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PREFACE

THE LOS ANGELES Dodgers and the New York Yankees are two of the storied and most popular teams in not only baseball, but all of sport. Their rivalry began in New York and continued even with the Dodgers leaving Brooklyn and moving to Los Angeles. The Dodgers and Yankees have met each other a record eleven times in the World Series. For a long time, the Dodgers-Yankees rivalry was the marquee matchup in baseball.

This is common knowledge to almost all baseball fans in New York and Los Angeles and any baseball aficionado. Yet I have a confession to make. For a long time I knew little about the teams’ intertwined history. I have another confession: I like the New York Yankees. As a Los Angeles Dodgers fan, I am meant to hate the so-called “Evil Empire,” but I never could. As I noted in The Dodgers: 60 Years in Los Angeles, I became a Dodgers fan while watching Game One of the 1988 World Series. However, growing up in Australia meant there was very little baseball on television. At most, there were the occasional highlights on television once the playoffs began, and if we were lucky, World Series games would be shown, albeit on delay. I had to rely on the local library. Every week I would go to the library to read the “latest” Sports Illustrated; by latest I mean at least two months out of date. Ah, the joys of being an American sports fan in Australia back in the 1980s and early 1990s. I read about the Yankees’ struggles and how the once-proud franchise was on its knees. Despite their afterthought status, the Yankees became my second-favorite team. It was only later (this was in the pre-Internet era and when baseball books in Australia were in very short supply) that I realized that the Dodgers and Yankees were fierce rivals with the Bronx Bombers almost always being victorious. This should have led me to adopt another team as my second favorite, but I never could. Even when the Yankees were riding roughshod over baseball, I still was cheering them on, especially as the Dodgers were going through their own horrible period. Reading about the Yankees, Dodgers, and baseball in general in Sports Illustrated brought me immense joy.

Beginning with the 2005 season, I could finally begin to watch baseball regularly on television as cable television was becoming more widespread in Australia. A dedicated sports channel showed live baseball games a few times a week. Not surprisingly, considering their worldwide popularity, the majority of games shown were ones involving the Yankees. Likewise, when I moved to China, if there was a baseball game on, it almost always involved the Yankees. Even though I would have preferred to be regularly watching the Dodgers (something I could finally do in 2009 when I moved to the United Kingdom and finally had fast enough Internet speed to watch games on MLB.TV), I loved watching Yankees baseball. Their history and tradition made it incredibly enjoyable to me. However, the Yankees’ domination over the Dodgers always intrigued me. Were the Yankees so much better than the Dodgers? Were the Dodgers “chokers” when it mattered most? Or was it simply the case that the baseball gods were actually malevolent and favored the team that would be later known to its detractors as the Evil Empire over the boys in blue? In the following pages I will provide a history of the Dodgers-Yankees rivalry and try to answer the question that has mystified me for so many years.
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THE DODGERS AND
YANKEES BEFORE 1941

THE BROOKLYN GRAYS BECOME THE BROOKLYN DODGERS

In 1883, the Brooklyn Grays played in the Interstate Association of Professional Baseball Clubs, before joining the American Association the following year. The team won the American Association championship in 1889 before losing to the New York Giants in a version of the World Series. The World Series—a matchup between the National League and American League champions—did not begin until 1903. In 1890, the team left the American Association and joined the National League. Even though the team had the less-than-flattering nickname of the Bridegrooms, they managed to win the National League pennant, compiling an 86–43 record well ahead of the Chicago Colts and the Philadelphia Phillies. The Bridegrooms moniker allegedly was used because seven members of the team got married in 1888. The Bridegrooms went on to tie the American Association champions, the Louisville Colonels, in the World Series. Both teams won three games, and there was one tie. During the Series the weather conditions continually worsened. This led to the managers agreeing that Game Seven, which Louisville won to tie the Series, would be the last game. While a deciding game was meant to be played the following year, it never occurred because of the respective leagues being at loggerheads due to the formation of the Players’ League.

During the 1890s and into the new century, the Brooklyn side had other informal monikers such as Ward’s Wonders (based on John Montgomery Ward, the skipper from 1891 to 1892), Foutz’s Fillies (based on Dave Foutz, the skipper from 1893 to 1896), and Hanlon’s Superbas (based on Ned Hanlon, the skipper from 1899 to 1905). Another moniker was attached to the Brooklyn side in the 1890s—Trolley Dodgers.

The term Trolley Dodgers first appeared in print in May 1895 and was picked up by other publications throughout the season. In the 1800s, when the city had a number of trolleys, they were initially pulled by horses. Brooklyn residents did not bother to look when they crossed the street because they knew without an ounce of doubt that horses would not run over them. However, when horse trolleys were replaced by electric ones, a number of Brooklyn residents still did not bother to look when they crossed a street. As such, they often had to jump out of the way to prevent from being hit. Many were not quick enough; eight people were killed in 1892, 51 in 1893, and in 1894 34 people were killed by the electric trolleys.

