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This book is dedicated to my two amazing sons. I love you.
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In memory of Paul Donoghue, Sister Patricia Feeley, and Jim Fox


INTRODUCTION

Major League Baseball. The National Pastime. A piece of the world’s sports fabric. Hundreds of millions of baseball fans span the globe. From Asia and South America to right here in the good ol’ USA, the world loves its hardball.

From splitters to spitters, from a frozen rope to a suicide squeeze, from extra innings to no-hitters, baseball is truly a great game. But nothing gets the juices flowing like a home run, a round-tripper, a big bomb, the long ball.

A “dinger.”

Baseball fans worldwide love the big hit. Some of the most iconic moments in all of sports have come via the home run. From a modern-day blast to the long shots of yesteryear, it’s amazing how one mighty swat of the lumber can produce a moment that is remembered and revered for generations.

One of the many things that make this great sport so perfect is its very imperfect nature, its ability to spark conversation and debate. Who is the best player of all time? Which team was the greatest of them all? Which moments stand apart from the rest? And, of course, the argument over the greatest homer of all time. Was it Bobby Thomson’s big hit that led to those immortal words, “The Giants Win the Pennant!”? Was it Hammerin’ Hank Aaron’s 715th blast that eclipsed the Babe’s seemingly unreachable mark? Was it Kirk Gibson’s walk-off blast in Game One of the 1988 World Series that ignited the Dodgers upset victory over the mighty A’s? The deliberation will persist forever.

Now, Shifrin and Shea scour the chronicles of baseball history to choose the 101 most memorable home runs of all time. While this list may cause some disagreement, baseball fans everywhere will relish reliving these most memorable home run moments. Nothing—but nothing—creates more excitement than the classic long ball, the big bomb, the round-tripper, the homer.

The DINGER!
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	JOSE CANSECO: THAT'S USING YOUR HEAD!





On May 26, 1993, in a game between the Texas Rangers and Cleveland Indians, Jose Canseco became a part of one of the craziest home runs in history … but not with his bat. Like all castles filled with kings, there are always a couple of jesters around to keep things lively.

Canseco’s mercurial career was filled with the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. After being drafted in the 15th round in 1982 by the Oakland A’s, he eventually broke into the majors at the end of the 1985 season. The big man who carried a big bat and who had an ego to match quickly made a name for himself and, in 1986, he was named the American League Rookie of the Year. Two years later, in 1988, the multitalented Cuban-American became the first man to hit 40 home runs and steal 40 bases on his way to a unanimous American League Most Valuable Player title.

It wasn’t all roses and rainbows for the superstar, however. After his retirement, Canseco admitted to using anabolic steroids during his career in a tell-all book entitled Juiced: Wild Times, Rampant ’Roids, Smash Hits, and How Baseball Got Big. Today, in addition to his exploits on the field, he is largely remembered for his financial woes, and the circus atmosphere that follows his unveiling the steroid era in baseball.

But in the middle of Canseco’s career, there was one incident that qualifies as simply unique. Canseco was playing right field for the Rangers. When the Indians came to bat in the bottom of the fourth, the Tribe’s utility infielder, Carlos Martinez, launched a shot toward the gap between right and center field. Canseco immediately sprinted toward the ball. He was about to glove it when he lost the ball in the sun. He found, or felt it, soon enough. It bounced off the top of his head and over the fence for a home run!

Martinez was credited with a dinger, both literally and figuratively, as the befuddled Canseco could only shake his throbbing head and smile. This wacky moment is widely remembered as one of the most unique four-baggers in the game’s history.
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	DICK NEN: THE ONE THAT MATTERED





In September of 1963, the St. Louis Cardinals had won 19 of their previous 20 games.

They were within a game of the first-place Los Angeles Dodgers, whom they were hosting on September 18 as the end of the season was approaching.

The Cardinals had scored 120 runs in their 20-game sprint toward the National League pennant. It was also Hall of Famer Stan Musial’s last season. There was definitely magic in the air.

That is, until the Cards faced Johnny Podres and Sandy Koufax.

The two Dodger lefties silenced the sizzling Cardinal bats, allowing one run and seven hits in the first two games of the series.

Game Three was close to a do-or-die one for the Redbirds. And they had future Hall of Famer Bob Gibson pitching for them.

Gibson was twenty-seven years old and just coming into his prime. He would go 18–8 that season—and only get better in the years that followed.

The Dodgers were starting Pete Richert, a lefty who had made his major-league debut a year earlier against the defending National League champion Cincinnati Reds and struck out the first six batters (Vada Pinson, Frank Robinson, Gordy Coleman, Wally Post, Johnny Edwards, and Tommy Hunter) he faced to start his career.

He would later be an All-Star with the Washington Senators and a key member of the great Baltimore Orioles teams of the 1960s and early ’70s, but at this point in his career he couldn’t crack the Dodger starting rotation that began with Koufax, Don Drysdale, and Podres.

Cardinals right fielder Charlie James hit a two-run homer off Richert in the second. In the third, center fielder Curt Flood doubled home two more.

The Cardinals owned a 5–1 lead in the top of the eighth, and Gibson had retired 10 straight Dodgers.

Bob Miller had kept the Dodgers in the game by spinning 4.2 innings of one-run ball in relief of Richert.

In the eighth, Dodger manager Walter Alston pinch-hit Dick Nen for Miller.

The night before, Nen had been playing for the Spokane Indians, the top farm team of the Dodgers, against the Oklahoma 89ers in Game Seven of the Pacific Coast League Championship.

Oklahoma City won the title, but Nen’s consolation prize was a trip to the National League pennant race.

Gibson was the first pitcher he faced.

Nen, a first baseman with gap power, lined out to left center.

The Dodger lineup turned over.

Shortstop Maury Wills and second baseman Jim Gilliam hit consecutive singles following Nen’s liner. Gibson, tiring, then walked Wally Moon. The bases were now loaded. Tommy Davis, en route to back-to-back National League batting titles, singled home Wills and Gilliam.

Cardinal manager Johnny Keane pulled Gibson and summoned southpaw Bobby Shantz to face Ron Fairly, who was hitting under .200 against southpaws.

