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A Moment in Time





Introduction



I LOVE BASEBALL.


Baseball is the reason I am writing this book, the reason I’ve led a life worth reexamining and dissecting. Baseball is the passion that carried me from childhood to manhood. It is how I fought my way from the working class to the middle class. Were it not for baseball, I would not have met Ann, my wife, the mother of our daughters, and my dearest friend for the past sixty years. Baseball has excited my mind, stirred my soul, and brought out the best in me. I look at baseball deeply. Most of us whose lives have been defined by baseball do. Of course, it’s principally a sport—a beautiful sport based on a poetic geometry. It is a game played outside of time. You play it not until the clock runs out, but until there is a clear winner. That takes as long as it takes. It is a pastoral game usually set inside a city. You play in a pasture—an urban pasture—where an expanse of grass calls you to the competition. Of course, you can also play on the dirt field of a farm, a sandlot, or a concrete street. Wherever you play, though, time is suspended. Like millions of other kids, I lost track of time whenever I played—playing through breakfast, lunch, dinner; playing until the very last rays of daylight disappeared; playing under the glow of a street lamp or a full moon; playing with the hope that the game would never stop and that real time—any time but baseball time—would never resume. The dream was to turn life into a baseball game.


Over time, as that dream came true, I saw other dimensions of the sport. It was a proving ground where character was developed or destroyed, enhanced or corroded. It was where racial animus was resolved or exacerbated. Because I was privileged to play when society was undergoing radical change, I got to see firsthand—from the dugout and the mound—baseball’s reaction, for better and worse. I got to see—and feel and embrace—community. The Brooklyn baseball community was like no other; Brooklyn Dodger fans were the most knowledgeable. The Brooklyn ballpark was like no other. These were things I loved with all my heart: this proving ground, this social transformation, this extraordinary community.


The bigger story, then, speaks to the spirit of our country and our sense of the possible. It is about optimism, hope, and fairness. The smaller story—my personal story—benefits from those strong American values but also involves tremendous frustration and unforeseen corruption. The drama of ongoing disappointment is central to this narrative. At some point, reason and rage clashed head-on. For years, I struggled with anger and resentment.


This book represents the resolution of that resentment and the dissolution of the rage. To be called a goat—as I was—for more than half a century hurt like hell, especially when I knew that the team who tagged me with that label had implemented an elaborate and outrageous system of cheating. I had learned about the cheating less than three years after it happened. Yet for many long decades I kept quiet. I was advised to capitalize on and expose the scheme. Go to the press. Write a book. Do something. But I refused. I didn’t want to be seen as a whiner, a sore loser, or a baby crying over spilt milk. Take it on the chin. Accept the blow. Move on with your life. Or, best of all, forget about it, which proved impossible.


Bobby Thomson’s home run off me in the 1951 playoff was termed “the shot heard ’round the world” and called the most dramatic moment in sports history. If it was shown once on television, it was shown a million times. No one could forget what had happened that afternoon in the Polo Grounds—not me, not the country, not history itself. I had to endure the moment in silence. I saw silence as my shield of dignity. I wanted to shout “Fraud!” but my nature wouldn’t allow it.


Then, on January 31, 2001, journalist Joshua Prager broke the scandal in the Wall Street Journal and five years later published an exhaustively researched book scrupulously documenting the cheating. After the initial article came out, Bobby Thomson, by then my friend of many years, called and said, “I guess you feel exonerated, Ralph.”


“I don’t know about that,” I replied, “but my tongue has certainly been loosened.”


