple off Galen Cisco and pinch hitter Del Crandall’s double paced an 8-6 victory in the 23rd inning, the two teams had played the longest doubleheader in major-league history, with 32 innings consuming 9:52.

  The second game also set a record of 7:23 and did not conclude until 11:24 p.m. It included 20 hits by the Mets and 17 by the Giants. Jesus Alou, Tom Haller, Charlie Smith, and Christopher each had four hits. Perry worked 10 shutout innings for the win, yielding seven hits, striking out nine and walking one.

  “I’m tired, very tired,” Willie Mays told a reporter who awakened him the next afternoon. “Playing three games in one day is a lot. When it was over, it was a relief. I don’t think I could have played a game today.”

  Trivia Time

  Can you name the Hall of Famers who played for the Giants in the 1960s?

  Willie Mays, Juan Marichal, Willie McCovey, Gaylord Perry, and Orlando Cepeda are the easy answers.

  But there’s more.

  Give up?

  Though their appearances were limited, Warren Spahn and Duke Snider briefly were with the club during the decade. Spahn went 3-4 in 16 games in 1965, and Snider batted .210 in 91 games in 1964.

  Knowing the Signs

  Tito Fuentes was a rookie shortstop in 1966 when the Giants were at Shea Stadium to play the New York Mets. Ex-Giant Bob Shaw was on the mound, and Fuentes was at the plate in a sacrifice situation.

  Shaw went into his stretch, and Fuentes stepped back from the batter’s box. This happened three straight times, according to plate umpire Chris Pelekoudas, so a perturbed Shaw came off the mound and yelled at Fuentes.

  “What are you doing, Tito?” he asked. “Stay in there and swing!”

  “I’m trying to catch the sign from Coach [Charlie] Fox,” Fuentes replied.

  Shaw snapped back, “He’s given you the bunt sign three times already. Now, get back in there!”

  McCormick’s Redemption

  Left-hander Mike McCormick was the staff ace in1960, when he led the National League with a 2.70 ERA. But he was known as a hard-luck pitcher, going 12-16 in 1959 while losing 14 games in which he yielded three runs or fewer, and 13-16 in 1961 despite a solid 3.20 ERA.

  He became expendable when fellow lefties Billy O’Dell and Billy Pierce were successful on the pennant-winning 1962 team and soon was traded to the Baltimore Orioles. After four years in the American League, he returned to the Giants and promptly became their lone Cy Young Award winner, going 22-10 with a 2.85 ERA in 1967. Juan Marichal never did it.

  “In 1967, Sandy Koufax had retired,” McCormick pointed out. “All the other good pitchers were there, but none of them had great years. Fergie Jenkins and I were the only 20-game winners. Juan struggled and Bob Gibson had a mediocre year. It was just one of those things where all the good pitchers had average years.”

  That’s not the entire story. McCormick, battling for a spot in the rotation, was merely 5-3 after two months while vying with Ray Sadecki for No. 4 honors. But Sadecki was off to a 6-18 start (before winning his last six), and McCormick picked up the slack by going 12-3 with a 2.18 ERA from June 19 to Aug. 27.

  “We went to Houston, and somebody had to miss a start,” he recalled. “I pitched nine innings and won, so I got another start. I won again, and I kept winning. Because somebody missed a start, they couldn’t get me out of the rotation.”

  Bobby’s Booming Bow

  When Bobby Bonds was promoted from Triple-A in the summer of 1968, the fleet outfielder was being favorably compared to Willie Mays because of his blend of speed and power. Nothing happened in his debut, June 25, at Candlestick Stadium that altered the unfair buildup.

  Batting in the No. 7 slot, Bonds went to the plate with the bases loaded in the bottom of the sixth inning and delivered a grand slam home run off reliever John Purdin. The Giants scored six runs that inning and won 9-0 on Ray Sadecki’s two-hitter.

  “Herman Franks put me in right field and I was excited to be breaking in near my hometown [Riverside],” Bonds said. “The grand slam was my only hit, my first hit. That first hit, you always remember the pitcher and the pitch.

