
[image: Cover Page of Miracle Moments in New York Yankees History]


[image: Title Page of Miracle Moments in New York Yankees History]


Copyright © 2017 by David Fischer

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photo credit: Associated Press

ISBN: 978-1-61321-998-0

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-68358-002-7

Printed in China


TO THE PLAYERS AND COACHES OF THE 2010 12U NEW JERSEY BANDITS BASEBALL TEAM; YOUR ACCOMPLISHMENTS WERE A TURNING POINT IN MY LIFE, AND I THANK YOU FOR ALL THE MEMORABLE GAMES YOU PLAYED AND THE INCREDIBLE RECORDS YOU SET. WHOOSH!


INTRODUCTION

The New York Yankees have won more World Series championships than any other major league club. They are, by far, the most successful franchise in sports history.

The Yankees won their first pennant in 1921. It was their first of twenty-nine pennants and twenty World Series championships in the forty-four seasons between 1921 and 1964. Yankee players recorded some of baseball’s most memorable streaks, records and achievements during this era. Babe Ruth hit 60 home runs in 1927, a mark that stood for thirty-four years until 1961 when another Yankee slugger, Roger Maris, swatted 61 long flies. Lou Gehrig had an ironman streak of 2,130 consecutive games played, a record for fifty-six years. And Joe DiMaggio hit in 56 consecutive games in 1941, a record that still stands seventy-five years later.

The Yankees had an abundance of talent starting with Ruth, a player many consider the greatest ever to play the game. His most memorable home run was his “called-shot” in the fifth inning of Game 3 of the 1932 World Series against the Cubs at Wrigley Field. Still unclear is Ruth’s intention; did he point to a spot in centerfield where his shot would land or to the Cubs bench to answer their relentless taunting? Ruth played two more seasons after that with New York, but by the early ’30s Lou Gehrig was New York’s greatest player.

Gehrig is generally regarded as the greatest first baseman in history, and would be so noted even if not for his incredible durability. When Gehrig was finally forced out of the lineup early in 1939 due to an incurable disease, the Yankees declared July 4, 1939, as Lou Gehrig Day, and honored him between games of a double-header. His moving speech will never be forgotten.

Another major turning point for the Yankees franchise was the arrival of Joe DiMaggio onto the team in 1936. He was one of the top three players of his generation—and one of the best and most graceful outfielders of all time. The Yankees won the World Series in each of his first four seasons. Years later, when DiMaggio’s career began to decline due to age and a series of heel injuries, a young center fielder named Mickey Mantle was ready to assume his place in the dynasty. Mantle was the best switch-hitter of all time, and possessed the rare combination of power and speed.

But the Yankees didn’t just feature great sluggers. Pitcher Whitey Ford anchored the staff throughout the 1950s and early ’60s. And a journeyman, Don Larsen, would pitch a perfect game in Game 5 of the 1956 World Series. Other perfect games and no-hitters would follow, but no Yankees pitcher enjoyed as dominant a season as Ron Guidry did in 1978.

Following a tough seven-game loss to the Cardinals in the 1964 World Series, the franchise slid into the second division and languished there for nearly a decade. But in 1973, a Cleveland shipbuilder named George Steinbrenner bought the team from CBS for less than $10 million. The Yankees went on to win pennants in 1976, 1977, and 1978, winning the World Series in both ’77 and ’78. After losing the 1976 World Series, Steinbrenner signed free-agent slugger Reggie Jackson. Jackson added a turbulent mix to the clubhouse, but the move paid off when he hit three home runs in Game 6 of the 1977 World Series. The Yankees came from 14 games behind Boston to catch the Red Sox in 1978. The Yankees lost their captain—catcher Thurman Munson—to a plane crash in August of 1979. After winning 103 games and losing in the A.L.C.S. in 1980, the Yankees went to the World Series once again in 1981.