I’m grateful for that loosening. And I’m also glad that the loosening comes when, instead of still toiling in my mid-twenties, I’m reflecting in my mid-eighties. Time not only heals, but time also offers perspective. Seen through the misty glow of history, a story from a distant era takes on a romantic tinge. And the era of New York baseball of the forties and fifties when three winning teams—the Dodgers, Yankees, and Giants—dominated the headlines may be the most exciting years in all baseball. Looking back 60-plus years to a time when players—myself included—took the bus and subway to the ballpark and worked menial winter jobs to support our families, I can’t quite believe the remarkable changes I’ve seen in this long lifetime. I cherish those changes just as I cherish that sacred time when, as a boy and young man, I never could have imagined baseball—or, for that matter, the world—in its present form. There’s also an essential fact that, modesty aside, I want this book to establish: I was a damn effective pitcher. It pains me to be remembered for one unfortunate pitch—and, unfairly, a pitch surreptitiously signaled to the hitter—as opposed to a hurler who, for a number of years, had good stuff.


Finally, I must warn you that I write from the point of view of a self-proclaimed old-timer. I make no apologies for that designation. I love being an old-timer. Hell, I may be the ultimate old-timer. I feel like I’ve seen it all and done it all. I can truthfully say that I’ve paid the dues to tell the news. And even though I will try to recapture the fire and energy that at one time burned within the heart of an 18-year-old rookie breaking into the majors, be aware that this is a highly opinionated old-timer—who’s about to spin a baseball yarn unlike any you’ve ever heard.





Ladies’ Day



THE POLO GROUNDS was heaven.


My 10-year-old mind was not concerned with how the Depression was crippling the country, but only the happy fact that we—my mom, sisters, and brothers—were sitting in the upper-deck left-field stands watching the Giants play a doubleheader with the Cards. Only two years before, St. Louis had won the Series with its scrappy “Gashouse Gang” featuring Pepper Martin, Spud Davis, Frankie Frisch, and Leo Durocher. This year we’d get to see our Giants capture the pennant, only to lose the World Series to the Yanks.


On this day in September, we took a bus to the Eighth Avenue subway to reach the Polo Grounds. It was a quick and easy trip. The cloudless sky was blazing blue and the late summer sun comforting and warm. The air was clean. The prosciutto, provolone, and salami sandwiches made by Mom were spicy and delicious.


The year 1936 was a good one for baseball. A 21-year-old rookie named Joe DiMaggio was tearing up the American League. We called him Joe D and, as Italian Americans, were especially proud of his brilliant play. He’d wind up hitting .323 and smacking 29 home runs, nearly overshadowing the great Lou Gehrig who, at 33, hit .354 and belted 49 homers. Amazing things happened at Yankee Stadium.


That stadium also was part of our world—only 45 minutes from our house in Mount Vernon, just over the Bronx line. In the years that my baseball consciousness grew by leaps and bounds, the Yankees were the dominant force in the game. They won the World Series four straight times, from ’36 through ’39. But they were not my team. The Giants were. The Polo Grounds was my ballpark. It was a strange-shaped monster that looked like a bathtub. Coogan’s Bluff, a hill that housed a line of apartment buildings, loomed over the home plate stands. The Harlem River rolled directly to the east. An enormous Chesterfield sign, with a gleaming white cigarette big enough for King Kong, sat in center field. Inside a swirl of smoke were the words “A HIT!” The “H” in “Chesterfield” would light up for a hit and the “E” for an error. Below the huge advertisement were the clubhouses and dead center field. No one in the history of the Polo Grounds had ever hit a ball to its outer limits, 475 feet from home plate. The dimensions of the park were always shrouded in mystery. It is my firm belief, by the way, that the distance to the right field foul pole was only 243 feet, not quite conforming to the rules of major league baseball requiring a minimum of 250 feet. Throughout my life, I’d hear different figures from different people. To a 10-year-old, the place was absolute grandeur. The men sanctioned to compete in this arena had the austerity and stature of gladiators. They were my heroes.


One of the first to capture my awe was Giant Mel Ott, the gutsy outfielder who batted left-handed but threw right, the youngest player to hit 100 home runs and the first National Leaguer to reach 500 homers, and to knock in more than 100 runs eight years in a row. Standing at the plate, he was so intimidating—even at only five-feet-nine—that he drew five walks in a single game three separate times. I loved to watch Mel lift his right forward foot a split second, then plant it before his bat met the ball, an ominous move.