  “It certainly was a highlight of my career. I started playing regularly right away. Jesus Alou was there, and they still had Ollie Brown, but I didn’t feel that I had to win the job. They called me up to play, and I didn’t feel I had to beat out anybody.”

  Nor was he intimidated by the “next Mays” label. He idolized Mays and even wore No. 24 in the minors, so he was flattered by the comparison. However, he felt it was unrealistic to expect him to be like Mays.

  “I always thought of it as a compliment when they would mention his name and mine together,” Bonds said. “But you can’t carry on for Mays. People like Willie don’t come along every day. He’s done this thing. You’ve got to go out and do yours.”


  The ’70s: The Fall and Rise of the Giants’ Empire

  Lurie’s rescue, McCovey, Blue, Spark Franchise Comeback

  A Daffy Decade

  The Giants experienced it all during their most turbulent decade in San Francisco, beginning with great individual accomplishments in 1970 and a division title in 1971 before the franchise fell into disarray with the trading of future Hall of Famers and the eventual collapse of the Horace Stoneham regime.

  It started auspiciously in 1970 with Willie McCovey enjoying his last big year (39 homers, 126 RBI); Dick Dietz assembling the best offensive season ever by a S.F. catcher (.300, 22 homers, 107 RBI); Bobby Bonds setting an S.F. record for runs (134); Gaylord Perry winning 23 games; Juan Marichal posting his 200th victory, and Willie Mays notching his 3,000th hit.

  “It definitely was up and down,” Jim Barr said of the decade. “We were young, and we figured the team would be great for a long time. A couple of years later, all the superstars were gone and we started questioning the stability of the organization. We all worried about the future.”

  Year of the Fox

  The 1971 Giants didn’t have a .300 hitter or a 20-game winner, but they won a division title—the first time an NL team had done so without either since 1876. And it was nearly a wire-to-wire triumph for Charlie Fox, who was rewarded with the Manager of the Year distinction.

  “Sometimes I still wonder how we won,” Fox said many years later. “The Dodgers had a better team, but we played very well together. Giving Chris Speier the shortstop job in spring training was the smartest move I made. Then I put Tito Fuentes at second. Before that, we couldn’t turn the double play.”

  With the sparkling combo leading the way, the Giants bolted to an 18-5 April and expanded their lead to 10 and one-half games in May. The eight-game edge at the start of September dwindled rapidly, however, and it might have cost the club a pennant.

  That’s because a victory was needed on the final day in San Diego to avoid a tie with the Dodgers. So Juan Marichal started that crucial game instead of the playoff opener, and he beat the Padres 5-1 with the help of a Dave Kingman homer.

  But the Pittsburgh Pirates, 3-9 against the Giants during the regular season, rallied after losing Game 1 to Gaylord Perry and won three straight to enter the World Series. Marichal started Game 3 in Pittsburgh and lost 2-1.

  “I didn’t want to use Juan for the last game of the season,” Fox said, “but after we lost on Saturday, I had to use him. Had we clinched earlier, I would have saved Juan for two playoff starts. Had we had a rested Marichal, I think we would have beaten the Pirates.”

  He Was Inspeiering

  When the Giants won their only championship in a span of 25 years in 1971, the catalyst was rookie shortstop Chris Speier of crossbay Alameda. At age 21, he made the leap to major-league stardom following merely one year of minor-league seasoning at Double-A Amarillo.

  Taking charge of the infield, Speier formed the best double-play combination in S.F. history with Tito Fuentes and became merely the second rookie shortstop in modern baseball history to play regularly for a championship team. Alvin Dark of the 1948 Boston Braves was the other.

  “He’s the best shortstop I’ve ever seen on the Giants,” raved pitching coach Larry Jansen, who was with the club since 1947 and observed Dark when Alvin was the shortstop on the New York Giants.

  Speier crowned his rookie season by batting .357 against the Pittsburgh Pirates in the playoffs, and one year later, he played in the All-Star Game, was voted the league’s premier shortstop and became the first shortstop to lead the Giants in batting since Hall of Famer Travis Jackson in 1926.