The Trolley Dodgers moniker was frequently used by the media throughout 1896. Eventually “Trolley” was dropped from the name, and the local baseball team simply was known as the Dodgers. However, it was still an informal nickname. From 1899 to 1910, the team was the Superbas. In 1911 and 1912, they were known as the Dodgers, but the following year the team was once again known as the Superbas. From 1914 to 1931, they were known as the Robins (based on Wilbert Robinson, who was then the team’s skipper). In 1932, the team was once again the Dodgers. It was not until 1933 that the nickname became permanent, with the Dodgers name being put on the team’s jerseys.

While they were a long way from being the powerhouse the Yankees were, the Brooklyn franchise did have some successful seasons. Indeed, they won the National League pennant in 1890, 1899, 1900, 1916, and 1920.

In 1916, the Brooklyn Robins lost in the World Series four games to one to the Boston Red Sox. In Game One, the Red Sox led, 6–1, heading into the top of the ninth. The Robins staged a dramatic comeback, scoring four times and loading the bases with two outs. Unfortunately for Brooklyn fans, Jake Daubert grounded out to short to end the rally. Game Two was a long drawn-out affair with Boston winning, 2–1, with pinch-hitter Del Gainer singling home the winning run for the Red Sox in the bottom of the 14th. Babe Ruth was the winning pitcher, going all 14 innings; for the Robins, Sherry Smith was the unlucky loser despite only giving up two runs in 13 1/3 innings. It would be the longest World Series game until Game Three of the 2005 World Series. The Robins won Game Three, 4–3, with Jack Coombs picking up the victory for Brooklyn as shortstop Ivy Olson drove in two runs. The Robins carried the momentum into the start of Game Four as they took a 2–0 lead after the first inning. However, the Red Sox scored three in the top of the second and were never headed, winning, 6–2. And in Game Five, Ernie Shore pitched a complete game only giving up one run on three hits as the Red Sox beat the Robins, 4–1, and captured the World Series by the same margin.

In 1920, Brooklyn lost, five games to two, to the Cleveland Indians in a best-of-nine series. The Indians took Game One, 3–1, at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn. The opener was played at a very brisk pace and only took one hour and 41 minutes. Future Hall of Fame inductee Stan Coveleski pitched a complete game for the Indians. Ebbets Field was named after Dodgers owner Charles Ebbets. When construction began on the new stadium, Ebbets was planning on calling it Washington Park after the Dodgers’ old stadium. In response, the Brooklyn Times’s Len Wooster responded, “Washington Park, hell. That name wouldn’t mean anything out here. Why don’t you call it Ebbets Field? It was your idea and nobody else’s, and you’ve put yourself in hock to build it. It’s going to be your monument, whether you like to think about it that way or not.” And the rest is history.

The Robins came back and tied the Series with a 3–0 victory in Game Two, and they followed that up with a tight 2–1 triumph in Game Three. Cleveland was never headed in Game Four winning, 5–1, with Coveleski once again throwing a complete game. Game Five had a number of firsts. The first World Series grand slam (courtesy of Indian right fielder Elmer Smith), the first triple play (and unassisted at that, turned by Cleveland second baseman Bill Wambsganss), and the first World Series home run by a pitcher (Cleveland’s Jim Bagby). Cleveland ran out winners, 8–1. Game Six was the proverbial pitchers’ duel with Sherry Smith giving up only one run over eight innings for the Robins. Once again, Smith was an unlucky loser in a World Series game, as the Robins’ anemic offense could not capitalize on three Indians errors as Cleveland won, 1–0, thanks to a run in the sixth and a three-hit shutout by Duster Mails. And facing Coveleski in Game Seven, the Robins did not stand a chance. Coveleski was once again at his brilliant best, as he threw a five-hit shutout as the Indians won, 3–0, and captured their first World Series.

Rather than build on two World Series appearances in five years, Brooklyn instead became a very mediocre team for almost two decades. The best they could manage between 1921 and 1940 were two second-place finishes. In 1924, the Brooklyn Robins finished 1 1/2 games out of first. The team had numerous opportunities to win the pennant down the stretch but could never win when it mattered most. In 1940, the Brooklyn Dodgers finished 12 games behind the Cincinnati Reds but never truly contended for the National League (NL) pennant from mid-July on. Brooklyn (both as the Robins and later as the Dodgers) was just a very average ballclub, usually finishing in the lower half of the eight-team NL.