Alston elected to go to his bench for Frank Howard. Howard was a 6-foot-7 former National League Rookie of the Year who would go on to lead the American League in home runs twice.1 He finished his career with 382 dingers.

Howard walked to load the bases again.

Dodger center fielder Willie Davis followed with a sacrifice fly, bringing in another run. The Dodgers were now down 5–4.

Moose Skowron, whom the Dodgers had acquired from the New York Yankees in the off-season, was sent up to pinch-hit for catcher Johnny Roseboro. Cards manager Johnny Keane went to his bullpen again, this time for right-hander Ron Taylor. Taylor would later be a key bullpen cog for the 1969 “Miracle” New York Mets and the longtime team physician for the Toronto Blue Jays. He coaxed Skowron into ending the inning with a harmless groundball.

In the ninth, Taylor popped up Dodger third baseman Ken McMullen to open the inning.

Batting in the nine hole, Nen took strike one. Nen was a California kid signed by the Dodgers two years earlier at age twenty-one. He batted and threw left. While he had hit .288 and knocked in 84 runs for Spokane, he had hit only nine homers in 158 games.

His first major-league hit—his only hit as a Dodger—was a long drive over the pavilion at Busch Stadium to tie the score, 5–5, and send the game into extra innings.

In the 13th, Dodger Willie Davis led off with a single. Alston decided not to pinch-hit for Perranoski. The pitcher tried to sacrifice Davis to second, but struck out. Dick Tracewski hit a potential inning-ending grounder, but, thankfully for the Dodgers, the play was muffed. Davis went to third, Tracewski to second.

Up came Nen.

Keane decided to walk him to load the bases and set up a potential double-play opportunity with the speedy Maury Wills coming to bat. Wills hit a grounder, but Cardinal second baseman Julian Javier only had a play at first, which allowed Davis to score. Dodger reliever Ron Perranoski, who went 16–3 in 1963 out of the bullpen, pitched six shutout innings, escaping a bases-loaded jam in the 10th to secure the win.

The pennant race was over. The Dodgers would breeze to the National League pennant, winning by six games, and then sweep the Yankees in the World Series.

Dick Nen didn’t play an inning for the Dodgers the following season. Instead, he spent the summer back in Spokane, where he hit 18 homers and batted .280. In December of 1964, Nen was traded along with Frank Howard, Ken McMullen, Pete Richert, and Phil Ortega to the Washington Senators for left-handed starting pitcher Claude Osteen and utility infielder John Kennedy.

Nen had his best year in the major leagues in 1965, his first full season, when he had six homers, 31 RBIs, and a .260 average. He spent six years in the bigs and hit a total of 21 homers, with a lifetime batting average of .224.

Nen played nine more years in the minors, retiring in 1972. While only having 21 dingers in the majors, he clubbed 103 in the minors with a .291 average.

When he retired, he returned to California. Dodger fans and Cardinal rooters never forgot him. Baseball fans remembered him, too, because of his palindromic last name.

He also instructed his son, Robb, in the finer points of the game.

* * *

Robb Nen started out as a third baseman, but was later shifted to the mound, and was drafted in 1987 by the Texas Rangers in the 32nd round. He made his major-league debut in 1993.

Robb Nen, a right-hander who could throw 98 miles an hour and had an out-of-this-world splitter, was one of the game’s top relief pitchers, finishing his career with 314 saves and striking out 793 batters in 715 innings. He also helped the Florida (now Miami) Marlins to the 1997 World Series.2 He would also help the San Francisco Giants to the Series in 2002.

“My father told me, it must have been a thousand times, ‘Let everything you do show your respect for the game. Don’t cheat yourself, and don’t cheat your teammates.’”

Dick Nen would know. He had almost four times as many minor-league at-bats as he did big-league plate appearances.

Only one was famous, but he made them all count.



1   Howard led the American League in home runs in 1968 and 1970, both times with 44 dingers.

2   The 1997 Marlins were the quickest team to win a World Series after becoming a franchise (four years after entering the league in 1993), passing the 1969 “Miracle” Mets (seven years after entering the league in 1962).
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	JOHN LOWENSTEIN: THE TIME, LET IT BE LOWENSTEIN





For much of his 16-year career, John Lowenstein was a respected utility player.

He also was a character.

He had a quip for almost every occasion, including the effort he extended to being prepared for a long season. “I flush the john between innings to keep my wrists strong,” Lowenstein once said.

Always available for a quote, he even shared his disdain of fan clubs. “What are they for? Does a player have to have one? I think they are a waste of people’s time.”

He then started the Lowenstein Apathy Club.

He couldn’t keep up with the mail that promised no interest in his career.

Lowenstein loved it. He saw the intangibles in baseball.

“There are so many intangibles in victory,” he noted. “I have always considered myself an intangible asset to a team. Perhaps because the tangible assets of my career are not so impressive.”

Lowenstein led baseball in self-deprecation, although he was a lot better player than he would let on. Baltimore Orioles Hall of Fame manager Earl Weaver knew how good he was.

Weaver often said Lowenstein’s acquisition was “the bargain of the decade.”

* * *

Lowenstein was born in Montana in 1947, but grew up in California. Long and lean, he was a second-team All-American shortstop at the University of California at Riverside, where he hit .393 and earned a bachelor’s degree in anthropology. The Indians selected the left-handed hitter in the 18th round of the 1968 draft.

He missed much of the 1969 minor-league season because of a Marine Reserve commitment. In his first full season as a pro, he hit .295 with 18 home runs for the Wichita Aeros.

“I honestly don’t know what we would do without John,” said Ken Aspromonte, former big-leaguer and Wichita manager. “He’s playing short, third, all the outfield positions. He’s hit the ball, made the plays, taken the extra base, everything anyone could ask.”

That versatility earned Lowenstein a promotion to the Indians in September of 1970. He singled and knocked in a run in his first at-bat.

Lowenstein bounced between the Indians and Wichita in 1971. Along the way he picked up the nickname “Brother Lo” from teammates. He was in the big leagues for good by 1972. In 1974, the Indians traded right fielder Walt “No-Neck” Williams to the New York Yankees. That made Lowenstein the starting left fielder for the Tribe, although he would fill in for third baseman Buddy Bell when he was injured.