  Barr’s Record Streak

  Right-hander Jim Barr was a good pitcher on bad teams during most of his Giants career, winning 64 games in a five-year period, 1973-77, but his greatest achievement was a record-setting performance as a rookie in 1972.

  Barr retired 41 consecutive batters without a hit—the equivalent of 13 and two-thirds no-hit innings—over two games against Pittsburgh and St. Louis. The previous record was 36, so Barr regarded it as his proudest moment in baseball.

  “It started against the Pirates at Candlestick,” Barr said, “and the last guy to get on base was the pitcher, who got a hit to lead off the third inning. I got everybody out after that, including striking out Roberto Clemente to end the game.

  “Then we went to St. Louis, and I got everybody out until two outs in the seventh, when Bernie Carbo hit a double. That stopped the streak at 41, and I didn’t know what I had done. I just knew I had put two pretty good games back to back.

  “I had a 2-0 count on Carbo and had to come in with a strike. I thought about throwing a slider, but decided on a fastball, thinking he might pop it up or ground out. The pitch was a little high. He doubled, but I got my second straight shutout.”

  And a record that still stands.

  Breaking In with a Bang

  Everyone steeped in Giants lore is aware of Willie McCovey’s four-hit debut off Robin Roberts of the Phillies in 1959 and of Bobby Bonds’s grand slam homer against the Dodgers in his first major-league game in 1968.

  Dave Kingman made an equally imposing first impression when his first major-league game resulted in a pinch-hit grand slam against the Pirates in 1971. Suggesting it was no fluke, the rangy youngster clubbed two homers off Dock Ellis in his first start.

  Primarily an outfielder/first baseman, Kingman started his S.F. career as a third baseman “because I’ve got to get that bat of his in the lineup someplace,” reasoned manager Charlie Fox, who had Willie McCovey at first base and plenty of outfielders.

  The Greatest Comeback

  In perhaps the most impressive comeback in San Francisco history, the Giants trailed the Pittsburgh Pirates 7-1 with two outs and a man on first base in the ninth inning at Candlestick Park, May 1, 1973, when they rallied for an 8-7 victory.

  It was reminiscent of a nine-run ninth that fell short (11-10) against the Pirates in 1958 at Seals Stadium. But this one had a happy ending, thanks to a grand slam homer by utility man Chris Arnold and a three-run double by Bobby Bonds.

  Bob Moose walked the bases full and was replaced by Ramon Hernandez, who fed pinch hitter Arnold a fat 3-2 pitch for the slam and 7-5. Gary Matthews doubled and Hernandez walked two batters before a Bonds double cleared the bases.

  Hot Dog or Hustler?

  Tito Fuentes had a flamboyant style, making fancy backhand flips to shortstop Chris Speier on double plays and bouncing his bat off the plate while at bat. By some, he was labeled a “hot dog,” which is not a term of endearment in baseball.

  “I never understood why they didn’t like me,” a puzzled Fuentes said at the time. “Now, I think I know, now that they do like me. I think a man is a hot dog if he bounces around and doesn’t play well.

  “But if you do the same things and you are successful, then they compare you to Pete Rose and say you are a hustler. I think that is the difference between hot dogs and hustlers. I have to bounce around. I have too much energy.”

  Bobby’s Big Day

  Before there was Barry there was Bobby. And the elder Bonds perhaps enjoyed his finest day as a major-leaguer in the 1973 All-Star Game at Kansas City. It was a season in which the Giants’ speedy slugger just missed 40-40 distinction with 39 home runs and 43 steals.

  He also set a major-league record with 11 home runs as the leadoff batter, but was not among the starters at the All-Star Game. It didn’t matter. After replacing right fielder Billy Williams in the fourth inning, Bobby belted a two-run homer off Bill Singer and later stretched a routine single into a double, pacing a 7-1 rout and earning MVP honors.

  “Bonds is the best player in America,” NL manager Sparky Anderson declared. Added NL coach Gene Mauch: “Bonds may be the best player in baseball today.” There weren’t many who disagreed with that assessment, including Bonds.