Indeed, there was another informal nickname bestowed upon the Dodgers in the mid-1930s. The Dodgers of this era were not exactly a model of perfection. The players were seemingly sorely lacking in the basic fundamentals of the game. The team continually committed basic errors, and defeat was more common than victory. Sports cartoonist Willard Mullin heard a cab driver ask, “So how did those bums do today?” and drew a cartoon based on circus clown Emmett Kelly with the heading “Dem Bums.” Rather than take offense at the cartoon, fans loved it, and as such, the Dodgers were dubbed “Dem Bums” by the Brooklyn faithful. Nobody berated and abused the Dodgers more than the Brooklyn fans, but at the same time nobody loved their baseball team more than they did. The Dodgers were a part of Brooklyn, and the borough was a part of them. However, another part of New York City loved a different team: the New York Yankees.

THE NEW YORK HIGHLANDERS BECOME THE NEW YORK YANKEES

Frank Farrell and Bill Devery bought the Baltimore Orioles in January 1903 for the princely sum of $18,000 and moved the franchise to New York. In March, the team was admitted to the American League (AL) and became known as the Highlanders because their home park was at 168th Street and Broadway, one of the highest points topographically on Manhattan island. The New York team was known as the Highlanders until the 1913 season, when their moniker was changed to Yankees following the team’s full-time move to the Polo Grounds. The Yankees shared the stadium with the NL’s New York Giants. The Yankees would have to wait until 1921 to play in their first World Series, their opponents being the Giants. The Giants captured their fourth World Series crown, beating the Yankees five games to three in the best-of-nine contest. The two teams squared off in the following year’s World Series with the Giants once again victorious, winning the title in five games (four victories and a tie in Game Two). The two teams faced each other for the third time in a row in 1923. By then they no longer shared a home ground, as the Yankees moved to the original Yankee Stadium at the start of the season. In 1920, Giants owner Charles Stoneham attempted to remove the Yankees as co-tenants of the Polo Grounds. While the move was unsuccessful, the Yankees were told that they needed a new home ballpark following the 1922 season. Led by Babe Ruth (an on-base percentage [OBP] of .556 and a slugging percentage [SLG] of 1.000), whom the Yankees acquired from the Red Sox in 1920 in one of the most infamous lopsided trades in baseball history, and pitcher Bullet Joe Bush (who also had a great series with the bat), the Yankees captured their first World Series crown, four games to two. The Yankees finished second in the AL in 1924 and a very disappointing seventh (out of eight teams) in 1925. They recaptured the AL pennant in 1926 before going to losing the World Series, four games to three, to the St. Louis Cardinals. The loss was all the more disheartening considering that Games Six and Seven were played at Yankee Stadium. Ruth was caught stealing to end the Series. Nevertheless, utter domination the likes of which the game has never seen was looming.

The 1927 Yankees were led by the Murderers’ Row at the heart of the lineup: Earle Combs, Mark Koenig, Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Bob Meusel, and Tony Lazzeri. There is a debate on how the term Murderers’ Row originated. John Thorn, the official historian of Major League Baseball, notes, “The usual etymology for this term is plausible—that it derives from a row of cells in New York’s prison popularly termed The Tombs, an area that was reserved for the most dastardly of criminals. . . . The Yankees’ deadly lineup may owe its name to a row of entombed villains but the New York City history of the phrase dates to an actual row in what was regarded as a dangerous neighborhood. Otter’s Alley—always spelled in the singular form, never in the plural—which . . . [was] identified as one and the same as Murderers’ Row, is mentioned not only in an 1827 book but also in an 1822 city directory. That volume provides a likely explanation for the name of the row, as it was the residence of a mason named James Otter.”

The Yankees’ Murderers’ Row was (pun intended) deadly at the plate; Combs hit .356, with an OPS of .925. Ruth hit 60 home runs (a new single-season record) and drove in 164, with an OPS of 1.258. Gehrig had an OPS of 1.240, hit 47 home runs, and had 175 RBIs on the way to winning the AL MVP award. Meusel hit .337 with an OPS of .902 with 103 RBIs, while Lazzeri hit 18 home runs (third best on the team), with 102 RBIs. The ’27 Yankees finished with a record of 110–44 and won the pennant by 19 games over the Philadelphia Athletics. The Yankees swept the Pittsburgh Pirates in four to capture another World Series crown.

The 1928 Yankees were spectacular; they finished with a record of 101–53 on the way to the AL pennant and a four-game sweep of the Cardinals en route to the World Series title. However, the 1929–31 Yankees were never really in contention and finished well behind the Philadelphia Athletics. Nevertheless, the mountaintop once again beckoned, as the 1932 Yankees dominated, going 107–47, winning the AL pennant by 13 games over the Athletics, and sweeping the Cubs in the World Series. That World Series is most remembered for Ruth calling his shot. In Game Three at Chicago in the top of the fifth, the score was tied at 4 with Ruth at the plate and Charlie Root pitching for the Cubs. The Cubs’ bench and fans heckled Ruth, a not-uncommon occurrence during the Series. With the count at 0-1, legend has it that Ruth pointed to center field. Ruth then proceeded to take the next pitch for a strike. He once again pointed to center field. On the next pitch, Ruth hit a massive home run to the deepest part of center field. And the legend of the called shot was born. Just like many things that are legends, there is debate about what actually happened, namely, whether Ruth was pointing to center field or at Root or at the Cubs’ bench. For what it is worth, Root claims that Ruth never pointed to center field and if Ruth did such a thing he would have thrown the next pitch high and tight. Indeed, Ruth initially claimed that he was pointing to the Cubs’ bench but later changed his story to state that he did call his shot. Whatever the truth, the reality is that the Yankees won the World Series and the called shot is now part of popular American folklore.

