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For my grandfather, Ed Donley

RIP Doug Harvey, who made the greatest call in World Series history
1930–2018


PREFACE

WHEN YOU ASK an old ballplayer about their playing days, they tend to show you things. In Lancaster, the heart of Amish country, Don Wert showed his glove, his cap. In Cincinnati, Jon Warden showed his old No. 39 jersey. In Akron, Hal Naragon showed Johnny Sain’s “baseball spinner”—a ball on a stick, drilled through with a wooden handle attached. Rotating in the palm of his hand as his fingers flicked the ball forward with the spins of a slider, a fastball, a curveball.

Tim McCarver, on a sunny morning in Florida, showed his collection of bats. His closed left-handed batting stance that George Crowe had taught him. His damaged left catching hand—and what it was that Bob Gibson did to it: “I’ve told him,” he said, “I think about him every day of my life. Because when I get up, my hand hurts. It’s hurt for twenty years.”

Mickey Stanley showed his four Gold Gloves, from center field, next to an array of framed photos. He showed his workshop, his woodworking, his golf cart, the land he’d bought and developed into subdivisions. He took me around in his truck, and performed what must be his favorite stunt—driving past the garage, across the lawn, a panicked look on his face, arms locked against the steering wheel, the truck rolling steeply down a slope until he turned, ten yards from the edge of a pond. Chuckling all the way back up.

He showed the still-crooked knuckle of his fourth finger on his right hand, an injury that never quite healed. He showed a big smile, excusing his memory—“Hell,” he said, “I don’t remember shit !”—before recalling to perfection the details of the center-field flagpole in Tiger Stadium, of Dick McAuliffe turning a double play, of Lou Brock slapping the first ball of the World Series right to his feet.

Umpire Bill Haller showed his old high school, in Joliet, Illinois. His lunch group at Thayer Bros. Deli, on Ruby Street.

Jim Price, in the Tigers’ radio broadcast booth, showed an old picture: Tiger Stadium, 1968—Denny McLain pitching, Price catching, Mickey Mantle at bat, connecting on his 535th career home run.

Fred Lasher, in northern Wisconsin, showed a grin, calling his granddaughter over, at the sight of World Series film he’d never seen before. “Get in here—come see your grandpa pitch!” He showed his right arm, and where it sometimes still hurts, years later.

In California, Orlando Cepeda showed a shelf that used to hold his jazz albums. “They’re all packed up,” he said. “See those boxes? I’m moving. Moving out.”

Dick “Ducky” Schofield let his cell phone ring—a “quack-quack” tone repeating on the kitchen counter. He showed his baseball room, photo albums for each season. Caps of each team he’d played for. He showed, half-smirking, the promotional give-away bobblehead of his favorite Washington National: his grandson, Jayson Werth.

John Hiller showed his home in the woods, in Michigan’s upper peninsula, with deer standing a few arms’ reach away, approaching the salt licks he’d set up around the yard. He showed his old jersey, his ring, his flannel Tigers “Yooper” hat.

In Plano, Texas, Julián Javier took me out for tacos with his extended family—the first days of his visit from the Dominican Republic.

And in Michigan, his lifelong home, Willie Horton showed his old game-used glove. His awards and plaques. Framed photos covering the walls of his basement. A scale model of Tiger Stadium he’d been given—a painted wood replica about four feet by four feet.

“That whole thing lights up,” he said. “I’ve got a black light, the whole thing lights up if you turn the lights off—there’s a mini Ernie Harwell hanging out of the booth, calling the game. Some of my grandkids took some of the lights and flags off it—it had flags on top of the roof, there. But all of that, if you want to talk about beauty… if you cut all these lights off and put that blacklight on it, those people will be cheering and everything. All that stuff lights up.”

They like to show you things, these old ballplayers.

And I hope through this that they show something else:

What it was like, in their heads, in their recollections, in their bones, to be a Detroit Tiger. A St. Louis Cardinal. What it was like to play a World Series, fifty years on.

This is a book about them, their stories, how it was back then—in the World Series of 1968.
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In November 2016, my hometown Chicago Cubs won the World Series. I was there, at Game Seven. Cleveland. The first fall classic of my life. Thinking only one thing as the ballgame began: The World Series. The World Series. Holy cow, the World Series… Seeing something distinct, from those summer afternoons at Wrigley Field. A new baseball language, hardly intelligible at first sight. With awe in everything—awe in the infield grass, awe in the eyes of each fan. Awe passed out in little pieces around the ballpark—in the programs, the ticket stubs, in the red towels us Cub fans weren’t meant to take. Feeling, in every moment, that this World Series thing was different. Baseball, the World Series. A planet and then its moon. Lit up in the night with nothing else around.

Twenty-four years earlier, I was born. And twenty-four years before that, exactly to the day, the Tigers and Cardinals played a ballgame in Detroit, Michigan. October 7, 1968. Game Five. The Tigers down three games to one. The day Willie Horton gloved a line drive off the left-field grass, planted his left foot, released a cannon toward home, Lou Brock charging around third, and—well, history happened.

I sometimes wondered, driving across the roads of the Midwest, if my age would pose a problem. If, in sitting down with someone far younger, they might feel unable to relate, recalling years and players completely intangible to me.

“You obviously weren’t there,” Denny McLain said, stopping in the middle of a story. “How old are you?”

“Oh Jesus, God. I’m ten times older than you are!”

But then, his story would resume. And then another began. And another. He talked, and he talked, and he talked. Generously, as they all were, spending an afternoon remembering a time they never seem to have fallen far out of touch with.

When this project began, it was no certain thing that a single player would participate at all, let alone tell me the kinds of “unscrupulous,” in John Hiller’s words, activity that goes on in a twenty-three-year-old ballplayer’s life in the late ’60s.

The first get was in doubt, as was the second, the third, and—until, at some point, the doubts succumbed to something more promising, suddenly materializing: a nearly complete roster of voices, telling a nearly complete story of baseball past.

But, you realize you won’t get them all.

That you can’t, in fact, get them all.