My early heroes also included two brilliant Giant pitchers, Carl Hubbell and Hal Schumacher. On this day at the Polo Grounds, a third, Freddie Fitzsimmons, was facing the Cards in the first game of a doubleheader. We won 8–4. In the second game, St. Louis won 4–3, but I got to see two of their aces, Dizzy Dean and Roy Parmelee. I couldn’t have been more thrilled; they were among the top pitchers in the game. My life was already about pitching because my big brother Jules—we called him Pops because he was 16 years older than me—would sit in a chair and make me throw at him. If the ball didn’t land in his glove, I’d have to chase after it. I’d been trained that way since I was six. Two of my younger brothers, Paul and Al, were pitchers, and so was John, who was 18 months older. We were a baseball-crazed family.


In all, Mom had 17 children. Born Ralph (after my grandfather Raffaelo) Theodore (after Teddy Roosevelt) Branca, on January 6, 1926, I was sibling number 15. Mom’s first two infants died of diphtheria. When I was 15 months, my 10-year-old sister Sylvia died of rheumatic fever. When I was 13, my sister Suzanne, then 16, died of pancreatic cancer. She was a beautiful young woman with great artistic talent. Her death became the great tragedy of my childhood. After that, I grew up with 12 siblings: sisters Florence, Helen, Margaret, Rosemary, Antoinette, Annunziata, and Anna, my much older brothers Julius and Ed, my slightly older brother John, and my younger brothers Paul and Al. Quite a brood.


The Brancas at the Polo Grounds that spring afternoon included Rosemary, Margaret, and Suzanne, who, like Mom, not only enjoyed the lowered admission that came with Ladies’ Day—I believe it was 50 cents—but also loved baseball as much as we boys. Mom kept an immaculate box score. The fact that she had been born in Sandorf, a village sixty miles from Budapest, and arrived on these shores in 1900 had not prevented her from assimilating into American culture with amazing grace. (Only recently have I learned that my mother was actually born Jewish and converted to Catholicism. She never mentioned this to us, but it may explain my extraordinarily deep love of Jewish people.)


Mom spoke English with only a wisp of an accent. Among many talents, she had learned to cook Italian with a flare that had my father’s side of the family raving. She also kept her Hungarian cooking talents intact. She was worldly wise, down to earth, loving, and practical. She handled our meager money with remarkable resourcefulness. She’d get a free meat bone that the butcher was ready to discard and work it into a fabulous tomato-based soup that, with a couple of loaves of Italian bread and a lettuce salad, would feed us for two days. If anyone possessed domestic genius, it was my mother. She had met Dad—a man of all trades and master of many—when she took the trolley in Harlem. He was the conductor. She was 15, he was 20. Every time I hear the story of their meeting, I think of Judy Garland singing “The Trolley Song” in the MGM musical Meet Me in St. Louis.


My relationship with sports was rooted in family, warmth, and love, but it also had something to do with math. I was a statistics fanatic. At an early age, I understood the mathematical basis of a pitcher’s earned-run average. I could reel off the rosters of all the teams in major league baseball, football, and basketball. I played all those sports—and so did my brothers. At times our little house up in Mount Vernon looked like Grand Central Station, bustling with kids of all ages hustling to get to their games on time.


After the last game of the Giant/Cardinal doubleheader was over, my family and I headed for the exits. Before we left the ballpark, I turned around to take in the vastness of the field one more time. Empty of its players, it seemed peaceful and perfectly beautiful. I dreamed the dream—that eternal American Dream dreamed by millions—that one day I’d be on that field. I’d get to run on that grass. I’d get to take that mound.


What I did not know, though—what no one short of God Almighty could have known—was that this strangely shaped ballpark, with all its illogical widths and dark depths, would, in only 15 short years, be the very scene that, at least in the minds of many, would define my life. How I spent these next 15 years, how I arrived at that moment, is the tale I will tell now.