After a few “down” years, where they finished runner-up in the AL, the Yankees returned to the summit in 1936, helped in no small part by rookie Joe DiMaggio. The twenty-one-year-old led the team in hits and doubles and was second in home runs and RBI. Gehrig had another outstanding season, winning the AL MVP award while hitting 49 home runs and driving in 152. The ’36 Yankees finished with a record of 102–51 and defeated the Giants in the World Series, four games to two. The ’37 Yankees were equally fine on the way to defeating the Giants once again in the World Series, this time by a margin of four games to one. The ’38 Yankees won 99 games, but it was enough to capture the AL pennant, and they easily swept the Cubs in the World Series. Led by DiMaggio, who captured his first of an eventual three AL MVP awards, the 1939 Yankees were better. They won 106 games, winning the AL pennant by 17 games over the Red Sox and sweeping the Cincinnati Reds in the World Series. Yet as great as the ’39 Yankees were, the season will always be remembered for being the last season of Gehrig’s Hall of Fame career. He only appeared in eight games and was not his usual self. He was eventually diagnosed with Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) or, as it eventually became known, Lou Gehrig’s disease. Gehrig died on June 2, 1941; he was only thirty-seven.

Perhaps stung by Gehrig’s declining health, the 1940 team, while still good, was a shadow of its previous self, winning 88 games and finishing third in the AL (although only two games out of first). And this takes us to the 1941 Yankees and the first-ever meeting with their crosstown rivals, the Brooklyn Dodgers.
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1941: BEGINNING OF
YANKEES DOMINATION

THE YANKEES AND the Dodgers entered the 1941 season with entirely different mind-sets; this was evident not to everyone involved in the respective organizations, but to the public in New York and across the United States. The Yankees were seven-time World Series champions, a powerhouse in the American League, and, while coming off a relatively poor year in 1940, still had all the attributes of a very successful ballclub. The Dodgers, despite their second-place finish the previous year in the NL (a whopping 12 games behind the Reds), were still seeking their first World Series triumph and were mired in mediocrity. In New York, at least, the Yankees were the proverbial ruling class, the Dodgers were the “lesser,” and this can easily be viewed by the Dodgers fans embracing the Dem Bums nickname.

The epoch in the baseball world beginning with Murderers’ Row and carrying on into the 1940s and 1950s was that of the Yankees. Other teams would challenge the power of the Yankees, but the boys from the Bronx were almost always the team to beat. It would be wrong to view the previous success of the Yankees and the Dodgers’ mediocrity in strictly material terms; money matters, but as we shall see, the Yankees’ dominance over the Dodgers was due to a number of other factors. However, the idea that the Yankees were the dominant team and the Dodgers also-rans was widely accepted. New York’s dominance was, of course, widely embraced within their organization and by their fans. While those within Brooklyn’s organization would deny that the Yankees were better than they, the idea that the Yankees were the proverbial ruling class, the intellectual force, riding roughshod over baseball had to take root, and the Dem Bums nickname clearly signifies that Dodger fans accepted and even somewhat embraced subjection. That there was a vast difference between the Yankees and Dodgers and their respective fans was perfectly captured by Marty Appel, a former Yankees public relations director, in Pinstripe Empire. He states, “Dodger fans were the little guys, the underdogs, the working stiffs from the borough of churches whose players lived in the neighborhood and seemed like regular guys. The Yankees fans were the Wall Street business crowd, better dressed, cockier, and not expecting to really meet any of the players on the street. Their ballpark was staid, proud, awe-inspiring. Ebbets Field was a place you snuck into after five innings, maybe wearing a T-shirt.” In a capitalist system, it is the bourgeoisie who dominant and subject the proletariat to their system and ideas. Without necessarily meaning to, Appel clearly laid out the class divide in Marxian terms between the two teams and their fans. The Yankees were the bourgeoisie, the capitalists, the ruling class. The Dodgers and their fans were the proletariat, the working class.

Nevertheless, the 1941 World Series was a chance for the Dodgers to shake up and to overthrow the existing order. Instead, it was the beginning of a rivalry and the domination of the Yankees over the Dodgers.