The Yankees didn’t return to the postseason until 1995, but only because the 70-43 Yankee team in 1994 had their season suspended by the player lockout. The Yankees made the postseason in 1995, the first of 13 consecutive postseason appearances. New York won the World Series in 1996, 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2009. These teams were led by relief ace Mariano Rivera, perhaps the greatest closer in baseball history; and by shortstop Derek Jeter, one of the biggest stars of his generation.

Throughout its illustrious history, the New York Yankees have produced some of the most memorable highlights in baseball annals. Jack Chesbro’s 41 wins in a season, Tony Lazzeri’s 11 RBIs in a game, Derek Jeter’s amazing “Flip Play,” and Aaron Boone’s walk-off homer to propel the Yankees into another World Series. Most Yankees fans have seen newsreel footage of Yogi Berra’s unorthodox swing, and watched highlights of a young Don Mattingly, and have heard the story of Phil Linz’s harmonica playing. But what makes the Yankees the world’s most celebrated sports franchise goes beyond sheer headlines: it is the stories of the men behind the headlines who have thrilled and enchanted New York fans since 1903.
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BIRTH OF A DYNASTY
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Batting practice at Hilltop Park, 1911 (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)


1903

From Highlanders to Yankees

 

The New York Yankees were born in 1903, but under a different name.. The team was transplanted from Baltimore to give the upstart American League a team in New York to compete with the more established National League’s New York Giants. The original home of the Yankees was Hilltop Park, a small, hastily built, wooden ballpark with a grandstand to seat 15,000 fans and a centerfield fence 560 feet away from home plate. The park was located in Manhattan along upper Broadway between 165th and 168th Streets, at one of the highest spots in New York City.

This new American League team still needed a name. At first, the team was going to be called the Americans, but then most people called them the Highlanders because of their home ballpark’s high elevation. Newspapers introduced the nickname “Yankees” to reference the club’s location—to the north of the Giants. A majority of sportswriters at the time were loyal to the Giants and viewed the new competition as the enemy. By 1904 “Yankees” was already popular in the papers and commonly abbreviated as Yanks, but the name was not yet official.

The Highlanders lost the first game they ever played, 3-1, to the Senators in Washington, D.C., on April 22, 1903. The next day, with Harry Howell on the hill, the Highlanders beat the Senators, 7-2, to capture the first win in franchise history. Seven days later, back in New York, the Highlanders beat the Senators 6-2 to record a win in their home opener at Hilltop Park. More history occurred when John Ganzel hit the franchise’s first home run, in the fifth inning of a game against the Tigers, on May 11, 1903. It was an inside-the-park home run off George Mullin at Bennett Park in Detroit.
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John Ganzel hit the first home run for the New York franchise in 1903. (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

The team finished its inaugural season in fourth place; it would take another 20 years for the first World Series title. The Highlanders played in Hilltop Park until 1912. When the team’s lease on Hilltop Park ran out, they worked out a deal with the Giants to sublet the Polo Grounds. Prior to moving into the Polo Grounds for the 1913 season, the Highlanders officially changed their name to the Yankees. That proved to be a wise choice.

 

1904

The First Star

 

Jack Chesbro pitched the very first game in the history of the New York Yankees, then known as the Highlanders, on April 22, 1903. The Yankees lost the game, 3-1, in Washington, D.C. that day, but did very little losing when Chesbro pitched thereafter. By the end of the following season, Chesbro was the winningest pitcher in the game. Using his masterful spitball to great effect, Chesbro threw a four-hit, complete game to beat the Boston Red Sox (then known as the Pilgrims), 3-2, on October 7, 1904. It was a respectable effort for the 30-year-old right-hander; what made it extraordinary was that it was Chesbro’s 41st win of the season, a modern major league record that still stands.

Chesbro produced eye-popping pitching statistics in 1904, but is best remembered for his final pitch of that ill-fated season. The Yankees were in a neck-and-neck battle with the Red Sox. On October 10, the last day of the season, the teams met in a doubleheader at Hilltop Park in New York. Boston was in first place, one game ahead of the New Yorkers. To win the pennant, the Yankees needed to win both games of the doubleheader. With Chesbro on the mound for the first game, their chances looked promising.