League of Nations



MY PARENTS MOVED from Harlem to Mount Vernon to raise a family. Dad wanted a little house and yard for gardening. He left his post as a conductor and became a barber in a tiny two-man shop on Sandford Boulevard and Sixth Avenue, three blocks from where we lived on Ninth. He loved fixing cars. He loved working as an electrician, plumber, house painter—you name it and Dad did it. He loved sawing the logs that the Department of Public Works dropped off for us to heat our potbellied stove in the kitchen and the furnace in the cellar. At various times all his sons struggled to outsaw him, but we couldn’t come close. Dad would not be defeated. He would not stop working. Even during the Depression, when money was scarce and feeding his huge family a Herculean task, he refused home relief. No welfare for Dad. He was Mr. Self-Reliance, a quiet man who had been born in the town of Lappano in the province of Cosenza in Calabria, a region in the boot of Italy. When Dad married Mom, his dad—Raffaelo—became a permanent part of the family and lived with us until he passed in 1945 at age 95.


Raffaelo had originally come to the United States with his twin, Frank, in 1873, when they worked for the Northern Pacific Railroad in Minnesota and the Dakotas. Grandpa told stories of freezing-cold winter mornings when they were putting down steel tracks. The work was rough and the bosses demanding. But the real challenge came, he said, when they heard the fierce war cries of Indians descending from the hills. In the days before television, to hear an account—especially from your own flesh and blood—of bows-and-arrows battles was all the entertainment we required. Grandpa also liked to dramatize his postrailroad days when he moved to East Harlem, and from there to Argentina, only to return to Italy, where he married Anna Sanserverino. Their son John, my father, was born in 1880. My dad had a brother Frank, a sister Maggie, who died when I was an infant, and a second sister, Rose, who became an important part of my life. Aunt Rose was among the first teachers of Italian descent in the New York public schools, where she taught from 1910 to 1970.


The first remarkable fact about my unremarkable childhood in Mount Vernon is that, with one exception, I cannot remember an incident of racial prejudice.


The second remarkable fact about this same unremarkable childhood is that I cannot—without a single exception—recall a major incident of family dysfunction.


I cannot explain the absence of what has become standard fare for a first-generation autobiographical narrative rooted in the thirties and forties of the previous century. I wouldn’t at all mind spicing up this story with some sensational episodes—if only I had any. The simple truth is that in Mount Vernon, this plain city no bigger than four square miles and some 60,000 citizens, I was taught to love my neighbors and, because I knew no better, I did just that.


Our neighbor was Ben Lichtenfeld, a Jew who owned a junkyard directly across the street. He paid us by the pound to collect papers and metals. A couple of times I placed a rock or two inside the paper pile, but no one’s perfect. I think Ben knew the neighborhood kids did that, but he deliberately ignored it. Grandma Lichtenfeld paid us to light her stove on the Sabbath. In my home, I didn’t hear a bad word spoken about Jews. Far as I was concerned, Jews were paisans, to be respected as we were taught to respect the Amarusos, the Ligouris, the Tartaglias, and the Cerones, and the O’Farrells and the Formans.


Our next-door neighbors were the Smiths, and up the block lived the Tuckers, Levinsons, and Woodsons—all African Americans. We walked the streets together; we played ball together; we were welcome in their homes and they were welcome in ours.


I understand that although we were only a quarter mile from the Bronx, we were spared the discomfort of overcrowded immigrant life in New York City. Although a working-class city, Mount Vernon was largely a collection of small neighborhoods of single houses. In contrast, tenement living breeds traumas and toxins, emotional and otherwise. We were blessed to have escaped the tenements. Space—even when you’re poor—is a luxury. Space also is relative, because in our house the kids had to sleep two or three to a bed.