THE YANKEES’ 1941 SEASON

The Yankees were coming off a season where they could only manage third place in the AL. The Yankees faithful were not used to such mediocrity. Indeed, following a doubleheader loss to the Detroit Tigers on July 21, the crowd at Yankee Stadium engaged in unruly acts of petty vandalism as well as throwing food at the umpire. It was not just the fans taking the disappointing season badly, but also journalists. Writing in the Daily News, Jimmy Powers had the audacity to question whether some players had contracted polio. The implication was that the players were ill due to interaction with Gehrig. Gehrig was furious and sued Powers and the Daily News. The newspaper defensed itself by claiming that the Mayo Clinic (where Gehrig was treated) and the Yankees initially claimed that Gehrig had poliomyelitis, a disease that can be spread through contact. The Daily News stated it was only after the story was written and Gehrig sued that they found out that Gehrig did not have a form of polio, but Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. The case never went to trial, with the sides agreeing to a $17,500 settlement.

The 1941 Yankees lineup was largely unchanged compared to the previous year, the main addition being rookie and future Hall of Famer Phil Rizzuto at shortstop. Rizzuto had a very fine debut season, hitting .307 and finishing 20th in MVP voting. The Yankees had a solid April, going 10–6, but a below-average May, when they went 13–13, which was very disheartening for their fans. Indeed, on May 25, they were seven games out of first. However, a strong last few days of May saw the team only four games out at the start of June. The team went 19–7 for the month and never looked back.

Nevertheless, June 1941 will always be a sad month in Yankees history due to the death of Gehrig. The following month, the Yankees erected a monument in Gehrig’s honor at Yankee Stadium. The monument states, “A man, a gentleman and a great ball player whose amazing record of 2,130 consecutive games should stand for all time.” The record stood for 56 years before it was surpassed by Baltimore Oriole Cal Ripken Jr., who eventually appeared in an astonishing 2,632 straight games.

In a sad note, Babe Ruth and his wife showed up the worse for wear to the viewing of Gehrig’s body. Gehrig’s friend, the song-writer Fred Fisher, stated to the New York Times that Gehrig’s wife, “Eleanor was very composed, having been prepared for the shock. But she became very angry when Ruth and his wife came in very intoxicated. He certainly wasn’t wanted by the Gehrigs, as there was friction between them for years.” Two of the greatest players in Yankees and baseball history, while they initially respected and admired each other, had fallen out prior to Gehrig’s death. While relations between the two had grown frosty over the years, Ruth’s public criticism of Gehrig’s consecutive-game streak was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Ruth claimed that “This Iron Horse stuff is just a lot of baloney. I think he’s making one of the worst mistakes a player can make. He ought to learn to sit on the bench and rest. They’re not going to pay off on how many games he’s played in a row.” While as fans we hope that all teammates are friends off the field, the reality is often painfully different.

On the field, the Yankees became all-conquering. The team went 25–4 in July and increased their lead atop the AL from 1/2 games at the end of June to 12 games just one month later. The Yankees cruised the rest of the year, winning the AL pennant by 17 games and finishing with a record of 101–53. Considering the team’s below-average April and May, that they finished with more than 100 victories is nothing short of astonishing.

DiMaggio had a large role in the Yankees’ stellar season. He hit .357 with 30 home runs, 43 doubles, and 125 RBIs. He was an All-Star and a worthy AL MVP. There is debate whether he should have won the MVP award considering that Boston Red Sox outfielder Ted Williams hit .406 (the last time a player hit above .400), with 37 home runs, 120 RBIs, 147 walks (DiMaggio had 76), and an OPS of 1.287 to lead the AL (DiMaggio’s was 1.083). Undoubtedly the reason DiMaggio won the MVP award was that the Yankees won the pennant and his 56-game hitting streak, a record that still stands today. The previous record belonged to Wee Willie Keeler, who hit in 44 consecutive games in 1897. DiMaggio was no stranger to long hitting streaks; he hit in 61 straight games in the minor leagues in 1933 (the minor league record is 66).

On May 15, DiMaggio came into the game against the Chicago White Sox having a fine season, but he was hitless in his last two games. The Yankees were demolished, 13–1, but in his first at-bat DiMaggio singled in New York’s only run. He failed to record a hit in his remaining three at-bats. DiMaggio then proceeded to hit in another 55 games in a row (the All-Star Game occurred during the streak, and while not officially counted toward the record, DiMaggio did manage a hit). The beginning of the streak was unnoticed at first; the New York Times first referenced it on June 3: “DiMaggio, incidentally, has hit safely in nineteen straight games.” The streak, however, could easily have ended at 35 games. On June 24, DiMaggio was hitless in his first three at-bats against the St. Louis Browns when he came to the plate in the bottom of the eighth with the Yankees leading, 4–0, and nobody on base. Browns manager Luke Sewell told pitcher Bob Muncrief to walk DiMaggio. However, Muncrief refused to do such a thing. And after a heated discussion, Muncrief pitched to DiMaggio and gave up a single. The streak finally ended against the Cleveland Indians on July 17, when DiMaggio went 0-for-3 with a walk. That he failed to register a hit was costly for DiMaggio. If he had hit in 57 straight, he would have earned a cool $10,000 endorsing the Heinz 57 range of products. This aside, the hit streak is very unlikely to be broken (never say never) and was the exclamation point in the Yankees’ regular season.