The difference between third and left field for Lowenstein?

“At third base I can hear the fans yelling at me when I miss a ball and I can pick out those fans and yell right back at them. In left field, you don’t know who is yelling at you.”

When the Indians lost designated hitter Rico Carty to the Toronto Blue Jays in the 1976 expansion draft, they realized their mistake in leaving him unprotected. Carty was still productive and popular. In December 1976, the Tribe sent Lowenstein and catcher Rick Cerone north to get him back.

Within days, the Indians shipped outfielder George Hendrick to the San Diego Padres for outfielder Johnny Grubb, infielder Hector Torres, and catcher Fred Kendall. When Grubb hurt his knee in spring training of 1977, the Indians swapped Torres to Toronto for none other than Lowenstein.

In Joseph Wancho’s Lowenstein profile for the Society of American Baseball Research, he noted that Lowenstein considered the deal to be one of the great international trades of all time, and that the United Nations had to give their approval of the deal. “A Mexican (Torres) to a Canadian team (Toronto) for a Jewish gringo (me) to a tribe of Indians (Cleveland),” Lowenstein said. “Now figure that out. It’s a three-nation deal at least. It involves money as well, pesos, Canadian, and American money. In fact, I’m the first Jewish Indian traded for a Mexican.”

The amusing part of that comment was that the last sentence was more fiction than fact.

“The irony was that Lowenstein was not Jewish,” Wancho wrote. “The Municipal Stadium organist would serenade him with ‘Hava Nagila’ when he came to bat until Lowenstein let the organist know he was actually a Roman Catholic. After that, the theme song for his at-bats was ‘Jesus Christ Superstar.’”

No such details mattered in 1978. Lowenstein was traded to the Texas Rangers along with pitcher Tom Buskey for designated hitter Willie Horton, a one-time Detroit Tigers star, and left-handed pitcher David Clyde, the first pick in the 1973 draft.

After a season in Texas, Lowenstein was released, and later picked up on waivers by the Orioles for $20,000.

“We tried to get him for a long time from Cleveland but every time we talked to the Indians about him, they’d ask for one of our top pitchers, like Dave McNally or Mike Cuellar,” Weaver said.

Weaver was already imagining platooning Lowenstein’s left-handed bat with Ron Roenicke’s right-handed stick in left field.

“I glance at the lineup card, I look for length,” Lowenstein said that summer. “If I see a very long name, I know I am playing. I also see a misspelled name. Earl always puts the ‘i’ before the ‘e.’ Sometimes I’ll correct it, but the next day it’s still misspelled.”

And in 1979, he was just one of the pieces that fit for the Birds as they stopped the Yankees three-year run and won the American League Eastern Division pennant.

Lowenstein, who favored aviator glasses and sported a droopy mustache and long dark hair, knocked 11 homers and 34 RBIs during the regular season. But he didn’t become part of Oriole lore until the playoffs.

* * *

The Orioles were facing the California Angels in Game One at Baltimore’s Memorial Stadium. The score was tied, 3–3, in the bottom of the 10th. The Birds had men on first and third with two outs.

Weaver decided to pinch-hit Lowenstein for the Orioles slick-fielding but light-hitting (.167) shortstop Mark Belanger. Weaver always had white index cards within reach. Each was filled with what hitters accomplished against pitchers and what pitchers did against hitters. The only thing he knew about California reliever John Montague was that Lowenstein was 3-for-4 with two home runs lifetime against the right-hander.

Montague got ahead of Lowenstein, 0–2. His third pitch, a forkball, was driven high and deep down the left field line.

Fair or foul? Deep enough?

Not only was it fair, but landed in the first row of seats. Lowenstein had secured his place in Oriole history. Municipal Stadium was bedlam.

The Orioles would beat the Angels, but lose in the World Series to the Pittsburgh Pirates.

Lowenstein’s best season came in 1982, when he was thirty-five. He jacked 25 homers and batted .320. He retired in 1985 as an Oriole folk hero.

When asked what he remembered circling the bases on October 3, 1979, the date of his big home run, Lowenstein said he vividly recalled Weaver running toward him.

Weaver was a short man, built like a fire hydrant. He was thrown out of nearly 100 games in his Hall of Fame managerial career. It was strange to see Weaver so happy and so far from the dugout.

“I never saw such a little man in the baseline,” Lowenstein joked.
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	HANK BLALOCK: A BOMB BY THE NEW BRETT





Hank Blalock was going to be the new George Brett.

That’s what everybody—coaches, scouts, front-office decision-makers, and reporters—were saying about him.

Blalock was a high school third baseman from San Diego with a college scholarship in hand when the Texas Rangers took him in the third round of the 1999 amateur draft. He won the Gulf Coast League batting championship that summer with a .361 average.

John Sickels, a baseball writer who majors in the minors, wrote at the time: “I was impressed enough to put him in my 2000 book [Baseball Prospects], unusual since I didn’t write about many rookie ball guys…. Not only that, I gave him a Grade B+ writing that he might develop into a George Brett-class hitter. ‘Yes, I know what I’m saying,’ I wrote, ‘but I have a great feeling about this one.’ A month after the book came out in the spring of 2000, I talked with a major league GM who told me Blalock’s makeup was exceptional, and that he was the steal of the draft, although the GM thought the Brett comp was overdone.”

The twenty-one-year-old had started the 2002 season with the Rangers, but hit only .211 and was sent back down to Triple A. No one expected he’d be there long, as he was considered the best everyday prospect in the game by Baseball America, the bible of the minor leagues.

In 2003, Blalock, who batted left and threw right, finally proved what all the fuss was about. He was the starting third baseman for the Rangers, an up-and-coming team with young stars. Alex Rodriguez was the starting shortstop, Michael Young was playing second, and a young Mark Teixeira was at first. The Rangers had little pitching, but were building what looked like a bright future.