  “In that particular year,” he recalled, “I was the best player. I should have hit .300 every year, and maybe I would have if I didn’t have to hit for power. But if I had to do it all over again, I’d do the same thing because my team needed power, and I always played for what my team needed.”

  End of an Era

  When Horace Stoneham, his empire in decay and disarray, traded Bobby Bonds to the New York Yankees for Bobby Murcer, Oct. 22, 1974, it marked the final chapter in his systematic destruction of the Giants’ star system. Bobby wasn’t totally surprised, not after seeing Willie Mays, Juan Marichal, Willie McCovey, and Gaylord Perry depart.

  At the time of the first trade of $100,000 ballplayers it was reported that a heated argument between Bonds and Stoneham in the owner’s office at Candlestick Park prefaced the trade. When Bonds left the meeting after speaking his mind, Stoneham supposedly declared: “He’s finished—he’ll never play another game for me.”

  After rejoining the Giants as batting coach in 1993, Bonds had a different version, recalling: “That argument never happened. I always got along with Mr. Stoneham. He just had his reasons and nobody ever told me why. But I got a big raise from the Yankees, so I didn’t mind.

  “If there was animosity over my leaving the Giants, it was because I knew we would have won if we had stayed together. They got rid of guys like George Foster, Garry Maddox, and Gary Matthews. But those were hard times for Mr. Stoneham. After Mays, McCovey, Marichal, and Perry were traded, we knew anyone could be traded.”

  On the surface, however, the Bonds-for-Murcer swap never made sense. At the time, each was 28, but Bonds was superior in virtually every phase of the game, holding an edge over Murcer in hits (1,106-1,002), runs (765-530), doubles (188-157), triples (42-28), homers (186-140), RBI (552-542), stolen bases (263-68), and producing superstar athletes (Barry).

  A Beacon in the Fog

  Things were bleak for the Giants in the mid-’70s when a financially strapped Horace Stoneham pared the roster of superstars like Willie Mays, Juan Marichal, Willie McCovey, Gaylord Perry, and Bobby Bonds, along with promising youngsters like George Foster, Gary Matthews, and Garry Maddox.

  What made those years bearable was colorful right-hander John “The Count” Montefusco, who backed up his audacious boasts with some stellar pitching, including a no-hitter in 1976. When he made his debut at Dodger Stadium, Sept. 3, 1974, the former semipro gave an indication of what was to come.

  “I got drunk the night before they called me up,” Montefusco recalled. “I knew I was going up, but they told me I wouldn’t pitch for at least a week. When I got to Dodger Stadium, it was the first time I’d been around major-leaguers. It was a thrill.”

  What the bleary-eyed Montefusco didn’t expect was to be pitching right away. But the Dodgers loaded the bases with no outs off Ron Bryant in the first inning and manager Wes Westrum, in desperation, turned to the rookie.

  “I was ready to turn around and walk out of there,” Montefusco said. “As I walked to the mound, I was saying to myself, ‘Well, here it is—do you belong here or don’t you?’ I was shaking, really nervous.”

  When Westrum attempted to calm him down, Montefusco told his manager that he was going to strike out the side. He came close. The first batter hit a grounder, but the next two struck out and The Count was out of the inning.

  Better than that, he finished the game, yielding one run and striking out seven in nine innings. He also homered in the Giants’ 9-5 victory, a perfect start for a brash youngster who “couldn’t ask for anything better breaking into the big leagues.”

  Accepting a Challenge

  Were it not for his stubbornness and showmanship, Montefusco might never have pitched his no-hitter in Atlanta, Sept. 29, 1976. He had been ill, so manager Bill Rigney asked if The Count might want to wait and start the next series in Houston instead.

  But Montefusco had a habit of taunting certain hitters—Johnny Bench, Ron Cey, and Reggie Smith among them—and he had made a promise that Willie Montanez wouldn’t get a hit off him the rest of the season after the first baseman was traded from the Giants.
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