The single incident of prejudice came when I was 14. I wanted to go to high school for a full three years, not the usual two. The kids from the south side of Mount Vernon—our side, the poor side—went for only two because our school, A. B. Davis, didn’t consider us college material. That meant we were denied an additional year of sports, thus reducing our chances for scholarships. As a teenager, though, I already had other ideas. My Aunt Rose, a teacher and crusader for women’s rights, who lived near Gramercy Park in Manhattan but came to visit us often, always stressed education. I’d been told I had a 160 IQ, and many adults, especially my older brother Julie, had instilled in me the idea that I could achieve on the highest level. I was intrigued by math, science, and mechanics. I was planning on becoming an engineer—that is, until I entered the office of Miss Lorraine Birch.


She was a severe woman of few words. When I explained my goals, she got right to the point.


“Nonsense,” she said. “I know your family, and you won’t be going to college. You aren’t college material, and they can’t afford it.”


In those days kids didn’t argue with teachers. At the same time, I’m a natural-born contrarian. When I’m pushed, I push back. I had to say something.


“Why aren’t I college material?” I asked.


“It’s not in your background.”


“I’m in the A group of my class,” I reminded her.


“It’s good to be in the A group of your eighth-grade class,” she said. “But that has no bearing on college. College requires intellectual vigor. You’ll do well to avoid math, science, and a foreign language and stick with the basics. Take shop. You people are good with your hands.”


Part of me wishes I had choked her with my hands. But I was a kid, only 14, and ultimately did what she said. I didn’t take science or math. I chose not to study a language. I dropped my plans to become an engineer. She didn’t quash my desire to go to college completely—later, under amazing circumstances, I would attend— but at this critical juncture the woman stomped on a dream.


Sometimes I wonder why I didn’t fight back. My parents’ understanding of the American school system was limited, so I know why I didn’t go to them. How about Aunt Rose? I thought that she’d side with her colleague the teacher. I figured that just as jocks stuck together, teachers did, too. But I was probably wrong; Aunt Rose would have encouraged me to take the courses. I wish I could have gone to Julie, my oldest brother. Along with John, Julie was my biggest booster. Julie would have given that witch a piece of his mind. But Julie had gone off to fight for his country. He had more important things to do than worry about my problems with a school counselor. I succumbed. I followed the noncollege prep program set out for me. It’s one of the few moments of my life when, in the face of blind prejudice, I caved.


Did Miss Birch discourage me because my name ends in a vowel? I sure as hell think so. Why else? My grades were great, my motivation keen, and my goal reasonable. In her mind, though, certain ethnic groups had their place. Italian Americans were manual laborers, not college students. And that was that.


In addition to the absence of racial animus in our household, there was no animus among the Brancas. Maybe it was the remarkable character of our parents—a devoted mother who kept the books, a devoted father who worked nonstop. Or maybe it was the peculiar sibling structure. For the boys—for John, me, Paul, and Al—we had three dads. Our real dad, plus brothers Julie and Ed, who were wonderful surrogate fathers. They were, in fact, old enough to be our fathers and certainly gave us the attention that Dad, busy at work, couldn’t. They not only taught us ball, they also taught us life. They were tough guys, but never violent. Their toughness was manifest in manly competition, but not in the street. This was the pregang era of American life when your primary identification was with family. You protected family at all costs.


I was only four or five when I watched Julie play ball. He played with enormous authority and strength. I remember the time he fell and broke his nose. When they rushed him to the hospital, I got to go along. As the doctor was resetting the bone, I sat on the bed next to him, my hand on the sleeve of his uniform. Nearly 80 years later, I can still feel the warmth of that woolen jersey. The jersey represented the world to me, pride in my brother, and the possibility of one day being like him. In my mind, he had mastered this magnificent game of baseball. And as I inched closer to him, I could hear his silent message being sent my way: play hard, give it all you got, and if you get hurt, suck it up. For all the pain he felt in his face that day, he never uttered a sound.


The role model of my era was Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy, a radio show sponsored by Wheaties, Breakfast of Champions. Jack set the tone: You don’t drink or cheat, you walk the straight and narrow, you display courage and cunning and, if need be, you save the damsel in distress. I wanted to be Jack. At times I thought I was.