Norm Cash, 1961 American League batting champion, has been gone since 1986. Roger Maris, since 1985. Curt Flood, 1997. Eddie Mathews, 2001. Jim Northrup, 2011. Dick McAuliffe, 2016. Ten years ago, Bill Freehan was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease.

So this is, in the end, an imperfect record. In part by circumstance, in part by design. We lament their absences, but hope those absences form a kind of resonance. A reminder of the time that’s passed.

You could produce a more complete record, perhaps, some other way. Gathering quotes and records from newspapers then and since. From the books these players have written over the years.

But that would mean something different.

I hoped to capture something else entirely—to see what stories stood out fifty years later. What do they remember now? What they remember, in feeling and in memory, from a week of baseball in the days they were young. What remains, and what doesn’t.

On that note, I would be remiss not to mention a rather important thing: the absence of one Mickey Lolich, outright hero of the ’68 Series (he’s still very much alive).

The odyssey to find him went something like this:

You wait, saving the best for last, to interview each of his teammates before reaching him. You wait, you interview, and you progress—one by one. Then, you write a letter. You talk to Mickey Stanley, who pays him a phone call. You hear that Lolich just had surgery, figuring it best to wait a while longer. You write another letter.

Then, after weeks go by, you get in your car. You drive across the state of Michigan, from Chicago. You show up at a house, unsure if you’ve got the right one.

You see a woman in the front yard, tending the garden. You button your jacket, re-comb your hair, stride across the street, somewhere distant from hopeful. You carry with you a list of completed interviews—the entire team but him.

You’ve prepared a gift—a 45 rpm record from 1968: “Roly Poly Mickey Lolich” by The Fans.

You introduce yourself to Mrs. Lolich, in your Sunday best, giving the gift with a handshake. You get an answer, quicker than expected.

“Sorry,” she says. “But he’s writing his own book.”

You smile, sort of, understandingly. His own book. His own book… Now?

“I’ll see what he says—but I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

And so, the Mickey Lolich story. The Mickey Lolich non-story. The Mickey Lolich story that won’t be in this story. The story that would have to be told some other way, of Detroit’s unsung number-two starter of 1968, who pitched three complete games to win the World Series.

The story that will be told through a teammate. Another teammate. Every one of his teammates. His opponents. His frustrated opponents, who each described one thing:

“Mickey Lolich—he was the guy.”

A story almost told not at all—plotted and mapped out after a week of “Cancel the whole book!” blues subsided.

The same approach was taken with Bob Gibson, who also declined an interview. On the last-ditch attempt, after a series of turn-downs, an email ask to his nephew Fred came back like this:

“I can’t give out his number. He would execute me if I did.”

Even before, I’d considered that an hour-long interview might not do it justice, Gibson’s 17-strikeout performance in Game One. That you could write an entire book about it—and, in fact, he has. Gibson’s Pitch by Pitch, in 2016. More than 250 pages retelling every moment, every pitch of that first game. The kind of detail a single interview, even if granted, would not come close to matching.

So, a different tack was taken: Could the legend of a Bob Gibson be better captured another way? A group of hitters, a still-intimidated group of Tigers hitters, reminiscing on and on in panoramic agreement: he was the best damn pitcher they’d ever seen.

Inside this book are their voices, their words.

Their voices, their memories—no more, no less.

Recalling what they can about a week in October 1968.

They expressed great nostalgia for the past, frustration at the baseball of today. A simple joy for the way things were. They spoke about each other as if handing off a baton—beginning stories and stopping like they’d planned it, in wait for another to conclude, months and many miles away. A disjointed chorus that would sync, accidentally, into occasional harmonies. “Al Kaline will probably tell you this,” they would say. “When you talk to him.”

They spoke in the past tense, and then the present—nearly interchangeably. As if the old team were still playing out there, somewhere, set for an afternoon start.
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In April 2017, the very week this project began, my grandfather passed away—a boy from the Detroit of the 1920s. From Highland Park, then a farm at 29 Mile and Gratiot. Who saw Tiger Stadium in its heyday—Hal Newhouser pitching and Joe DiMaggio batting. Who knew nothing about baseball, but kept one sole photo to prove he was there. The green beams and railings, the umpire’s bubble chest protector, the 15-cent cap on the hot-dog vendor. The worn dirt track from the pitcher’s mound to home.

The old ballpark at Michigan and Trumbull is long gone, of course. The green seats and walls taken out for blue and orange, then none at all—replaced a mile down the road by the giant, flattened-out Comerica Park, built like a model of Tiger Stadium’s opposite.

You can still see it, if you look hard enough. Through a construction fence (as of 2017) propped up where its walls once stood, the packed-in seats and the overhanging upper decks. Quick flashes of a bat, the roar of the crowd within. A flickering, in the shadows, of strikeouts and double plays and home runs and wins and losses and—baseball.

The stadium that held the great ones, the Ty Cobb Tigers of the 1910s and ’20s, to the Greenberg and Gehringer years—and then to the Kalines, the Hortons, the Northrups, the McAuliffes. Mickey Lolich. Norm Cash. Denny McLain and his 31 wins. The 1968 Detroit Tigers, champions of baseball.

And a Series of seven games. A Series of Hall of Famers—Al Kaline, Eddie Mathews, Bob Gibson, Lou Brock, Steve Carlton, Orlando Cepeda. The last true Series before the playoff system began. Before free agency. Before the designated hitter, the pitch count, ear flaps on the helmets, swooshes on the shoes.

A stadium gone, with its ’68 season now fifty calendars in the past.

And the life of that Series endowed to the voices left to tell of it. In their own words, their memories—telling what they know of a legend.

In 1965, Lawrence S. Ritter published likely the greatest of all baseball books, The Glory of Their Times, for which he spent three years traveling the country in search of the old-timers of baseball’s Deadball Era. And which formed the inspiration for this very book. With a title, like many others, taken from Ecclesiastes, which says, in one of its verses:

“To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted.”

October, then—a time to play baseball.

The World Series. Harvest festival for the summer game.