Angels manager Mike Scioscia selected Blalock, then twenty-two and hitting .323, for the All-Star Game that was held at U.S. Cellular Field in Chicago on July 15, 2003. Angels third baseman Troy Glaus played the first seven innings for the American League, but Scioscia sent Blalock up to bat in the eighth.

It was no favor.

Blalock was going to face Eric Gagne, the fireballing right-hander of the Los Angeles Dodgers, who hadn’t blown a save since August 26, 2002, and was on his way to winning the Cy Young Award. The National League was leading, 6–4.

Gagne enticed Boston’s Nomar Garciaparra to ground out to short. Anaheim’s Garret Anderson followed with a double. Pinch-hitter Carl Everett grounded out, moving pinch-runner Melvin Mora (for Anderson) to third. Toronto’s Vernon Wells then doubled to bring Mora home and cut the lead to 6–5.

With two outs and Wells at second, Blalock received his shot on the big stage. He worked the count to 3–1. Gagne threw a fastball, of course.

Blalock boomed it to right-center field for what proved to be the game-winner. The next time Gagne coughed up a game was almost a year later, on July 5, 2004.

Gagne was dominant in 2003, going 55 for 55 in save opportunities, recording 137 strikeouts in 82⅓ innings, and pitching to a 1.20 ERA. He surrendered only three home runs that year: to Montreal’s Vladimir Guerrero, Colorado’s Todd Helton, and Blalock’s All-Star blast.

Blalock finished his season with 29 homers, 90 RBIs, and a .309 average.

He was even better in 2004, surpassing his numbers from the previous year with 32 homers and 100 RBIs, and was selected for his second All-Star Game. Scouts raved about his improved defense, and teammates praised his work ethic. He was being talked about as the best third baseman in Rangers history.

In Texas, Blalock even had a fan club called Hank’s Homies. They would arrive at The Ballpark in Arlington wearing cowboy hats, eye black, and Blalock jerseys.

In 2005, however, they had less of a reason to dress up.

Blalock hit 25 homers with 92 RBIs in 2005, but there was talk that he had begun swinging for the fences instead of trusting a stroke that was made for hitting doubles up the gap. There were also rumors the Rangers were going to put him on the market.

Blalock hit his 100th career homer in 2006. He missed much of the 2007 season after being diagnosed with thoracic outlet syndrome, a term used to describe a group of disorders that occur when there is an injury of the nerves or blood vessels in the lower neck and upper chest. Due to the syndrome, he needed to have his first rib removed.

In 2008, he was nagged by hamstring and shoulder woes. The Rangers tried him at first base before abandoning the idea and returning him to third. He did hit 25 homers in 2009, but struck out more than 100 times in fewer than 500 at-bats. “Enigmatic” was the word being used to describe Blalock. He ended his career with Tampa Bay in 2010 at age twenty-nine.

He finished with 153 home runs in nine big-league seasons, but none bigger than the one he slugged on a July night in Chicago.








	97

	SCOTT PODSEDNIK: A SPEEDSTER GOES DEEP





The count was 2–0. It was Game Two of the World Series.

The score was tied 6–6 in the bottom of the ninth at U.S. Cellular Field in Chicago. Rain was falling.

Never a power hitter, Scott Podsednik was nevertheless thinking about swinging away.

He looked into the Chicago White Sox dugout and spotted Ozzie Guillen, his manager.

“He shook his finger and said, ‘Don’t even think about it; take one,’” Podsednik recalled. “So I took a strike right down the middle.”

The left-handed hitter stepped out of the box and took a practice cut.

Podsednik was thinking that Houston reliever Brad Lidge, who had a good fastball, was going to throw it again. And on October 23, 2005, Podsednik wanted to put a good swing on it.

He didn’t look into the dugout again to see what his manager was signaling.

Like Podsednik, Lidge had been selected for his first All-Star Game in 2005. He was a 6-foot-5, right-handed fireballer who struck out 103 batters in 70 innings of work that season. In the process, he had recorded 44 saves in helping the Astros to their first World Series.

Lidge didn’t want to walk Podsednik, who had led the National League in steals the year before with 70, and had swiped 59 in 2005. Walk him and he’d steal. That would give them a man on second with one out and two shots at bringing him home.

The White Sox thought they had it won when first baseman and new father Paul Konerko had slugged a grand slam in the seventh inning, making the score 6–4.

But the Astros had tied the game in the top of the ninth with two runs.

It was a momentous time for both teams. Established in 1962, Houston had never been in a World Series. The last time the White Sox had won one was 1917.

Podsednik and Lidge were also looking for a little redemption. Podsednik, never known for his arm, had been unable to throw out the potential winning run in the ninth, which started some grumbling in the stands and owner’s box. In Lidge’s previous game he had surrendered a three-run homer to Albert Pujols, which put a National League Divisional Series contest in doubt. He said he wasn’t thinking about Pujols when he faced Podsednik, but the home run was on everyone else’s mind.

A third-round draft pick by the Texas Rangers in 1994, Podsednik was a prototypical leadoff hitter for his time. He slapped at the ball, got on base, and always looked to steal another. Podsednik’s speed, not his power, was on Lidge’s mind.

In fact, Podsednik had not hit a home run for the White Sox that season. None. In 568 at-bats.

The White Sox had traded power (Carlos Lee) to Milwaukee for Podsednik’s speed in December 2004. And while their roster didn’t exactly gleam with All-Stars, it all worked under the guidance of Guillen. The White Sox won the American League Central Division by six games with a 99–63 record and swept the Red Sox in the Divisional Series.

The White Sox captured Game One of the 2005 World Series against the Astros, and beating them in Game Two would put them in a commanding position.

Lidge’s next pitch to Podsednik: fastball. He swung, sending it over the 408-foot sign in right-center field.

“I don’t think anybody in the ballpark was thinking about me hitting the ball out of the ballpark,” the speedster admitted.

Tyler Kepner of the New York Times described the scene: “The White Sox players leaped joyously from their dugout, crashing into each other and bouncing together at the plate as Podsednik trotted into the throng.”

It was the 14th walk-off home run in World Series history.

“I didn’t think that he was going to walk me,” Podsednik said. “Luckily, I got into a hitter’s count. I was looking fastball the entire at-bat.”