Twelve siblings—plus a mother, father, and grandfather—are a lot to cram into one house, but we did it. Necessity is the mother of invention, and my mother was wonderfully creative in creating a loving home. Naturally, there were hurt feelings from time to time, but not deep wounds. Later, when I became the first in the family to gain a degree of fame, you might have expected at least a little sibling rivalry. But it never happened. The Brancas stuck together. We took on the world as one.


This sense of psychological stability surely had something to do with the divine spirit guiding us. We were raised believing Catholics. Our church, St. Francis of Assisi, was just a block away, named for a man who said, “For it is in giving that we receive.” Christ entered my heart, and has remained there, with the simple clarity of His message: be kind, be compassionate. As a little boy I learned that He had given up his life to help others. I embraced His story and holy mission. I accepted His love. I still attend Mass every Sunday.


Everyone in the Branca household worked. As a school kid, I worked at Kaplan’s Kosher Meat Market washing produce that had been handpicked by Mr. D’Agostino, the same gentleman who would make his name with a chain of high-end grocery stores across the region. Later I’d hitchhike the Bronx River Parkway to Tuckahoe, where I got a dollar a bag, and a quarter tip, to be a caddy. That was my first exposure to seeing how the other side lived.


Like my sisters and brothers, I always contributed to the household and, with my leftover change, might go to the movies to see Tarzan or run over to Woolworth’s to buy live baby chicks, three for a dime.


Other than ball games, there were no excursions to Manhattan except for the occasional trip with Mom to S. Klein, a huge bulk of a discount store that dominated busy Union Square. A couple of times a year each sibling would get a few items of new clothing.


FDR took office in 1933, when I was seven. My folks sang his  praises. I grew up in a household of FDR Democrats. That influence would have a far greater impact on my brother John, who would one day become a state legislator, not to mention chairman of the New York State Athletic Commission. I recall our family sitting by the radio and listening to Roosevelt’s Fireside Chats.


Compared to the other shows, though—Jack Benny, Burns and Allen, Dick Tracy, Fibber McGee and Molly, The Shadow, and Amos ’n’ Andy—the president was boring. Like everything else in my young life, radio was most exciting when it focused on sports.


My brothers and I, for instance, were huddled around the radio in December 1934 when, once again, the Polo Grounds loomed large in my imagination. On this frosty afternoon when ice covered the field, the football Giants were facing the Chicago Bears and their star running back, Bronco Nagurski, in only the second annual NFL championship game. Back in those pre–Super Bowl days, this was as super as any game got.


At halftime, with all the slipping and sliding, the Giants were losing 10–3 when someone suggested they trade their cleats for sneakers. An equipment man scrambled over to Manhattan College to find some. The Giants wound up wearing basketball shoes and, led by quarterback Ed Danowski, already a local hero for his athletic feats at Fordham, won 30–13. I’m sure being there was an experience no one will ever forget, but I cherish those hours spent with my ear to the radio, my mind filled with pictures painted by announcers. They were our poets, just as surely as in years to come Red Barber and Vince Scully would become poets of the Dodgers. We hung on their every burst of enthusiasm and cry of frustration. I went to sleep that night dreaming of the Polo Grounds, a green lawn in summer, a frozen tundra in winter.


As a family, the Brancas were essentially homebodies. Our orbit was small: work, school, sports, church. Our notion of a good time on a Saturday night was singing songs around the fireplace. We had a player piano and, in brother Eddie, someone who played by ear. We’d harmonize on the great World War I anthem “Over There” and the cornball ballads of the day—“John Took Me Home to See His Mother” and “The White Cliffs of Dover.” We all could sing, but I like to think that my own voice, even at a young age, had bottom and range. And, man, did I love to belt it out! At Christmastime I was a committed caroler. Later in life I’d take my singing seriously and even toy with a career in show business.