This is a book about what it was like to win a World Series, fifty years after it was played. What they remembered, what they felt, what they saw. What it was like, down to the most precise details, to play ball in the 1960s. To wear a Tigers uniform, a Cardinals uniform. To face Bob Gibson at his best, to face Mickey Lolich. To come back, down three games to one.

To win.

In St. Louis, and Detroit. October 1968.

BRENDAN DONLEY

February 2018


LIST OF INTERVIEWS

DETROIT TIGERS

Al Kaline

Willie Horton

Denny McLain

Mickey Stanley

Don Wert

Jim Price

Fred Lasher

John Hiller

Tom Matchick

Dick Tracewski

Jon Warden

Hal Naragon

ST. LOUIS CARDINALS

Tim McCarver

Orlando Cepeda

Julián Javier

Mike Shannon

Ray Washburn

Dick Schofield

Johnny Edwards

Bobby Tolan

ADDITIONAL INTERVIEWS

Tony Kubek

José Feliciano

Pat Freehan

Bill Haller

Mel Butsicaris

Mary Ann Peacock

Sherry Gaston-Caldwell

Conducted between June 2017 and February 2018


1968 WORLD SERIES ROSTERS

DETROIT TIGERS








	
1 Dick McAuliffe


	
2B





	
2 Mickey Stanley


	
SS





	
3 Al Kaline


	
RF





	
4 Norm Cash


	
1B





	
5 Willie Horton


	
LF





	
6 Jim Northrup


	
CF





	
7 Bill Freehan


	
C





	
8 Don Wert


	
3B





	
9 Denny McLain


	
P







Bench

Eddie Mathews

Gates Brown

Ray Oyler

Tom Matchick

Jim Price

Wayne Comer

Dick Tracewski

Pitching Staff / Bullpen

Mickey Lolich

Earl Wilson

Joe Sparma

Pat Dobson

Daryl Patterson

John Hiller

Fred Lasher

Don McMahon

Jon Warden

Manager / Coaches

Mayo Smith

Wally Moses

Johnny Sain

Tony Cuccinello

Hal Naragon

ST. LOUIS CARDINALS








	
1 Lou Brock


	
LF





	
2 Curt Flood


	
CF





	
3 Roger Maris


	
RF





	
4 Orlando Cepeda


	
1B





	
5 Tim McCarver


	
C





	
6 Mike Shannon


	
3B





	
7 Julián Javier


	
2B





	
8 Dal Maxvill


	
SS





	
9 Bob Gibson


	
P







Bench

Ron Davis

Phil Gagliano

Johnny Edwards

Bobby Tolan

Dave Ricketts

Ed Spiezio

Dick Schofield

Pitching Staff / Bullpen

Nelson Briles

Ray Washburn

Steve Carlton

Joe Hoerner

Ron Willis

Wayne Granger

Mel Nelson

Dick Hughes

Larry Jaster

Manager / Coaches

Red Schoendienst

Joe Schultz

Billy Muffett

Dick Sisler

Bob Milliken

BROADCASTERS

Harry Caray

Curt Gowdy

George Kell

Tony Kubek

Denny McLain:

We knew we were going to win the World Series. They had one fucking pitcher. One. If we couldn’t beat the other fuckin’ stiffs, then we weren’t anywhere near as good as we thought we were.

They had one pitcher, they didn’t have anybody else worth a shit. They had one guy. And he pitched the game of his life that day—which we all do, from time to time—but he picked the day to be on the biggest stage to do it. A lot of people just remember that game… but a lot of them don’t remember who won the Series, you know?

We won. No matter what, we won—fair and square.

Julián Javier:

We were supposed to win in 1968—and we were ahead 3–1! But, you know how baseball is… We say: “Viene en una caja cuadrada. La bola es redonda, y viene en una caja cuadrada.”

The baseball is round, but it comes in a square case. No? So, you know how baseball can be that way. Anything can happen.

La bola es redonda, pero viene en una caja cuadrada.

Al Kaline:

I had played in a lot of All-Star Games, and with a lot of press and stuff like that, but nothing like the World Series.

And every year before that, I always said, “I’m not going to go to a World Series, unless I play in one.” It’s probably a stupid comment, but I wanted to play in one, I didn’t want to just go sit and watch it. That was the statement I made: “I’m not gonna go to one unless I play in one.”

So, fortunately I was able to. You got a chance to play in the biggest game of all for a baseball player—and that’s what you play for. Everybody wanted to be a world champion, or at least get a chance to play in play in the big game.

The World Series.


GAME ONE

Busch Stadium | October 2, 1968

Mary Ann Peacock:1

I don’t really know how it came about, but I was four, and I guess being the United Way “Poster Child,” my parents must have arranged it.

But, somehow, I got to throw out the first pitch.

And when I got to the stadium, I was enthralled with all the people. I just couldn’t believe there were that many people there. I think that might’ve been my first baseball game, so when I got to the stadium I knew it was a big deal. I thought the field was pretty, I remember thinking that. It was amazing, it really was. But beforehand, my mom only told me that I’d be throwing a baseball. But I didn’t really realize how big it was going to be until, like I said, I got to the stadium and all these people… I was just enthralled.

And I remember, at the time I didn’t know who was holding me—but later on my mom told me [Cardinals owner] Mr. Busch was holding me! And I just remember that I kept saying, “Do it myself… do it myself.” Because my mom had told me that I could throw out the first pitch. And I thought she meant, you know, without any help, so I wanted to do it without help, because I wanted to do it by myself.

And I remembered the catcher, I don’t remember the catcher’s name, but I remember the catcher, you know, getting in and out of his stance. He must’ve done it at least three or four times. I remember looking at him, and he got out of his stance at least three or four times. And they were just laughing at me, shaking their head! But I held on to the baseball, because I wanted to “do it myself.”

And then Mr. Busch got mad at me, and he took my arm with the baseball, and threw it! I just remember the feeling of him throwing the baseball with my arm.

And then, finally, the World Series started.



HARRY CARAY: A little tension now, builds up around this beautiful ballpark. In any World Series, the first game is important, but perhaps never quite as important as this year.