But Chesbro had his hands full, dueling Boston’s Bill Dinneen through eight innings. When Chesbro strode from the dugout to start the top of the ninth inning, the score was tied at 2-2. Boston catcher Lou Criger opened with a single. A sacrifice bunt put him on second base. An infield out moved him to third. Chesbro needed only one out to get out of the inning. The 30,000 New York fans were confident that Chesbro would work out of the jam when the count on the batter reached one ball and two strikes. Then Chesbro uncorked a spitball that sailed over the catcher’s head to the backstop, allowing the go-ahead run to score. When New York failed to score in the bottom of the ninth, the pennant was clinched for Boston. The Highlanders had lost on Chesbro’s wild pitch. For years, fans said it was the costliest wild pitcher ever thrown by a pitcher.

Chesbro had been enjoying a dream season in 1904. He won 41 games, six by shutout, lost only 12, with a miniscule 1.82 earned run average. He completed 48 of 51 starts—including his first 30 starts in a row—and pitched four games in relief. He pitched 454.2 innings, and allowed just 338 hits. During a particularly dominant stretch he won 14 consecutive games, and pitched 40 straight scoreless innings. He would lead the American League in wins, winning percentage, games started, complete games, and innings pitched. It had been a magical season for Chesbro—until the wild pitch.

“Happy” Jack Chesbro won 19 games in 1905 and 23 in 1906, before retiring in 1909 with 198 career victories. He was forever haunted by the wild pitch until his death in 1931. Friends are said to have lobbied the commissioner’s office to change the official scorer’s decision to a passed ball, but without success. Chesbro was elected to the Hall of Fame in 1946. His plaque incorrectly credits him with only 192 victories. It says nothing about the wild pitch.
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Jack Chesbro. (From the Benjamin K. Edwards Collection, Library of Congress)

 

1912

Donning Pinstripes

 

The Yankees’ interlocking NY monogram is the most recognizable insignia in all of sports. The insignia was inspired by a design created by renowned jeweler Louis C. Tiffany in 1877 for a medal to honor a New York City policeman shot in the line of duty. Bill Devery, one of the club’s early owners and a former New York City police chief, liked the design so much he adopted it for the organization. Today, the Yankees’ cap with its interlocking NY is worn as a fashion statement not only to express one’s fandom, but also as a valentine for New York City.

The Yankees’ uniform evolved from several iterations during the early days. When the Yankees, then called the Highlanders, began play in 1903, their uniform jersey sported a large N on the right breast and a large Y on the left breast. In 1905, the N and Y were merged on the left breast, creating a prototype of the now legendary emblem. Four years later, the monogram made its first appearance on the players’ cap and left sleeve of the Highlanders’ jersey.

In their final season at Hilltop Park the Highlanders made a fashion statement for the 1912 home opener by taking the field wearing pinstripes for the first time in franchise history. Pinstripes were a popular look at the time, as eight of the 15 major league teams wore striped uniforms. The Highlanders abandoned the pinstripes during their first two seasons sharing the Polo Grounds with the New York Giants, but by 1915, the pinstripes on the home uniform were back for good.

The Yankees removed the NY monogram from the jersey in 1917—though the NY remained on the cap—and for the next two decades the team favored the pinstripes-only look. It wasn’t until 1936 that the interlocking NY was restored to the Yankees uniform, meaning that Babe Ruth, who played for the Yankees from 1920 to 1934, played his entire Yankees career without ever sporting the club’s legendary insignia on his jersey. The Yankees home uniform has remained mostly unchanged for more than eighty years.
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New York Yankees president Frank Farrell presents a loving cup to Yankees manager Harry Wolverton as Red Sox and Yankees players look on at Hilltop Park, New York, April 11, 1912. Wolverton sports an early version of the Yankees logo on his jersey. (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

The Yankees wore different style caps from 1903 to 1921, including a white cap with pinstripes in 1921, before finally settling on the team’s signature look, a solid navy cap with interlocking NY insignia in 1922.