From the thirties through the forties, the big bands—Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, Glenn Miller, the Dorsey Brothers—had us dancing through a time of political uncertainty with a steady swing. Helen O’Connell, Bing Crosby, and Frank Sinatra crooned with a sweetness that took the edge off the daily life of a country on the brink of another world war.


That war, of course, changed everything and became the defining event of our generation. It was a war of unprecedented loss and tragedy, but also a war of great clarity. The line between good and bad was writ large. It was the last unambiguous American war. The moral and political issues were plain. Evil had run amok, and evil had to be crushed. It was a noble fight to the death, a cause, an absolute imperative.


Every American household felt the impact of what was happening in Europe and Asia. The Branca household was no exception. The Brancas, along with the rest of the country, made the shift. At the end of the thirties, we were in war mode.





Teenage Tryouts



FORGET WHATEVER MODERN connotations the word “teenager” brings to mind. In the thirties and forties, the age group from 13 to 19 wasn’t seen as a distinct category. That would come in the fifties—when teens challenged the age of conformity—and the sixties—when teen rebellion found its fullest expression. The forties was the war decade. Teens signed up, went to battle, and risked their lives. Millions of teen boys like myself coveted adulthood and adult responsibilities. We wanted to grow up. We yearned to serve. The culture of impassioned patriotism informed our every move. We wanted to prove ourselves on the field of combat. And if we were either too young or disqualified from the armed services, we’d take that energy—that sense of do or die—to the field of sports.


I was a tall, skinny kid with strong legs and a big butt. At about age 11, I shot up from 5’6” to 5’11”. My growth spurt went on for a few years until I reached 6’3”. Among my brothers, I was the only one to grow so tall. And if you wanted to be a pitcher—and, believe me, we all did—height helped. Physically, I lucked out.


My training had been intense. Before Julie had gone off to the army, he’d raised us on the sandlots and in our driveway. We’d been in the midget and junior leagues. In the thirties, my older brother Eddie named our team the Vanderbilts—Vandies for short.


He thought that the name connoted class, and at some point all the Branca boys were active Vandies. As teens, John and I pitched for A. B. Davis, the same high school where our younger brothers Paul and Al would both follow us to the mound. John, Paul, and Al wound up throwing in Class B ball. Pitching was in our blood. We were bonded in an unbreakable brotherhood, devoted to victory overseas and victory on the ball field. Loss was unacceptable. As competitors, we were fierce.


Brother John and I had our ears glued to the radio. It was a Sunday afternoon in early December 1941, and our football Giants were getting pounded by the Brooklyn Dodgers, an NFL team that played from 1930 to 1943 in Ebbets Field, a faraway ballpark I’d never seen. So far as I was concerned, Brooklyn was on the other side of the moon. The Polo Grounds, though, was on our side of the moon, and the Polo Grounds was the scene of this game. I could see it all in my head, the horseshoe-shaped ballpark, the packed stands, the hard dirt of the playing field turned brown by winter’s freeze.


At one point, John and I could hear the public address announcer begin to make a series of requests:


“Lieutenant Joe Smith—report to the information office immediately.”


“Sergeant Clarence Jones—come to the information office immediately.”


“Calling Colonel Richard Pace to the information office.”


The announcements kept coming. The commentators broadcasting the game didn’t say anything, but John and I knew something was wrong.


The next day, our family was huddled around that same radio as we heard President Roosevelt say, “Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and  air forces of the Empire of Japan.” The words that stirred us most were: “No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory, so help us God!”


Pearl Harbor set the wheels in motion. By the summer of ’42, with the world at war, Julius had joined the army and Eddie was in the air corps. My big brothers, in their thirties, had rushed to enlist. The next year, when I turned 17, I planned to join the navy V-12 program. I wanted to fight.


Something else happened in the summer of 1942, though, that took me by surprise. Our sister Anna, having followed our careers at A. B. Davis, where John and I were star pitchers, took the initiative to write the three major league teams in our area— the Giants, Yankees, and Dodgers—to ask about their recruitment plans and policies. A week later, she heard back. All three organizations invited us to their tryouts.