CURT GOWDY: Of course, the Cardinals have been made the favorites. But sport has a precedent sometimes, of not coming out the way it was supposed to.
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Hal Naragon:

I was on three World Series teams. And you can’t imagine how, you can’t express how you really feel. At least it’s hard to. Here you are, you know, I’m at the World Series, and when you were a kid you dreamed of this and you dreamed of that, and did it come true? It’s just hard to think about it—is this really happening? When you see players jumping up and down, and even just winning the American League flag is a big deal. Here you are, and you’ve got a chance to be one of the best in the world!

Baseball… there’s nothing like the game of baseball.

Dick Tracewski:

All we knew was that it was a big ballpark, it wasn’t like Tiger Stadium. It was a big ol’ ballpark, it even looks big, doesn’t it? You gotta hit a legitimate home run to knock it outta that park. We knew that, but we didn’t worry about the ballpark much. We worried about the Cardinals. Because they were good. They had a solid club all around. They had a hell of a ballclub, they were an aggressive team.

And we knew that it was a good field, the surface was a good field. The grass was good, the infield was good. That’s the first thing as an infielder I’d go out on the field and I’d check the infield. Because if you’re out there playing, you don’t wanna play on a cow pasture! So you look, and the field was good. And it was on the fast side. Because they had a lot of speed. Just like when I was with the Dodgers, we played on a fast field. And we’d go to San Francisco, and they’d have all those thumpers up there. They would come and put three inches of dirt on the field, and it would be a lot of dirt and it was slow. And they wanted that, that’s the way they doctored it. But the Cardinal field was fast.

And, you know, we were playing all day games—that was taken for granted, playing day games. We didn’t even think about that, we were playing day games! In St. Louis, he ballpark would be filled, and televisions on around the country, everybody would be watching.

And that’s the way it was.

Orlando Cepeda:

Well, playing in the World Series, it used to all be day games. The sun was shining. It’s much different now. I mean, I don’t take anything away from night games, but baseball is meant to be played as a day game. I remember it was a lot of white shirts—the background. And all the white hats, too.

And I have to say that they are the best fans in baseball, Cardinals fans. Still today. They packed in every single game. And even though I played out here, my best days in the game of baseball were in St. Louis.

Johnny Edwards:

Well, the only difference is, when you play in the World Series, there’s so many newsmen around, that it’s unbelievable. In the locker room and clubhouse. During the season, you might have six or seven, but during the World Series you’ve got thirty and forty. And all looking for a scoop of some sort, something different.

Al Kaline:

The World Series was so big, and—of course, the Cardinals were World Champions in ’67, and they were the odds-on favorite to beat us.

Denny McLain:

You know, you looked forward to it; it was going to be a great time. Win lose or draw—you don’t think about losing—but what you really hope for is the ability to pitch well that day. Win lose or draw, you wanna win. But you don’t wanna embarrass yourself, you don’t want to make many mistakes, and you only hope that with the club you’re representing on the mound, that you’re doing the most you can do on that particular day. And with our club, I think our guys proved themselves pretty well for those seven days.

And the club, because of all the media attention, we were used to it. You know, nothing was gonna bother those guys. We’d been through it, we’d seen it, I mean we had three managers in one year die. And who the fuck kills three managers in one year? Dressen, Swift, and Frank Skaff. We killed three of them in one season… I kept thinking I was gonna get accused of murder! It was unbelievable.2

But, it was a very intense Series, it was talked about coast to coast for at least eight or nine days, with the days off, and it was just a great time. And I don’t think anybody who saw that World Series will ever forget it.

It was one of the great World Series of all time.



HARRY CARAY: There go the Cardinals onto the field!

And, walking slowly to the mound now, Bob Gibson…

 

Al Kaline:

Facing Bob Gibson, none of us had ever faced him before. And he was really special. He was special his whole career, but that game he was just painting the corner. He was a little mean, pitching inside and every once in a while the ball would get away from him, and that was quite a day, to face a man like that.

Tim McCarver:

He was, as everyone knows, a relentless competitor. The combination of athletic ability, violence in his delivery, explosive pitches, and that’s why it was almost unfair for a team that had never faced him to face him for the first time in the World Series. I don’t know whether these guys had ever faced him.

Al Kaline:

We didn’t have scouting reports, you had to ask players that had faced him before—what’s he throw, what’s his best pitch, what does he like to throw in tight situations, and that’s what you had to go by.

Mickey Stanley:

It’s not like today, it’s not entirely as hi-tech—shit, there was nothing! You know, quite honestly, it might’ve been just the players talking about it. You know, we’d see games—we had TV back then, believe it or not. We could see a few things that he had done. And you’ve only got to watch an inning, and you know what he’s got.

Willie Horton:

I knew how they pitched… spring training, you know how they pitched. You keep up with stuff like that. Every pitcher has got certain things they like to throw. So, if you don’t do your homework, I think that’s where guys struggle a lot, they don’t do that. With the scouting report, I’d incorporate that into the way I hit, and I adjust to that. But really, the only thing I ever wanted to know about a pitcher was, “Is he on or off ?” If he’s on, I know what part he likes—middle of the plate up, or wherever.

Dick Tracewski:

I’d faced Gibson—I’d seen him in the minor leagues. He was a two-pitch pitcher. Great movement on his fastball, and an unhittable breaking ball. And he got it over. And he could throw it, he could take you three-and-two and throw you a breaking ball, you know, he was that kind of pitcher. But he was aggressive. And he was a mean guy. He’d pitch inside, he was a tough guy, he really was. He was a menacing guy.

But before Game One, we didn’t care, we beat everybody. We didn’t care, there was a lot of guys like Gibson in the American League, and we handled them.

Al Kaline:

Bob, he sort of stared all the time. Well, what I didn’t realize was—I got to know him a lot at the Hall of Fame—and he says, “You know, I had bad eyes, that’s why I was staring all the time… Everybody thought I was mean!”

But he was on his game that day—and he took it right to us. He was fantastic. I’m glad I didn’t have to face Bob Gibson for a long period of time, all those years.