The blow helped the White Sox vanquish the ghosts of the 1919 team, better known as the “Black Sox” since eight players were accused, but eventually acquitted, of throwing the World Series (though they were suspended indefinitely from baseball).

Following Podsednik’s blast, the White Sox went on to capture the 2005 Series in four straight games.

Lost a bit in the excitement of the shocking game winner by the speedster was the fact that while Podsednik went homerless in the regular season, he had hit another one in the playoffs.

In the Division series opener against the Red Sox, a 14–2 win, Podsednik homered off Geremi Gonzalez in the sixth inning.

It didn’t mean a lot in a rout, but it still counted.
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	BERT CAMPANERIS: THE UBIQUITOUS CAMPY





Bert Campaneris is probably best known for playing all nine positions in a single game.

The Cuban native and shortstop by trade was small and wiry, and could steal a base almost at will. Six times he led the American League in swipes, and when he retired after the 1983 season, he ranked seventh in baseball history, with 649 bases stolen.3 As part of his small-ball game, Campy also thrice led the AL in sacrifice bunts. But there was nothing small about his game in the biggest of postseason contests—Campy had three homers, four doubles, a triple, 11 RBIs, and six steals in October games.

“Ubiquitous” is the word often used to describe his game.

In response to the first pitch he saw in the big leagues, on July 23, 1964, he slugged a home run off Minnesota’s Jim Kaat, who would go on to win 283 games in 25 seasons.

Later in the same game, Campy would hit another one over the fence. He’s one of only five players ever to hit two homers in their big-league debut.

In 19 seasons, Campy was selected to six All-Star Games. As a leadoff hitter, he was integral to the success of the great Reggie Jackson/Sal Bando/Vida Blue/Catfish Hunter/Rollie Fingers-led green-and-gold Oakland A’s of the early 1970s. But on September 8, 1965, Campy was playing for the Kansas City A’s. The team was owned by the eccentric, visionary, and never boring Charlie O. Finley. The team wasn’t drawing fans to the stadium, so Finley came up with the promotional idea of having Campy play all nine positions in a single game.

Before the game, Finley took out a million-dollar insurance policy on his young star.

Campy even pitched ambidextrously in the eighth inning. It was no big deal to him. He had once done that in the minors. The first batter he faced for the Los Angeles Angels was his cousin, the fine outfielder Jose Cardenal, who popped out.

Campy allowed one hit and one run, walked two, and had one strikeout in his lone inning on the mound. He went 0-for-3 at the plate, but did steal his 49th base of the season. His only error occurred while playing right field. In the ninth, he was catching when Angel Ed Kirkpatrick collided with him at a play at the plate. Campy held on to the ball to preserve the 3–3 tie, but he had to leave the game for precautionary X-rays. The Angels ended up winning in 13 innings. A crowd of 21,576 showed up to see Campy play all nine positions. The following game had less of a draw, with only 1,271 fans in the seats at Kansas City’s Municipal Stadium.

Campy finished the ’65 season with a team-leading .270 average. He also led the league in triples (12) and stolen bases (51), which broke Hall of Famer Luis Aparicio’s nine-year streak as the American League stolen base champion.

When the A’s moved to Oakland in 1968, Campy became a fan favorite from day one. His best season might have been in ’68, when he led the AL in hits (177) and all of baseball in steals (62). Two years later, Campy swatted 22 of his career 79 home runs. But the following year, in 1972, he gained national attention for another reason.

He’d lead off Game Two of the American League Championship Series against the Detroit Tigers with a single. He then stole second and third base, and scored the first run on a Joe Rudi single. Pure Campy baseball.

He already had three hits and two steals when he came up to bat against Detroit reliever Lerrin LaGrow in the seventh inning.

The speculation was that fiery Detroit manager Billy Martin ordered LaGrow to hit Campy, taking the bat out of his hands.

LaGrow plunked Campy on the left ankle, and he fired his bat out at LaGrow. The benches emptied. Campy and LaGrow were suspended for the rest of the series, but Campy was allowed to play in the World Series win against the Cincinnati Reds. It was Oakland’s first world championship.

* * *

Campy ensured the A’s would repeat in 1973. In the AL Championship Series, he led off Game Two against the Baltimore Orioles with a home run off of Dave McNally, a 17-game winner.

In Game Three, with the score tied 1–1 in the bottom of the 11th, Campy homered off Baltimore’s Mike Cuellar, a fellow Cuban and an 18-game winner. It was the turning point for the A’s in the five-game series.

In the ’73 World Series, the A’s met the New York Mets, the team with the lowest winning percentage ever to make it that deep into October. The Mets had won only 82 games in the regular season. The Cincinnati Reds, already the Big Red Machine, had won 99. But the Mets toppled the Reds in a five-game series.

The A’s won Game One of the World Series, thanks to a double by starting pitcher Ken Holtzman, batting for the first time all year (because the American League had instituted the designated hitter rule). He scored when Campy hit a routine grounder that bounced between the legs of Mets second baseman Felix Millan. Campy then stole second and scored the winning run when Joe Rudi singled.

Campy had the game-winning hit in Game Three, but the Mets extended the Series to seven games. Holtzman was pitching against Jon Matlack, who had won 14 in the regular season and had been the NL Rookie of the Year the previous season.

In the third inning, Holtzman once again led off with a double. By that time in the Series, the A’s, despite their powerhouse lineup, had yet to hit a home run. Campy solved that with a long drive to right that cleared the distant fence at the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum. It would prove to be the game-winning drive. Reggie Jackson hammered a two-run homer later in the inning to seal the deal.

Campy would catch Wayne Garrett’s pop-up for the last out of the game, putting the exclamation mark on the A’s second of three consecutive World Series championships and a 5–1 Game Seven victory.

* * *

Campy hit .353 in the ’74 World Series against the Los Angeles Dodgers, helping his team to another world championship.

Since Campy played all nine positions, only Cesar Tovar of Minnesota in 1968, Scott Sheldon of the Texas Rangers in 2000, and Shane Halter of the Detroit Tigers, also in 2000, have duplicated this feat.