For us, the first was the best. We were set to pitch on those hallowed grounds—the Polo Grounds—object of my earliest fantasies. In the pre-TV world of baseball, there was far less hype surrounding major leaguers. Sure, the stars were larger than life, but the workaday players were regular guys with regular salaries. If you had some talent, some fortitude, and a will to win, those jobs appeared to be attainable. During the war years, the game felt especially local and accessible. Without excessive arrogance or conceit, I could see the trajectory of my career—going from the midget leagues to the junior leagues to the Vandies to a high school championship and then on to the great New York Giants. In my mind, such an accomplishment wasn’t far-fetched.
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RALPH BRANCA was cighteen years old when he
signed his professional contract with the Brooklyn
Dodgers. In 1947, Branca won twenty-one games
and lost twelve with an ERA of 2.67. He appeared in
three All-Star Games and was the starting pitcher in
game one of the 1947 World Series at the age of
twenty-one. He played professional bascball for thir-
teen seasons, from 1944 to 1956, during which he won
cighty-cight games and lost sixty-cight. Branca s today
a succesful businessman living in Rye, New York,
‘with his wife, Ann.

DAVID RITZ is the only four-time winner of the
Gleason Music Book Award. He has collaborated
with Ray Charles, Marvin Gaye, B. B. King, Aretha
Franklin, Exta James, Smokey Robinson, and Don
Rickles. He also co-wrote, with Gaye, the song
“Sexual Healing”

For additional information visit
www.quietcityproductions.com and
www.ralphbranca.com.
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RALPH BRANCA is best known for throwing the
pitch that resulted in Bobby Thomson's “Shot Heard
*Round the World,”the historic home run that capped
an incredible comeback and won the pennant for the
New York Giants in 1951. Branca was on the losing.
end of what many consider to be bascball’s most
d

ing moment, but that notoricty belics a pro-
foundly successful life and carcer.

A Moment in Time details the remarkable story of
aman who could have been destroyed by 2

upreme
professional embarrassment—but wasn't. Branca came
up as a young phenom, playing for the Brooklyn
Dodgers during their heyday. He was a staple of the
Dodgers’ teams in the late 1940s, dominating the
National League. Its no sretch to say that New York
baseball was the center of the sporting universe and
tha the players were part of the fabric of the neigh-
borhoods, of the city isclf.

AMoment in Time offersararefirscperson perspective
on the golden era of baseball, opening a window on
anamazing world populated by legendary characters
such as Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese, Gil Hodges,
Leo Durocher, Branch Rickey, and Walter O'Malley.
Ralph Brancassits us down and tells us an entertaining,
decply inspiring, classic baseball tale.
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1 LOVE BASEBALL.

“Baseball is the reason I am writing this book, the reason I've led
life worth reexamining and dissecting. Baseball is the passion that
carried me from childhood to manhood. It is how I fought my way
from the working class to the middle class. Were it not for baseball,
I would not have met Ann, my wife, the mother of our daughters,
and my dearest friend for the past sixty years. Baseball has excited
my mind, stirred my soul, and brought out the best in me. I look
at baseball deeply. Most of us whose lives have been defined by
baseball do. Of course, it’s principally a sport—a beautiful sport
based on a poetic geometry. It is a game played outside of time.
You play it not until the clock runs out, but until there is a clear
winner. Thar takes as long as it takes. It is a pastoral game usually
set inside a city. You play in a pasture—an urban pasture—where
an expanse of grass calls you to the competition. Of course, you can

also play on the dirt field of a farm, a sandlot, or a concrete street.

Wherever you play, though, time is suspended. Like millions of

other kids, I lost track of time whenever I played—playing through

breakfast, lunch, dinner; playing until the very last rays of day-
light disappeared; playing under the glow of a street lamp or a full
moon; playing with the hope that the game would never stop and
that real time—any time but baseball time—would never resume.

he dream was to turn life into a baseball game.”
~from the Introduction
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