Willie Horton:

I didn’t even think about it, facing him—it’s just another game. We’re playing in the World Series, and we had to go through the emotion of thinking about all the people around the world watching, and you want to do well for that. But in your mind, you go out there and you know what you have to do.

See, I ain’t seen a pitcher yet I didn’t want to face. I ain’t never had that attitude—I just kept that same approach. That’s a mode I guess I got in when I was young, I respect every pitcher, whether you’re a 20-game winner or a 20-game loser, or what. Because, if he couldn’t pitch, he wouldn’t be out there. Some of them gave me more trouble than the other, but I’d never think like that. I always thought every day I was up to the challenge. To go out there and say I didn’t want to face somebody, I never had a feeling like that. Because, I always kept the game fun, you know, just have fun. I see some guys chewing their nails and all this kind of stuff… and I see some guys that’ll be praying. And I told them, I said, “God loves that pitcher too—hell, we ain’t never gonna finish the game!” I said, “He loves all of us!”

So I ain’t never been intimidated. Gibson always stared at the hitter, but stuff like that never bothered me, because other pitchers did that—Luis Tiant, and Catfish Hunter.

But this particular day when Bob was out there, as the game went on, it proved that he could’ve whupped anybody that day. That was his day in the sun. And all I remember through that whole game was that he was just telling Tim McCarver, “Give me the ball.” He was always one of the greatest pitchers there ever was, but that day there, he took it to another level.

Denny McLain:

We knew Gibson was going to be tough. And he was.

But, you know, there wasn’t much talk. I mean, we both knew what we had to do, and if I had good stuff I knew we would win. If I didn’t have good stuff, I thought we’d still win.

The one game he pitched—anybody could’ve pitched the fourth game, I mean, Jesus, they scored ten runs. But the first game he pitched a career game, and no one could ever deny that wasn’t a career game.

Mickey Stanley:

I can feel like we got overmatched. And, not only, it looked like it was overpowering—I didn’t feel like he was overpowering—but between the control and the power, it made him a pretty awesome pitcher. You know? He had both. He had great control. We knew what he had. I mean it’s pretty obvious, he just pounded everything. And he had good control, he could get both pitches over… I mean, three-and-two, it wasn’t like he had to go to the fastball.

He threw hard, but he wasn’t like Ryan. Ryan was overpowering, I mean, that was just Let’s hurry up and get this thing over with. That was a mismatch.

But you know, I hit three or four balls decent off Gibson, a couple were caught. I felt like I had a chance. I didn’t get many hits, but it didn’t feel like he could throw it completely by me on a consistent basis.

And I remember getting the first hit off Gibson. I can still see that base hit.



CURT GOWDY: …there’s a line drive into left field, in front of Brock—and there’s the first base hit of the Series. Stanley’s on.

 

Mickey Stanley:

I think I remember Curt Gowdy saying, “Stanley bloops one to center.” But that wasn’t a bloop—that was a hanging slider, and I hit it pretty good! I don’t like that, Gowdy said it was a bloop!

But Gibson… well, I’d heard a lot about him, I knew he was a real competitor. And if you hit a home run off him, you didn’t wanna show him up. Which, none of us guys did that back then anyway. But it was a challenge. I was a fairly good fastball hitter, so I figured I had a chance to put the ball in play against him, and I think I got a hit on three-and-two.

Mickey Lolich used to say about me, “Thou shalt not pass.” Because when I’d go, I always I swung at the first pitch and everything. I didn’t like striking out, so I figured the more times I swung, the better chance I had of putting the ball in play. So Lolich used to say, “Thou shalt not pass, Stanley!”

But I think that base hit, I worked him to a 3-2 count, which is surprising. And it was a slider. You know, I think he was tougher on right-handers than left-handers. I’d rather have been a left-hander off him any day. You can pick the ball up better. Instead of the ball coming behind you, it’s coming—I just think it would be a lot easier.

But he threw everything hard. It wasn’t like a flopping changeup or flopping curveball that you had to worry about with him. You just had to get it geared up for something hard. Other than Jim Palmer, Nolan Ryan, Gibson probably threw the hardest. But there were a lot of guys in the American League who threw close to him. Tiant could throw pretty good, Dennis Leonard, there were some guys that threw hard. But, he didn’t have—he didn’t throw a changeup. At least, I wasn’t aware of it. Or a big floppy curve. So, all you had to worry about was one thing: something hard. So that helped me. Not that I hit him that well—I hit the ball fairly decent off him, but…

He was a good competitor. Probably the best!



CURT GOWDY: Al Kaline, who has been an outstanding performer for the Tigers, for sixteen years. Has always had the dream of playing in the World Series, and realizes his goal right now… he steps in.

And—there goes the runner! The throw down, and Stanley is… out!

 

Tim McCarver:

Well he was safe.

Mickey Stanley:

Son of a bitch!

The throw beats me—but it was close.

I didn’t go on my own, we weren’t given the “Go on your own” order. Or I probably wouldn’t have gone. Actually, I’m surprised I was stealing in the first inning, off Gibson. Because I’m sure he had a good move. You know, he was a good athlete; he wouldn’t have taken a long stride or nothing. I’m surprised I was going! I was the second hitter. No, I was the leadoff hitter—I led off against right-handers. You know what, I think I was second. But during the season, I led off against—maybe I’ve got it messed up. Maybe I led off against lefties. It was one way or the other!

But, you know, as fast as Gibson pitched, if you’re going to steal, that third-base coach better hurry up and flash that sign! Cuccinello would get the sign from Mayo.3 Brush the thigh. Most teams are the same. Everybody uses pretty much the same cadence: take, bunt, hit-and-run, steal. You might have a different area, but ours was take, bunt, hit-and-run, steal. Work your way down. “Take” was the hat. Take, bunt, hit-and-run, steal. If you go to the Yankees, it might be “take, bunt…” but it’s all that order. I mean, players remember the signs—take, bunt, hit-and-run, steal. Indicator might be: none of it means anything until I go to my nose. First sign after I go to my nose. And they wouldn’t change it, you know, we weren’t smart enough for that.