Billy Martin held no grudges from his Detroit days. He told the Yankees to sign Campy when Martin was managing New York in 1983. Playing second and third base, Campy, then forty-one, hit a career-high .322 in a utility role.

Hall of Famer Rickey Henderson went on to break many of Campy’s offensive records, but none of that makes his play and accomplishments any less ubiquitous.



3   As of the conclusion to the 2015 season, Campaneris was 14th all-time in stolen bases.
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	HAROLD BAINES: A LATE BOMB FOR BAINES





On May 8, 2014, the thirtieth anniversary of Harold Baines’s most famous home run, ESPN’s Doug Padilla asked the Chicago White Sox great what he remembered about the game.

Baines paused, and then admitted, “I don’t remember anything about it.”

Wait.

He did.

A little.

“The only details I know is that [Tom] Seaver won both games [a day later],” he recalled. “Obviously I hit the home run in the 25th inning, but I don’t know anything more than that. Oh, and I remember the error by [Milwaukee’s] Randy Ready when they had a three-run lead or something like that.”

Another thing Baines remembers: he was 1-for-9 before he ended the longest game in major-league baseball history with his home run in the bottom of the 25th inning.

Baines, a left-handed hitter with a small right leg kick, clubbed the 757th pitch of the game to center field off Milwaukee’s Chuck Porter, the Brewers eighth pitcher.

No, he doesn’t remember what the pitch was.

“I was just glad it was over,” Baines told Tyler Kepner of the New York Times in 2014. “I think every player is excited to hit a home run for your team to win. I wish I did it in the ninth instead of the 25th.”

Baines would hit 29 that season, a career high, in his remarkably consistent 22-year career.

The game was played over two days and took eight hours and six minutes to complete. It started on May 8, 1984, at Chicago’s Comiskey Park and was a pitcher’s duel between Milwaukee’s future Hall of Famer Don Sutton and Chicago’s Bob Fallon, a rookie who would never start another game in the big leagues.

The Brewers took the lead in the ninth, scoring twice, but the White Sox tied the game in the bottom of the inning. The score remained 3–3 until the start of the 18th, when the game was suspended because of the American League’s 1:05 a.m. curfew. The teams had six men in scoring position during the extra innings, but couldn’t push across a run.

When the game resumed the following day, Milwaukee’s Ben Oglivie hit a three-run homer in the bottom of the 21st, but the White Sox knotted the score in the home half of the inning.

It seemed as if the game would never end.

During the 24th inning, Chicago manager Tony La Russa asked Tom Seaver to start warming up. The pitcher emerged from the clubhouse, where he was sipping coffee and working on a New York Times crossword puzzle. Seaver hadn’t pitched in relief since 1976.

“All of these things went through my mind: ‘I don’t do relief. I don’t do this. When I go in to pitch, I’m calm, cool, and collected, and I’ve done my mental preparation,’” he told the Times. “I was so nervous, I could barely get dressed.”

Seaver, La Russa, and Sutton were just three of the six Hall of Famers who participated in the game. The others were Milwaukee’s Robin Yount and Rollie Fingers and Chicago’s Carlton Fisk, who caught all 25 innings.

Seaver pitched a scoreless 25th.

“I get to the dugout and I’m so hyper, I’m chirping like a baby robin: ‘What a good reliever I am!’” Seaver told the Times. “Then I hear the crack of the bat.” It was the homer by Baines. The game was over.

For the record, the White Sox stranded 24 runners.

Seaver then worked 8⅓ innings in the second game of the doubleheader for his second win of the day and the 276th of his career.

Jim Evans, the plate umpire on May 8, told the New York Times thirty years later that the longer the game went on, the looser the players got.

“Guys would look at the catcher and smile or hit him on the shin guards: ‘You awake?’ It doesn’t become comical, but it’s sort of lighthearted, like, What’s going to happen next?”

Only one previous major-league game, between the National League’s Brooklyn Robins and Boston Braves in 1920, had gone longer than 25 innings. It ended in a tie and in less than four hours.

The longest game in professional baseball took place on April 18–19, 1981, when the International League Rochester Red Wings played the Pawtucket Red Sox for 33 innings over 11 hours and 25 minutes. Future Hall of Famers Cal Ripken Jr. and Wade Boggs were on the field.

Harold Baines didn’t play in either of those games. But in 1984, he was still playing right field for the White Sox. His knees weren’t that bad yet.

He’d been taken by the White Sox with the first pick in the 1977 draft. He was in the big leagues by 1980, a star by 1982, and a team leader when the Pale Hose won the 1983 American League Western Division.

He wasn’t so much a power hitter as a terrific all-around hitter, someone who could bullet line drives to all fields. Early in his career, he was a disciple of the hitting guru Charley Lau, who was instrumental in Hall of Famer George Brett’s career.

In 1984, baseball historian Bill James wrote of Baines, “He is gorgeous, absolutely complete. I’ve seen him drop down bunts that would melt in your mouth, come up the next time and execute a hit and run that comes straight off the chalkboard. I’ve seen him hit fastballs out of the yard on a line, and I’ve seen him get under a high curve and loft it just over the fence.”

In James’s 2001 The New Historical Baseball Abstract, he rated Baines the 42nd-best right fielder in baseball history.

Baines, whose long face was usually adorned with a trimmed beard or a Van Dyke, hit better than .300 eight times—and .324 in 31 career postseason games. From 1980 to 1997, he reached double figures in home runs every year, and five times he stroked at least 29 doubles.

Baines was at his best in the clutch. He is tied for seventh in AL history for grand slams with 13. He is fourth in the category of three-homer games. He is tied for seventh in major-league history in walk-off dingers.

Until Seattle’s Edgar Martinez and Boston’s David Ortiz started piling up numbers as designated hitters in recent years, Baines held most of the DH records. The White Sox retired his number 3 in 1989—and he had 12 more seasons to go—but have unretired it three times on his return to the Pale Hose.

Baines finished his career with 384 homers, 2,866 hits, and 1,628 RBIs.