The club’s road uniforms—solid gray with NEW YORK in block letters across the chest—have remained relatively unchanged since 1918. Teams wore dark uniforms for road games to help fans tell the visiting team from the home team. This tradition began around 1890. Back then, baseball teams chose to wear gray during road games for another reason, too: They rarely had places to wash their uniforms on road trips. The gray color hid dirt and stains—sort of. Fans still complained that visiting teams looked grubby, and players complained about the aroma in the visitors’ dugout.

In 1929, the defending world champion New York Yankees and the Cleveland Indians became the first teams to wear permanent numbers sewn onto the backs of their uniform jerseys. Starting players were given numbers that matched their usual place in the batting order. That’s why Babe Ruth wore number 3; because he usually batted third.

The numbers and corresponding names were listed in the club’s scorecards, and so, perhaps, also marked the first time ballpark vendors called out: “Scorecards, get your scorecards, here. You can’t tell the players without a scorecard.”

Other major league teams quickly adopted the idea and, by the late 1930s, uniform numbers became standard for all teams.

Unconventional team owner Bill Veeck introduced player names to the back of his Chicago White Sox jerseys in spring training of 1960. The idea was an immediate success, brought about by the popularity of baseball on television, and today, every big league team has adopted the practice with one notable exception. Despite being the first major league club to adopt permanent uniform numbers, the tradition-minded New York Yankees have yet to don a uniform (home or road) adorned with player names.

 

1920

Here Comes the Babe

 

The decade known as the Roaring Twenties jumped out of the starting gate when, on January 3, 1920, the Boston Red Sox sold the best baseball player of all time, Babe Ruth, to the New York Yankees. No question, this was the greatest signing in sports history.

Consider the fortunes of both franchises at the time. In 1920, the Yankees were then a seventeen-year-old team that had never won a pennant. The Red Sox were World Series winners four times over the past eight years. Babe Ruth, only twenty-four, had already led the American League in home runs two seasons in a row. But the Babe made trouble off the field for Red Sox owner Harry Frazee, who was also a theatrical producer. According to legend, Frazee was riddled with debt and desperately needed money to finance his new Broadway show, No! No! Nanette. But Frazee simply had grown frustrated with Ruth’s constant demands for a raise in salary. In a deal that has haunted Boston baseball fans ever since, Frazee sold Ruth to New York for over $100,000 and a $385,000 loan.

The Yankees immediately doubled Ruth’s salary—at his demand—to a then unheard of $20,000 a year. No athlete had ever been paid so much. But the Babe was worth every penny. In his first season with the Yankees, Ruth hit 54 home runs. By July 19 he had already broken his own record of 29 homers, set the year before. No other American league team hit as many homers as Ruth did in 1920. He was primarily responsible for the Yankees becoming the first club to draw more than 1 million fans in a single season.
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Harry Frazee, the man who traded Babe Ruth to the Yankees. (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

Ruthian became a word to describe the Babe’s extraordinary feats. Once seen, the Ruthian homer was never forgotten. Most home run hitters power the ball into the seats or over the wall on either a line or a high arc. But Ruth’s hits soared lazily skyward to dizzying heights, then carried farther and farther from the plate. When they dropped, they seemed to drop straight down. Even the shots that stayed in the park often amazed fans.
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Babe Ruth’s baseball card, front and back, circa 1933. (Goudey Gum Co., Library of Congress)

“No one hit home runs the way Babe did,” said Dizzy Dean, a Hall of Fame pitcher for the Cardinals. “They were something special, like homing pigeons. The ball would leave the bat, pause briefly, suddenly gain its bearings, then take off for the stands.”