One time back in the minors, we were playing at Duluth, Minnesota. Our manager was Al Lakeman. People called him “Big Stoop.” And everybody was missing signs. And this one guy, Rufus Anderson, nice kid from Valdosta, Georgia. He says, “Rufus, you missed so many steal signs—from now on, when you can see my face between my legs…” The manager was the third-base coach. He bends over, he says, “That’s the steal—when you can see my face!” Can you believe that!? Isn’t that funny, you remember stuff like that? He says, “When you can see my face, that’s the steal.” Big Stoop. Big boy, from Spartanburg, South Carolina, or wherever the hell it is.

Tony Kubek:4

One interesting thing, too, is: I don’t think Detroit, off the top of my head, I don’t think they had a stolen base in that World Series. I think there was one caught stealing, it might’ve been Mickey Stanley—and this is off the top of my head. Meanwhile, you know, the Cardinals were running, running, running, but they also got five guys thrown out as I recall, too. What that might’ve done to the outcome of the game, if they hadn’t lost those baserunners, and lost that out? Who knows—that’s kind of the unpredictability and things you can speculate about.

Mickey Stanley:

You know, isn’t that funny? If I’m safe there, how much that makes a difference in a manager’s mind the rest of the Series? And that’s more or less maybe he’s afraid of the press. Because none of us had blazing speed. McAuliffe was a better basestealer than I was. Northrup. All three of us were close, in speed. Northrup, McAuliffe, and me. Gates was the fastest guy on the team, but you know, he was a pinch-hitter. And Willie was fast. I’d say all of us were close.

I was quick, but I wasn’t that fast. I think one year I had ten triples, which makes you think you’re fast, but you can get triples because you hit a little blooper to right and it bounced over the right fielder’s head, you know what I mean? Center field at Tiger Stadium was 440, I think. And 365 to both right- and left-center, as I recall.

Julián Javier:

That was quick! I remember that.

You know what happened? McCarver, he was quick on that play. Look at McCarver—look, look, see? He just threw the ball; he didn’t wait long to throw the ball. He threw the ball quick. He didn’t have a great arm like Johnny Bench or those guys, you know, but he threw very good. He was a very good defensive catcher.

So, I say, every time they throw the ball, “I gon’ be there.” That’s why they call me “the Phantom,” too, because you throw the ball to the base, I’m gonna be there. For a double play, or steal, or anything. And sometimes, you know, I don’t even have to touch the guy to have the umpire call him out. It looks like I didn’t touch the guy! Look. Look. See the glove? I got it right in front, you know, but it doesn’t look like it touched!

I told the guys, the shortstop, the third baseman—“Throw the ball there—I gon’ be there. Just throw the ball.” And they never touched me. Never, never touched me. Twelve seasons, nobody touched me. I got to the base, and got out right away. And Detroit—they didn’t have that many good runners, we didn’t expect them to be stealing. They didn’t steal too much.

Tim McCarver:

I didn’t have a strong throwing arm. Strong enough to win three pennants, though!

You know, baseball can be a very callous, individual sport. We don’t have a hole to open, for instance, as running backs. We don’t have a guard or tackle pulling or trapping, or what you might have. We have: when the pitch is made to me, and the runner runs, I have to throw the ball quickly, release it with something on it… And Bob was right—I mean, my arm was not, if my arm had been better, I’d have been a much better catcher.

But they didn’t have a Lou Brock or a Curt Flood. They had some speed, Mickey Stanley.

And he certainly was a story in that Series. The guy had never played shortstop…

[image: images]

Dick Tracewski:

What Stanley did in the World Series, I never heard of that before. And I got thirty-five years in the major leagues. To take an outfielder and put him in the World Series?

We were shocked! That’s still the strangest thing I’ve ever seen in baseball, Mayo taking Stanley in from center field to shortstop. I mean, he was physically equipped to do that, because he was a great athlete—he was a superlative athlete, so if anybody could he could. But to do it in the World Series? I could see him doing it in June. But in the World Series? Game One?

Here you’re talking about the most important defensive position on the field, other than maybe a catcher, and you’re gonna put a novice there. It just didn’t make sense.

I remember guys snickering, everybody laying around the training room, and saying “Can you imagine what’s going on here?” But Matchick and Ray Oyler and myself, we all played shortstop—and we’re looking at each other thinking, “You’ve gotta be kidding me, he’s gonna play shortstop?” We thought maybe we didn’t have a chance to win.

But you couldn’t take Northrup out of the lineup, or Kaline. And Horton led our team in RBIs. Still, we’re thinking, “If we’re going to do this, you know—how could Mayo do this?” But he did it. And it worked. To this day, I don’t ever remember a move by any manager that’s as shocking.

But it worked.

Mickey Stanley:

We were in Baltimore, and Mayo Smith called me up to the hotel room. Which, I’d never been called to the manager’s room in my life. I had no idea what it was about. First thing he says—first thing out of his mouth—“You’re gonna be our shortstop in the Series.” I said, “Holy shit… so that’s what I get for taking all those ground balls with Oyler.” You know, and then boom, it clicked. Right then I remembered Cash saying something about, “You could play there.” So I think he might have come up with the idea to Mayo in the first place.

And I knew Mayo was serious. So I said, “Well what are the other guys gonna think? I’m kind of concerned how they’re gonna feel.” He says, “Don’t worry about them.” He says, “I know you can do it!” Well, what could I say? Back then, you didn’t tell people when you were hurt, unless you were dead. And I’m not going to say, “I’m not gonna do it.” I didn’t have an answer. I mean, what man would say, “Well, I’d rather really not.” Could you imagine somebody doing that, if you’re a competitor? I didn’t have a choice, but I didn’t like the choice. I mean, I never bitched about it, but it just wasn’t fun.5

Willie Horton:

Stanley was the best athlete on the team, he could play anywhere—he was a hell of an athlete. So I remember me, and him and Northrup were talking, and Jimmy said, “Well Stanley, what do you think about doing it?”