THE DODGERS’ 1941 SEASON

Coming off the third-place finish in 1939 and second-place finish in 1940, there were increasing expectations that the Dodgers were becoming a force to be reckoned with in the NL. Yet the Dodgers finished 12 1/2 games out of first in 1939 and 12 games behind in 1940. In neither season did they truly contend for the pennant. However, considering their prior history, such seasons were to be relished. A large part of their turning around their fortunes was due to the hiring of Larry MacPhail as executive vice president. MacPhail introduced night baseball to Ebbets Field, hired manager Leo Durocher, and rejuvenated the Dodgers through a series of trades.

The most (in)famous signing was rookie Pete Reiser from St. Louis. MLB Commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis deemed the Cardinals farm system a monopoly. Landis broke up the system, making many players free agents; Reiser was one of them. In 1938, Branch Rickey asked MacPhail to sign Reiser from the St. Louis minor leagues and keep him out of sight in the Dodgers minor-league system until 1940, when they would trade him back to St. Louis. There was just one problem with the plan: Durocher was allegedly unaware of it, and when Reiser began to light it up in spring training in 1940, Durocher began to play him in exhibition games. Reiser reached safely in 12 straight games, hit three home runs, and the baseball world took notice. Ralph Berger, in his Society for American Baseball Research biography of MacPhail, notes, “MacPhail sent a wire to Durocher, ‘DO NOT PLAY REISER AGAIN.’ When Durocher inserted Reiser into the lineup in a game in Macon, Georgia, MacPhail called him to his hotel room, cursed him, and fired him. The angry Durocher shoved MacPhail, who fell over the bed in a somersault, got up, and, as if by magic, had a change of heart. He put his arm around Leo and told him he was still the manager, then calmly went on to say that Reiser should be optioned to Elmira [Dodgers’ minor league team] so that he could further develop his talent.”

Reiser was eventually called up to the majors by the Dodgers in July and had a solid rookie year. In 1941, Reiser became a superstar; he led the NL in batting average, OPS, runs, doubles, and triples. He was an All-Star and finished second in MVP voting. Brooklyn had the top three in the MVP race: pitcher Whit Wyatt finished third (he led the NL with 22 wins and seven shutouts, to go along with an ERA of 2.34). The MVP was Dodgers first baseman Dolph Camilli, who led the league in home runs (34) and RBIs (120). While Camilli had a great season, it is fair to say that either Wyatt or Reiser could have won the award.

Reiser was an exceptional talent; he followed up his great 1941 season with another superb outing in the first half of the 1942 season. Unfortunately, injury would cripple his career. Reiser had already had two head-related injuries due to being beaned by fastballs. On July 19, 1942, in the second game of a doubleheader in St. Louis, Reiser almost made a spectacular catch running full speed toward the center-field wall; the sickening crash against the wall jarred the ball loose, and the Cardinals walked it off in the 11th with an inside-the-park home run. Reiser fractured his skull and suffered another concussion. Reiser should not have played the rest of the season. However, he was back in the Dodgers lineup a few days later. Reiser wanted to play, but the Dodgers should have protected the player. He played most of the remaining games and, while serviceable, was not the same player he was before. When the United States joined World War II, Reiser enlisted in the military and missed the next three seasons. He rejoined the Dodgers in 1946 and had two good years. But he was no longer a superstar. Following a poor 1948 campaign in which he appeared in only 64 games, Reiser was traded to the Boston Braves. He eventually retired following the 1952 season. Over the course of his career, Reiser suffered five skull fractures, seven concussions, and was taken from the field eleven times on a stretcher due to outfield collisions. Durocher wrote, “There will never be a ballplayer as good as Willie Mays, but Reiser was every bit as good, and he might have been better. Pete Reiser might have been the best ballplayer I ever saw. He had more power that Willie. He could throw as good as Willie. Mays was fast, but Reiser was faster. Name whoever you want to, and Pete Reiser was faster. Willie Mays had everything. Pete Reiser had everything but luck.” Unfortunately, injury, World War II, and that the Dodgers (including Durocher) did not protect Reiser from himself derailing his career.