The Baltimore Orioles inducted Baines into the team’s Hall of Fame but, as of 2015, he has not yet been elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

Seventy-five percent of the vote is needed for induction in the National Baseball Hall of Fame. Baines has never received more than 6.1 percent.
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	JIMMY PIERSALL: THE CRAZY 100TH





Lost in the story of Jimmy Piersall is the fact that he was a very good baseball player.

Ted Williams, the Boston Red Sox great, thought Piersall was the best defensive center fielder he ever saw. And in Boston, Piersall had replaced a pretty good one in Dom DiMaggio.

Piersall was twice selected to the American League All-Star team (in 1954 and ’56). He won two Gold Gloves and hit as high as .322 in 1961. In 1956, he led the American League in doubles with 40. The following year he had a career-best 19 dingers. He was also a terrific bunter.

Hall of Famer Rogers Hornsby, who didn’t lead the league in handing out praise, said, “Piersall in my opinion is a throwback to the old time ball player.”

Hornsby liked how Piersall would use batting practice to hone his skill at playing various depths and angles in center. Hornsby also might have recognized in the Waterbury, Connecticut, native something from his own no-holds-barred era. The bench jockeying nature, the fights he’d start, and how he engaged with fans. Overall, he had fun playing baseball.

But there was another side to that fun. Piersall was always nervous, fidgety, and edgy.

He seemed to collect stress the same way pockets accumulate lint. The only thing he did better than play center was worry. He’d also mimic opposing pitchers and rant at umpires.

What at first could seem like a prank, on second look appeared cruel or simply odd.

No one had a name for all of it (though some teammates called it “bush”) until he was a member of the Boston Red Sox in 1952. Piersall started the season as the Sox’s starting shortstop. That was manager Lou Boudreau’s idea. He and Boston general manager Joe Cronin were former star shortstops and thought Piersall could make the switch. Instead, he worried.

During his rookie season, that anxiety manifested in different ways. He had been ejected from three games, started a brawl with New York’s Billy Martin, and instigated a fight with a teammate. In one game, he mimicked Hall of Famer Satchel Paige and DiMaggio. When the bullpen cart would putter by, he would stick out his thumb.

By June, Piersall was in right field, starting to hit, but losing his grip. By July, he was in a mental institution undergoing shock treatments. He was only twenty-two.

Piersall was diagnosed with a nervous breakdown and emotional exhaustion, then manic-depression. Later he was considered to have a bipolar disorder. (His mother had also suffered with mental illness.)

Piersall spent seven weeks in the hospital and didn’t return to baseball until the following spring. In conversations with Cronin during the winter, he said he couldn’t remember playing for the Red Sox in 1952.

But in 1953, Piersall won the starting right fielder’s job with the Sox. He played in 151 games, finished with a .272 average, and led the league with 19 sacrifice bunts. He made a grab in right field on May 9 that Yankee Hall of Famer Phil Rizzuto called “the greatest catch I’ve ever seen.”

In 1954, Piersall raised his average to .285 and hit eight homers. He was named to his first All-Star team and also collaborated on his life story with SPORT magazine’s Al Hirshberg.

Piersall was even better in 1955: .283 average, 13 home runs, and 25 doubles. It was his first full season as a center fielder. His book, Fear Strikes Out: The Jim Piersall Story, was a national best seller, and the film rights were later sold.4

Reporting from the front lines of mental illness, the book was unblinkingly honest—startling for the day and age—earning Piersall great praise for its candor.

“I was aware that many others had been afflicted like I was,” he said, “or were even now experiencing the same mental sickness and I felt if they learned how I had conquered mine, they would become encouraged in their own efforts at rehabilitation.”

Piersall didn’t like the movie. He felt it was too hard on his father, played by Karl Malden. Also, he believed Anthony Perkins didn’t look like much of a baseball player. Or like him, black-haired and lantern-jawed.

But, due to the film, Piersall’s fame spread. He became a popular off-season speaker. He needed the money, as he was the father of nine.

* * *

Piersall continued to be hot with the bat and led the American League with 40 doubles in 1956 while hitting .293 and knocking in 87 RBIs. He was selected to his second All-Star team.

But after Piersall’s first down season with the Sox in 1958, his nemesis, Billy Martin, had landed on Piersall’s ribs. They hurt all season. Piersall was sent to the Cleveland Indians for Vic Wertz and Gary Geiger. The trade broke his heart.

This showed in his first season in Cleveland, when he hit just .246 and lost his job to Tito Francona, the father of future big-league manager Terry Francona. Piersall rebounded in 1960, with 18 homers, a .282 average, and brilliant defense. But the shadow of his mental illness was still there.

Due to his flickering belligerence, he was ejected from three games in 1959 and six in 1960. When he caught the last out of a game against the White Sox, he threw the ball into Comiskey Park’s electronic scoreboard. He also once took solace—saying he was having a conversation with Babe Ruth—behind the center field monuments at the old Yankee Stadium. He tried to distract Ted Williams’s at-bat by running from center field to right—and back. His teammates were embarrassed and confused. The Indians asked him to seek psychiatric help.

* * *

Piersall had a great year in 1961, hitting a career-high .322 and winning a Gold Glove. But in a game at Yankee Stadium—growing up in Waterbury, a Yankee town, he hated the Yankees—two men came running toward him. One was bellowing, “You crazy bastard, we’re going to get you.”

Piersall hit the first man with a right to the face, then took off after the other, barely missing kicking him in the backside.

The men were arrested. No one blamed Piersall. For a change.

Still, the Indians in the off-season shipped him to the Washington Senators. Then, in May of 1963, the Senators traded him to the New York Mets for the former Brooklyn Dodger great, Gil Hodges, who was named manager of the Senators.

Piersall was scuffling at the plate when he came to bat in the fifth inning on June 23, 1963, for the Mets at the Polo Grounds. Dallas Green (who would later manage the Mets) was on the mound for the Philadelphia Phillies.

Piersall was hitting only a buck-something. Even so, he still had 99 career home runs.

Piersall also knew that on June 14, Duke Snider, the legendary Dodger, had belted his 400th homer to little fanfare. Piersall decided he was going to have some fanfare when he hit his 100th.

It turned out it was a long, lazy fly ball to right. The Polo Grounds had a short right field, but Piersall’s hit counted.