Al Kaline:

Well, in 1968 I got hit by a pitch and broke my wrist. In Oakland, Lew Krausse was pitching. And so Jim Northrup, he filled in for me on a regular basis that summer. He would split with Stanley. Right-hander, left-hander. So he had a chance to play a full year—well, five straight weeks—and he did a wonderful job, he really stepped up. He doesn’t get the recognition that he should’ve.

So for the World Series, I would’ve felt very—I don’t know how to explain it—but I would not have been comfortable had Mayo placed me in the outfield instead of Northrup.

And so Mayo called me into his office one day, and I told him, “You can’t take Northrup out of the lineup, he’s done too much.” And, I mean, I didn’t know what his plans were, if he’d have Northrup and Stanley split, or what he was thinking. And so I told him, I said, “Mayo… I want to play, but you can’t take Jim Northrup out—he was spectacular all year long.” And that’s when he told me, he says, “Well, why don’t you start taking some ground balls at third base?” So, that’s what I did, one or two days. But then all of a sudden Horton got hurt for a time, and they had to make a change—Northrup had to go to left, and I went to right. And I got really hot at the time, really started hitting the ball well.

And that’s when he made the decision about Mickey moving in to shortstop.

Around that time, when I was still getting back into shape, Mayo Smith called four of us veteran guys into his office. It was Bill Freehan, Norm Cash, myself, and I think it might’ve been Eddie Mathews—I’m not really sure who it was. And Mayo says, “I’m thinking about moving Mickey Stanley to play shortstop in the World Series.” And we all went like… But then we all said, “Well, hell—he’s the best athlete on our club!”

So then, of course they moved me to right field, and moved Northrup to center. And that’s how I really got a chance to play in the World Series. Otherwise, I had to be at third, because I would’ve done anything to play, but I would’ve been uncomfortable. So I’m glad it didn’t happen—because I might’ve made the error that cost us the World Series!

And to this day I keep thanking Mickey Stanley for accepting to do that, at shortstop. Because the pressure that he would’ve had… Now, I could understand if it was the regular season, you bring somebody in to play shortstop during the regular season. But the World Series? What if he made an error that lost the whole Series?

So, to this day, I keep thanking him, for accepting the responsibility of playing shortstop. And I got a chance to play in the World Series.

My only World Series.

Tony Kubek:

Mayo Smith at one time was an advance scout for the New York Yankees, and having been a part of our organization, I think he learned a little bit from watching Casey Stengel. Casey used to platoon, but some of it was just to give some of the other players rest. So I think Mayo said, “You know, I don’t have to play the same eight guys every day.” And I think Mayo Smith may have also learned that, “You know what? I’ve gotta get somebody that’ll maybe give me a little more pop at shortstop, and I think I’m gonna be OK in center field—Northrup or somebody else.” So he put Stanley there! I think he maybe learned some of that from Stengel.

And I’m pretty certain that it was Wally Moses, their hitting coach, that said, “You know, Kaline’s still your go-to guy. He still should be your number-three hitter, even though he’s had some problems this year with the arm and some other things.” And so he put Kaline in there, and Kaline came through for them in the Series, batting in the three spot.

And I think it was unusual putting Mickey Stanley in the two spot, too. But Mayo Smith was a gambler—I mean, his reputation got around when he was a Yankee. He was a guy who invested in real estate in Florida before anybody had heard of it—and did real well in real estate in Florida. And he was just that kind of guy who was always a gambler.6

Mickey Stanley:

They say it was to get Kaline’s bat in the lineup. And he had been around for fifteen years or so at that time, and they wanted him to play in the Series. He’d been injured most of that summer. But they could’ve sat me down and they’d have had Kaline’s bat in the lineup. I guess if I was calling the shots, I’d say, “Well, put Kaline in” and then I’d play against left-hand pitchers and Northrup plays against righties, or something like that. I mean if I was one of our pitchers, that’s what I would have rather seen. Because Oyler, shit, he was like—he never made an error! And how many more hits was I going to get than Oyler?

I had a better bat than Oyler, but is it worth that gamble? One boot is a game. You don’t want to give runs away. You’d think a manager would go the other way. So I don’t know—I know Wally Moses liked me. Shit, everybody liked everybody on that team!

Actually, you know what I think it was? I think they’d have felt pretty bad about me, because I had a good year. I think they’d have felt pretty bad not letting me play.

Dick Tracewski:

They did it for Kaline. They didn’t do it for the club, they did it for Kaline. Because Kaline was a great player, great guy. Hall of Fame guy. Fabulous person, unbelievable, and really a team player. But you had to use him. You gonna put him on the bench?

Mickey Stanley:

Every day during batting practice, when I wasn’t hitting, when the scrubinis were, I’d go to shortstop, take ground balls. Then when we hit, as soon as I got through hitting, I’d grab my glove and go shag in the outfield. And I’d kick the pitchers out of the way so I could get my share. Pitchers always shag during batting practice, and Hiller loved to shag. So, if I kind of made him go away, he didn’t like that!

I always had a lot of nervous energy, just like now. I get up in the morning, I’m raring to go do something. I’m seventy-five—and that used to seem old! Shit, I still feel like doing stuff. But during batting practice, you’d go to the outfield, and you know, you’d see one ball in five minutes. So, I’d take ground balls with Ray Oyler. Every day. And I loved it. I’d beg some pitcher to go to first base and take throws—because usually when you take ground balls you’d throw back to the fungo guy. So, I’d get a pitcher go over there so I can do the real thing.

I loved doing it—I just loved to fuck around, having fun. And I loved doing it at shortstop because it was a further throw, I can show off my arm! But that throw from shortstop is a little more three-quarters. An outfield throw, you throw overhand and more of a long-arm, so the ball carries. You stretch it. And an infielder short-arms it a little, instead of three-quarters. Especially on a double play. You’ve got to make a quicker throw, you don’t have the time to make that long throw.

But I only had five games to prepare. I never played shortstop in my life. In center, I felt like I was as good as anybody. I mean I got Gold Gloves, four of them, so I must’ve been—I mean, I was 100 percent comfortable. I felt like I could catch anything I touched. I felt like I could catch anything I touched. And in the infield, I could catch anything, too, in non-game situations. I think my hands were as good as anybody’s. It was just, the fact of fucking up. You know, which should’ve been easy for me, because I’m playing out of position. You know, I get to the World Series, and I can’t play where I’d play. And I’d never played there.