As for the 1941 season, the Dodgers had a superb April, going 13–4. Their fine play continued at the start of May as they won nine of eleven games, including six straight. Then Dem Bums returned, and the Dodgers lost six straight. And the Jekyll and Hyde routine continued as the Dodgers then proceeded to win nine in a row. Even with those long win streaks, the Dodgers could never get a comfortable lead in the NL; the Cardinals were always slightly behind or ahead of Dem Bums; for example, the nine-game win streak only resulted in the Dodgers gaining two games in the standings. From July 16 on, there were never more than three games separating the teams. It came down to the final month of the season, and the Dodgers were a little bit better, going 18–8, including taking two out of three in St. Louis, while the Cardinals went 16–11. The Dodgers finished with a record of 100–54, winning the NL pennant over the Cardinals by 2 1/2 games. Dem Bums had won the pennant! Now all they had to do was beat the Yankees in the World Series and shake up the existing order.

THE 1941 WORLD SERIES

Before the start of the World Series, an idea was floated that all games should be held at Yankee Stadium as it had a larger capacity than Ebbets Field. Not surprisingly, the Dodgers were aghast and voiced their displeasure. MLB wisely did not press that matter further. Game One was set for Yankee Stadium, and apart from the Bronx Bombers fans, the rest of baseball was cheering on the Dodgers. People love to support the underdog, including the elite of society. New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia publicly backed the Dodgers, as did singer Kate Smith, best known for her rendition of “God Bless America.” Of course, many of the people jumping on the Dodgers bandwagon cursed the team for the rest of their lives when the team left Brooklyn for the sunny skies and palm trees of Los Angeles. That was still to come, however.

Game One of the World Series saw the attendance record shatter as 68,540 packed into Yankee Stadium. Taking the mound for New York was future Hall of Famer Red Ruffing, a six-time All-Star. And for the Dodgers, somewhat bizarrely, their third- or fourth-best pitcher, veteran Curt Davis. Davis had only started 16 games during the regular season. Durocher thought that if the Dodgers won the opening game with Davis pitching, it would put them in a great position for the rest of the Series. That would be true if Brooklyn won the opening game. If they lost: ah, the best-laid plans of mice and men. And to use another old adage, “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” In the opening games of both the 1916 and 1920 World Series, Rube Marquard started for the Brooklyn Robins. While a very good pitcher and member of the Hall of Fame, Marquard was not the Robins’ ace in either season. Brooklyn lost both openers and eventually the World Series. And history repeated itself in 1941.

New York second baseman Joe Gordon opened the scoring in the bottom of the second with a home run to left field. Bill Dickey doubled the lead with an RBI double in the fourth. While the Dodgers got one back in the fifth through a Mickey Owen triple, the Yankees scored again in the sixth. The Dodgers came back again in the seventh, scoring once, but a baserunning gaffe by Pee Wee Reese in trying to take third following the second out stifled their momentum. The Yankees got out of the inning with no more damage and held on to win the opener, 3–2.

With the NL wins leader Whitlow Wyatt taking the mound for the Dodgers in Game Two, Brooklyn was confident of leveling the series. However, Wyatt let nerves get the better of him and gave up two early runs. The Dodgers came back in the top of the fifth to load the bases with no outs. A Reese groundout plated one, as did an Owen single. A double play, though, would end the inning. A throwing error by Gordon in the top of the sixth let Dixie Walker reach to open the inning, and he was eventually driven home by Dolph Camilli to give Brooklyn the lead. And despite a few shaky moments, Wyatt pitched a complete game as Brooklyn held on to win, 3–2.

It was another nail-biter in Game Three at Ebbets Field, with Freddie Fitzsimmons pitching a great seven innings for the home side without giving up a run and Marius Russo doing likewise for the Yankees. However, in the seventh, Russo hit a ball back at Fitzsimmons that caromed off his knee and straight into Reese’s glove. It was a fortuitous out, but it had lasting repercussions. Fitzsimmons was unable to continue and went to the hospital, where he was diagnosed with a chipped kneecap. In addition to being out of the game, his season was over. Fitzsimmons would only appear in one game the following season and nine the next before he retired at the end of the 1943 campaign. Whether it was luck involved, devil magic, or just an unfortunate occurrence, the Bronx Bombers capitalized on the injury to the Brooklyn starter. Hugh Casey replaced Fitzsimmons on the mound for Brooklyn in the eighth and with one out gave up four consecutive singles as the Yankees took a 2–0 lead. The Dodgers continued to fight and got one back in the eighth but went quietly in the ninth as New York won the game, 2–1, with Russo pitching a complete game. That takes us to Game Four and the proverbial “what could have been.”