He started running around the bases—backward.

He concentrated so as not to trip. He even shook third-base coach Cookie Lavagetto’s hand while rounding third. Some teammates laughed. Green steamed. So did baseball Commissioner Ford Frick. The Mets released him within a week.

Piersall ended up signing with the California Angels where, the following season, only two months after the arrival of the Beatles, he came up to bat wearing a Beatles wig and pretending to play guitar with his bat.

* * *

Piersall finished his career in 1967 when he realized he could no longer hit. For his career, he batted .272 and had 104 home runs.

Piersall took acting lessons in Hollywood, but usually played himself in television appearances. He worked in a variety of roles for renegade Oakland A’s owner Charlie Finley. In the 1970s and ’80s, he called White Sox games with legendary broadcaster Harry Caray. He always knew what he was talking about, even if the players disagreed.

He was who he was: Jimmy Piersall.



4   Piersall would eventually disown the film due to what he believed was its distortion of the facts.








	93

	RICK WISE: DOUBLE TROUBLE ON MOUND





Rick Wise was still battling the effects of the flu when his turn in the rotation arrived.

Wise wasn’t the kind of pitcher who skipped starts. In a long career that stretched from 1964 to 1982, Wise would win 188 games, complete 138 starts, and pitch more than 3,000 innings.

He was a gamer who would be traded twice, for Hall of Famers Steve Carlton and Dennis Eckersley. He’d also be the winning pitcher in one of the greatest games ever played: Game Six of the 1975 World Series. Besides, his Philadelphia Phillies teammates were counting on him, he would note in recalling the historic game of June 23, 1971.

When Wise woke in Cincinnati that morning, the temperature was already above 80 degrees and starting to soar. And he was still dealing with the flu.

“I came up the stairs from the coolness of the clubhouse to field level and the heat of the field sucked the breath out of me,” he would say later. “These were the days of cookie-cutter stadiums with Astroturf. It was probably 120 degrees on the field at 6:30 p.m.”

The ace of the Phillies, easily spotted because he was one of the few players to wear glasses, Wise slowly made his way to the bullpen, not wanting to expend more energy than needed.

“My warm-up pitches seemed to stop half way [sic] to home plate,” he said. “I felt very weak and thought to myself, ‘You’d better locate your pitches or you won’t be around for long.’”

The Reds weren’t quite yet the Big Red Machine, but they were getting there. The lineup included Pete Rose, George Foster, Johnny Bench, Tony Perez, and Dave Concepcion.

The first 12 Reds went in order.

“I felt myself getting stronger,” Wise said, “possibly because I had sweated out the remnants of the flu.”

The Reds were also swinging early in counts and hitting loads of groundballs, making for quick innings.

“My tempo increased, my focus increased and my command and location were excellent,” he said.

Wise, who always prided himself on his hitting, came to bat in the visitor’s half of the fifth against Cincinnati starter Ross Grimsley, a twenty-one-year-old southpaw who would later become a 20-game winner for the Montreal Expos.

Phillies right fielder Roger Freed had opened the inning with a double, and the Phils were holding a 1–0 lead.

With Wise at the plate, Grimsley left a pitch up in the zone, and he parked it over the left-field fence for his sixth major-league home run and a 3–0 lead.

The following inning, Wise walked Cincy shortstop Concepcion.

The perfect game was history, but the no-hitter lived on.

And now the game was still on the line.

Wise knew too well that, with the powerful Reds lineup, all they needed were a couple of bloops and a blast and, before the other team could react, the game would be tied.

Wise led off the eighth inning against Clay Carroll, who won 10 games out of the pen in 1971 and topped the National League in saves in 1972. Wise was ahead on the count, 2–0.

“I checked the third-base coach for a sign and [George Myatt] just turned his back on me,” Wise said. “In other words the green light was on—swing at it! Clay threw the next pitch right down Broadway and I was ready.”

He homered again, knocking in his third run of the game. The extra run wouldn’t hurt, he knew, but Wise still had to retire six straight batters to preserve his no-hitter.

Wise set down five straight without much worry. The Cincinnati crowd was on its feet.

Two outs, bottom of the ninth, and up came Pete Rose, the man who would eventually break Ty Cobb’s career hit record. Rose worked the count to 3–2. Wise decided on a fastball, down. Rose lashed a line drive right at Phillies third baseman Pete Vuckovich. The game was over.

Rick Wise became the first and only pitcher in baseball history to pitch a no-hitter and hit two home runs in the same game.

In 1931, Cleveland’s Rick Ferrell was the first pitcher to throw a no-hitter and homer in the same contest. In 1944, Boston Braves pitcher Jim Tobin followed, and in 1962, Earl Wilson of the Boston Red Sox also accomplished the rare baseball feat. No pitcher has done so since then.

On February 25, 1972, in the midst of a contract dispute with the Phillies, Wise was dealt to the St. Louis Cardinals for Hall of Famer Steve Carlton, who was also in the middle of a contract haggle.

In the 1973 off-season, Wise was packaged with outfielder Bernie Carbo and sent to the Boston Red Sox for switch-hitting outfielder Reggie Smith.

Wise won 19 games in 1975 for the American League East champion Red Sox. He won the deciding game in the American League Championship Series against the Oakland A’s and was the winner in relief in Game Six of the epic 1975 World Series, which was won on a Carlton Fisk home run in extra innings.

He missed hitting, once he was traded into the American League, which established the designated hitter in 1973, unlike the National League.

“I always figured I had an advantage over my opponent because I could swing the bat pretty well,” he said of his time in the National League.

Wise finished his 18-year career in 1982. For his career, he recorded four one-hitters and whacked 15 home runs.

He was a minor-league pitching coach when his playing days were over. Sometimes he’d double as the team’s hitting coach, too.








	92

	JOE MORGAN: "LITTLE JOE" JACKS ONE FOR THE GIANTS





Joe Morgan was in the Houston Astros organization, née Houston Colt .45s, for ten years.

Signed out of Oakland, California, in 1962, the 5-foot-7 second baseman made the big club for parts of 1963 and 1964, but was finally able to unpack his bags in 1965.
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