The only thing Ruth failed to do in his first spectacular season in New York was lead the Yankees to the pennant. Still, the sale of Ruth became the single most important—and infamous—deal in sports history. It dramatically reversed the World Series fortunes of both teams. The Yankees would win twenty-six World Series by the end of the century, becoming the most successful team in professional sports. The Red Sox didn’t even play in another World Series until 1946, and the team would not win a World Series for eighty-six years, often failing in heartbreaking fashion. Many fans believed it was Ruth’s curse upon them.


CURSE OF THE BAMBINO

The phrase “Curse of the Bambino” became popular following a 1990 book by the same title by Boston Globe sports columnist Dan Shaughnessy. The book chronicles the classic BoSox debacles, from Johnny Pesky’s holding the ball in the seventh game of the 1946 World Series, to Bucky Dent’s deflating home run in the deciding game of the 1978 season, to the horrifying dribbler that slithered between Bill Buckner’s legs one out away from a Series victory in 1986, to Aaron Boone’s stunning extra-inning home run in the final game of the 2003 playoffs.
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Babe Ruth in 1919. (National Photo Company Collection, Library of Congress)

Mining such heartbreak led the author Stephen King to give one of publishing’s all-time great book-jacket blurbs: “The quintessential New England horror story. Read it and weep.”

Then in 2004 the world changed. Boston and New York met again in the ALCS, with Boston becoming the first team in major league history to come back to win a playoff series after being down three games to none. Then Boston defeated St. Louis in the World Series to win their first championship since 1918 and thus end the Curse of the Bambino.



 

1923

The House That Ruth Built

 

The arrival of Babe Ruth in New York City caused the turnstiles to spin like never before at the Polo Grounds, which the Yankees had shared with the New York Giants since 1913. Spurred on by his fantastic long balls, fans flocked to ballparks to watch the Babe in action. In 1920, Ruth’s first season with the Yankees, they became the first major league team to draw more than one million fans (officially 1,289,422) in a single season.

As landlord, the New York Giants were not happy playing second fiddle to the guests, and notified the Yankees to vacate the premises as soon as possible. When the Giants told the Yankees to leave the Polo Grounds, Colonel Jacob Ruppert, co-owner of the New York Yankees, declared, “I want the greatest ballpark in the world.” He got his wish.

In February 1921, the Yankees purchased ten acres of property from the estate of William Waldorf Astor at 161st Street and River Avenue in the west Bronx, directly across the Harlem River from the Polo Grounds. The Yankees owners Ruppert and Tillinghast Huston announced the construction of baseball’s first triple-decked structure. With a capacity of over 70,000, it would also be the first structure to be called a “stadium.”

The Osborn Engineering Company of Cleveland designed the park. It was the first stadium to have three decks, the first to ring its grandstand with the 16-foot copper façade that became its trademark, the first to house as many as 60,000 seats, and the first to have a flagpole and monuments in the field of play.

The White Construction Company of New York broke ground on the site on May 5, 1922. Incredibly, the stadium was built in only 284 working days and at a price of $2.5 million. The framework eventually involved 2,200 tons of structural steel and more than one million brass screws. Materials used to form the playing field included 13,000 cubic yards of earth, topped by 116,000 square feet of sod.

The new Yankee Stadium would favor left-handed power hitters with a right-field foul pole only 295 feet from home plate. Because it was widely recognized that Ruth’s tremendous drawing power had made the new stadium possible, Fred Lieb of the Evening Telegram called the stadium “the House That Ruth Built,” and the name stuck.

Yankee Stadium opened on April 18, 1923, with all the pomp and circumstance fitting the new king of baseball stadiums. According to the New York Times, 74,217 fans packed themselves inside, and thousands more were turned away by the fire department “convinced that baseball parks are not nearly as large as they should be.”
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Babe Ruth and teammates during the pregame ceremony at the opening of Yankee Stadium in 1923. (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

In pregame festivities, John Phillip Sousa and the Seventh Regiment Band raised the Stars and Stripes and the Yankees’ 1922 pennant at the flagpole in deep center field. New York’s governor, Al Smith, threw out the first ball. Ruth told a reporter, “I’d give a year of my life to hit a home run today.”