New York got off to a great start, scoring one in the first and two in the fourth to take a 3–0 lead. Once again, the Dodgers fought back. Brooklyn scored two in the bottom of the fourth and two in the fifth thanks to a Reiser home run. The score remained 4–3 heading into the top of the ninth. Casey, after pitching a scoreless eighth, remained in the game. He quickly got the first two Yankees out. That brought Tommy Henrich to the plate. He worked the count full. Henrich later recounted what happened next to Sports Illustrated: “I knew that Casey had a very good high curve, and that’s a pitch that always gave me trouble. Couldn’t hit it for the life of me. And so here I am with two strikes on me, and here it comes. It was a beauty, one of the best and craziest curveballs I’ve ever seen. It was definitely not a spitter, as some people have claimed. I thought it was going to be a strike, so I started my swing. And then that pitch broke sharply down. I tried to hold up, but it was too late. I’d committed myself. The funny thing is that even in that instant, while I was swinging, I thought to myself that if I’m having this much trouble with the pitch, maybe [Dodger catcher] Mickey Owen is, too. So I looked around behind me after I missed the ball.”

On what should have been the game-ending pitch, Owen allowed Henrich to reach first on a strike-three passed ball. Dodgers first baseman Dolph Camilli woefully noted, “I couldn’t believe it. Mickey Owen was a great catcher who hardly ever made an error. It looked to me as if he just took his eye off the ball. All he had to do was knock the darn thing down and throw it to me. But it didn’t happen.” Brooklyn still only needed one out, but seemingly rattled, Casey imploded. DiMaggio walked, Charlie Keller doubled, scoring two, Bill Dickey walked, Gordon doubled, scoring another two, Phil Rizzuto walked, and only then did Casey manage to get the final out. The Dodgers were lifeless in the bottom of the inning, going down in order as the Yankees won the game, 7–4, leaving them only one win away from another World Series crown. After the game, Owen simply said, “It was all my fault. I should have had it.”

Yes, he should have. And that play doomed the Dodgers’ hopes. It is almost impossible to recover from a loss like that. Just ask the Boston Red Sox about the 1986 World Series. Nevertheless, if Owen had caught the pitch, it would have only leveled the series. New York could still could have gone on to win it all. But by allowing a passed ball, Owen condemned Brooklyn and allowed the Yankees to start riding roughshod over the Dodgers. Any hope of challenging the existing order would have to be put on hold for several years.

The Yankees captured the title in Game Five at Ebbets Field. The Yankees, as was the norm, scored early; this time, two runs in the second courtesy of a wild pitch and an RBI single by Gordon. The Dodgers’ offense was lifeless, managing only four measly hits the entire game off New York starter Tiny Bonham. Bonham threw a complete game as the Yankees won, 3–1, and the Series, 4–1. The Yankees were once again on top of the mountain for the ninth time. And once again, the Dodgers were simply not good enough when it mattered most, still searching for their first World Series. The existing order in baseball remained the same. The Yankees were dominant, and the Dodgers were Dem Bums when it mattered most. Following the game, the Brooklyn Eagle newspaper had an optimistic headline, “Wait ’til Next Year.” Next year for the Dodgers ended up being over a decade away.





3

1947: STILL WAITING
FOR NEXT YEAR

THE YANKEES FOLLOWED up their World Series triumph with another outstanding season, winning 103 games and making it back to the fall classic. Unfortunately for them and their fans, the Cardinals were even better. St. Louis won the 1942 World Series, four games to one. The roles were reversed the following year as the Yankees defeated the Cardinals in the World Series by the same margin. Then New York went into a period of decline; in 1944, they only won 83 games (fewest since 1925) and finished third in the AL. In 1945, New York was even worse as they won 81 games and finished fourth. In 1946, the Yankees improved and won 87 games but were an astonishing 17 games out of first (worst since 1929) as the Red Sox ran away with the pennant, winning 104 games. The Yankees were in danger of permanently losing their throne and becoming just another baseball team.

The 1942 Dodgers were spectacular, winning 104 games. On August 5, they led the NL by 10 games. On September 3, the Dodgers still led the NL by 4 1/2 games. But five straight losses in the middle of the month basically handed the Cardinals the pennant. Of course, St. Louis winning an astonishing 43 out of their final 51 games had some say in the matter. Nevertheless, considering the Yankees were not as good as they were the previous years, Brooklyn fans still wondered what might have been, a common occurrence in Dodgers history. Brooklyn then reverted to its usual self: in 1943, they finished third in the NL with 81 wins, 23 1/2 games out of first. In 1944, Dem Bums were in full force as Brooklyn won a paltry 63 games, finishing seventh, which was a massive 42 games from the NL summit. The Dodgers then started to improve: 1945 saw the team finish third while winning 87 games. They continued to improve in 1946, winning 96 games, and finished the regular season tied with the Cardinals. The first-ever NL playoff, a best-of-three series between the teams, would decide who would advance to the World Series. Another common occurrence in Dodger history is that the Cardinals, just like the Yankees, were almost always better the Dodgers when there was everything to play for. In Game One in St. Louis, the Cardinals beat the Dodgers, 4–2. And back in Brooklyn, the home fans mourned as St. Louis won Game Two, 8–4. Once again, the Dodgers were oh so close. A similar refrain would be heard following the 1947 season.
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