So I had five games to prepare during the regular season, because we clinched the pennant early in September. I had those five games to prepare, and I was pretty darn nervous.

I had five days. That’s how much time I had to prepare.

And actually, I used Bobby Christian’s glove for those five games in September.7 And then I used it in the Series. Because it was smaller. He was an outfielder-infielder, he had two gloves, so I used his. He wasn’t eligible for the Series, but he played with us some that year. I used my outfield glove, my normal glove for infield practice the rest of the year. But Bobby Christian’s was definitely smaller than my outfield glove.

And when it came time to play, I didn’t know I knew all the positioning, but I did know it. I didn’t know I knew it, until it happened, and I just did it. Because I saw it so many times. I was worried about that, but when it came up, I just went to the right place. We never talked about cutoffs—in fact, that was one of my big concerns, when I started playing shortstop. Because, would I be in the right place at the right time? But that never became an issue. I saw those plays develop so many times in front of me, playing center field, that I just went to the right place. And, you know, when the ball’s hit, there’s an image in your mind of where you’re supposed to be. So I just went to the right place.

Nobody gave any indication that they were concerned about it. But they should’ve been! I mean, if I was a pitcher—just think if you’re a pitcher. You know damn well Oyler catches everything and never makes a bad throw.

Willie Horton:

Well Ray Oyler, he couldn’t hit nothing, but he was about the best fielder I’d ever seen in my life! I mean he’d make plays… I’d wonder how he’d catch the ball—I ain’t seen nobody yet do that.

And when we made the switch, Ray didn’t care—all he wanted was to win. That’s how we all thought. Because, see, that year Al was having an off-and-on bad year. He didn’t play that much, and every time he was out there, we didn’t do too well. He hurt his hand, and it was just one of those years. But when he left me, Stanley, and Northrup out there in the outfield, that’s when we took that lead for the American League pennant. And then we got in the World Series, and, you know, of course we wanted Al to play. He’s the oldest Tiger, great Tiger, a leader, and we wanted him in there. And so we discussed making that change.

But Stanley, he had to play—he was one our key players! And so Ray, he didn’t give a shit. Ray just wanted to win. You give him a Budweiser and a Marlboro and he’s straight! That’s the type of team we had—we sacrificed for each other. These guys played team ball. Sacrifice ball. Commitment ball. It’s not about them, it’s about their teammates. It’s about the W.

Denny McLain:

Oyler, he was a wonderful guy, but he had a little bit of a problem, he was an alcoholic. And I always used to tell him, I said, “If you just have two or three less drinks on the day of a ballgame, you might be able to see which fuckin’ ball you’re supposed to hit!” And it was funny stuff. And he’d come to me during the game, and say, “Hey roomie, which ball am I supposed to hit—the top one or the bottom one?”

He was a wonderful guy, just had a horrible, horrible, horrible problem. ’Course, we had a couple guys had horrible problems on that club, which I won’t name. But, you know what, that’s life. We didn’t have any more alcoholics than society has percentage-wise.

Tom Matchick:

Oyler was our shortstop, and he could pick ’em. He was really good defensively, you know. But Ray, they had him in about twenty different batting stances and he still couldn’t make contact. Oh my God, he was 0-for-August, and 0-for-June, 0-for-July. We tried everything. But, I remember when Oyler hit a triple one time, and he slid into third base. Well, he went to second, and Cuccinello kept calling him to third base. They overthrew the ball to third base against the wall, and came back out. And so Ray took off from third base, he was going home, and Cuccinello says, “Get back, Oyler, get back!!”—and he just got back in time. He just got in before the tag at third base, and he’s laying down on the ground, he looked up at Cuccinello, and he said, “Cuch—I could’ve made it home! What’d you send me back for!?” Cuch looked down and said, “Oyler, it took me four years to get you to third base, you want me to kill you sending you home?”

Mickey Stanley:

Before Game One, at night, when I had to go to sleep, I thought, “OK… I’m gonna be the shortstop tomorrow…” You know? The pressure’s there.

So I just thought, let’s get this over with, so I can get relief! It was just pure tension; it was not fun. Would you have fun? Put yourself in my boots. Just think about it. In fact, before we took the field, Norm Cash came up to me, he said, “I bet they couldn’t pull a pin out of your ass with a tractor right now, could they!?”

But the first ball, Lou Brock hit me a ground ball! Sharp ground ball, but no bad hops.



GOWDY: Mickey Stanley with his first chance—throws him out. That’ll help Stanley, he’s got that first one out of the way!

CARAY: You think that Brock deliberately tried to test him, on the very first time up?

 

Mickey Stanley

It looked like it hit to me on purpose. To me, it looked like he took a little inside-out swing, but I don’t know that.

Tom Matchick:

Best thing that ever happened to him was Lou Brock starts the ballgame, ground ball to Stanley, he threw him out. Mickey said—his butt was so tight, he says, you couldn’t stick a needle up his butt. That’s what he said! So that was the best thing that ever happened to him, that first ground ball. And boom, he threw Brock out.

Denny McLain:

That was the biggest play of the World Series for us. Mickey Stanley playing shortstop for the first time in his major-league career, first ball of the game is hit to Mickey Stanley—it took all the edge off. And then he was ready to play.

The best thing that could’ve happened is a hard-hit ball to Stanley at shortstop because we were all holding our breath. And Mickey made it look like he’d been there fifty years.

Al Kaline:

It all worked out, because the first ball hit, Lou Brock hit a one-hopper to Mickey Stanley and he made the throw. So that had to be a sigh of relief, getting that first ground ball and getting that out.

Dick Tracewski:

Mickey went in there and he played very well. But he hated it. He hated it! Can you imagine him sleeping? How could he!? He hated it, but he did it.

I know Mickey didn’t enjoy it. He’s human, and he couldn’t enjoy that.
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