Fittingly, he did. Ruth, always able to rise to the occasion, christened the new ballpark in the Bronx by slamming the first home run in Yankee Stadium history—a three-run shot off Howard Ehmke to help Bob Shawkey and the Yankees capture a 4-1 victory over the Red Sox, Ruth’s former team.

The Yankees, led by manager Miller Huggins, opened the new stadium to great fanfare by reaching the World Series. The Yankees reached the World Series in 1921 and 1922, each time facing the rival New York Giants in a Polo Grounds World Series. Since the Yankees were then playing their home games in the Giants’ ballpark, the teams exchanged dugouts between games. The Giants won the series both years.

In 1923, each team again won their respective pennants, setting up a Yankees-Giants World Series for a third straight season. But this match-up had a plot twist. The 1923 World Series was the first Subway Series. The subway had become the main form of public transportation in the city and was a convenient way to travel between ballparks. The Yankees, in their first year in the new Yankee Stadium, gained a measure of revenge by clinching their first-ever championship in a Game 6 win on the very Polo Grounds field from which they’d been evicted. Ruth batted .368, walked eight times, scored eight runs, and walloped three home runs to help the team to the first of their twenty-seven world championships. Said owner Ruppert: “Now I have the greatest ballpark and the greatest team.”

 

1927

Murderers’ Row

 

It’s easy to start an argument among baseball fans. All you need do, for example, is tell a Yankees follower that Leo Durocher was a far better manager than Casey Stengel. Or that Willie Mays could have run rings around Mickey Mantle. You can get some mighty sharp retorts, too, when trying to name the greatest ball team of all time—although you would be hard-pressed to top the New York Yankees of 1927. For this was a team that had everything—speed, crushing power, and a marvelous defense.
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Lou Gehrig, Babe Ruth, Earle Combs, and Tony Lazzeri at Fenway Park, 1927. (Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Leslie Jones Collection)
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A stereoscope of Lou Gehrig taken in 1930. (Keystone View Company, Library of Congress)

The 1927 Yankees started the season in first place—and finished in first place. The winning margin? Nineteen games. The number of victories? One hundred ten, at that time an American League record. To climax their historic season, the Yankees swept the Pittsburgh Pirates, 4-0, in the World Series. As Casey would say: “You could look it up.”

Certainly, teams have won more regular-season games. The 1906 Chicago Cubs and the 2001 Seattle Mariners both won 116. Neither of those teams won the World Series, though. The 1998 Yankees won 114 games and, like their pinstriped predecessors, swept the Series. Still, there was something so dominant about the 1927 Yankees that even now it is just about impossible to rank any other team above them.

Start with Babe Ruth, who, batting third in the lineup, broke his own home run record by one, blasting 60 homers—the first man to reach that total (his record stood until Roger Maris hit 61 in 1961). Batting fourth was Lou Gehrig, who hit 47 home runs, the most any player not named Ruth had ever whacked in one season. Gehrig also had a record-setting 173 runs batted in. Who knows how many more RBI Gehrig might have had if Ruth hadn’t homered so often right before him in the lineup? Then again, Gehrig helped prevent Ruth from achieving the Triple Crown, since he was the only player in the American League who had more RBI (Ruth had 164) and he also had a higher batting average than the Babe.

But Ruth and Gehrig didn’t do all the hitting for the Yankees. Four players drove in more than 100 runs. The team batting average was .307 and didn’t have a regular player bat under .269. Gehrig batted .373. Ruth and center fielder Earle Combs hit .356 and Combs led the league in singles. Second baseman Tony Lazzeri batted .309 and pounded out 18 homers, the third-best in the league behind Ruth and Gehrig. All four would one day enter the Baseball Hall of Fame. So fearsome was the hitting of this group that it became known as “Murderer’s Row.” Only one pitcher, the legendary Lefty Grove of the Philadelphia Athletics, was able to hold the Yankees scoreless in 1927. In a tingling ball game, the A’s won 1-0.

Baseball teams do not win pennants without good pitching. The Yankees of 1927 certainly had their share of it, with four pitchers winning 18 or more games. Waite Hoyt won 22 games, and Herb Pennock won another 19. Much of the credit for the performance of the mound staff, however, went to a relief pitcher—Wilcy “Cy” Moore. This “fireman” appeared in 50 games and won 19 times. Urban Shocker added 18 victories.
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Waite Hoyt won 22 games for the Yankees in 1927. (George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress)

The numbers are mind-numbing, but how better to display this team’s outrageous power? Legend has it that the Pirates were so intimidated watching the Yankees take batting practice before the first game of the World Series that actually playing the games was merely a formality. Indeed, it’s hard to believe there was ever a better baseball team than the Yankees of 1927.


YANKEES 100-WIN SEASONS

The Yankees have won 100 or more games in a season 19 times during their history. They won 114 games in 1998 to capture the division title by 22 games over the next closest opponent, their largest margin ever in the standings. In 1927, they won 110 games for a franchise-best .714 winning pace.

The Yankees won 109 games in 1961, 107 games in 1932, and 106 games in 1939, winning a World Series championship in each of those seasons. They won 104 games in 1963 but lost in the Series to the Dodgers.
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1932

The Called Shot

 

The 1932 World Series was Babe Ruth’s seventh Series appearance in twelve years with the Yankees. He was at his best in these October showdowns, and his most famous home run of all came in this Series against the Chicago Cubs, at Wrigley Field in Chicago. Ruth took one look at the park’s cozy dimensions and salivated. “I’d play for half my salary if I could hit in this dump all the time,” he said.

The Yankees were playing the Cubs in game three of the World Series. Charlie Root was pitching for the Cubs and the score was tied, 4-4. Ruth had already hit a three-run homer in the first inning, much to the pleasure of New York governor and Democratic presidential nominee Franklin D. Roosevelt, who was at the game.

When Ruth approached the plate in the top half of the fifth inning, the 49,986 Wrigley Field fans, who had heckled him lustily all day, now yelled insults about his age and weight. Some fans started throwing vegetables at him, while others tossed lemons. According to folklore, the Cubs bench was also directing taunts at the Babe in the form of racial slurs.

What followed depends on whose version of the tale you believe. Root threw strike one, which the fans cheered. Ruth supposedly held up one finger and, according to Cubs catcher Gabby Hartnett, said, “It only takes one to hit it.” Root followed by throwing a pair of balls, and then a called strike. The count stood at 2-2. Wrigley Field was ready to explode if Ruth struck out.

Ruth stepped out of the batter’s box. Raising his right arm, the Babe pointed. Did Ruth “call” his home run—did he really predict that he would hit it? No one knows for sure. He may have been pointing to the pitcher, or showing the crowd that he still had one more strike. Another possibility is that he might have been gesturing at the Cubs bench, which was filled with players who were teasing him. Or, as legend has it, was he pointing to beyond the outfield fence to indicate where he would hit Root’s next pitch?

With the crowd on the edge of their seats, the big-swinging lefty launched that next pitch straight over the centerfield fence to that exact spot, a towering hit that measured 435 feet. It was the longest home run ever hit at Wrigley Field. It was also Ruth’s fifteenth, and last, World Series home run. But did Babe really call his shot? No one can be sure. Here are some eyewitness accounts:
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1941|101 53 656 | First 17 Joe McCarthy
2003|101 61 623 [First +6 Joe Torre
2004|101 61 623 | First 43 Joe Torre
1977|100 62 |.617 |First 125 Bily Martin
1078 [100 63 613 [First +1 Martin-Bob Lemon
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