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Praise for Joe DiMaggio

“Stunning, shocking, meticulously researched . . . It’s fascinating, disheartening, and, finally, sad, but it’s a journey we must take to complete the story of this lonely, but truly larger-than-life icon.”

—Jerry Gladman, The London Free Press

“An ambitious new biography . . . gripping from start to finish, exploring the man, the aura, and the interstices between.”

—New York Observer

“The first serious, fully researched, critical biography of the man and the myth. It is a brilliant book, sure to turn the head of any baseball buff or reader of good biography.”

—Bruce Clayton, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“A well-turned and thoroughly reported sports biography . . . the prose powers the narrative irresistibly.”

—Henry Kisor, Chicago Sun-Times

“This is an eye-opening, fascinating book, more than five years in the making, that pierces the mystique and the mystery that surround Joe DiMaggio.”

—Charles Bakst, The Providence Journal-Bulletin

“I read Richard Ben Cramer’s biography of Joe DiMaggio in a day and a half. The Hero’s Life was compelling and convincing. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Paul Daugherty, The Cincinnati Enquirer

“A feat of reportorial endurance . . . a tribute to Cramer’s ferocious skill.”

—Patrick Beach, Austin American-Statesman
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JOE’S WORLD SERIES RING FROM HIS ROOKIE YEAR, 1936.





PROLOGUE
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I REMEMBER THE LAST PUBLIC DAY OF JOE’S LIFE, the last day of that splendid Yankee season, a sunny Sunday in the Bronx, September 27, 1998—Joe DiMaggio Day, the mayor had proclaimed it. The Clipper was coming back to Yankee Stadium to receive nine replica World Series rings—a gift from the Kaiser, George Steinbrenner. The story was DiMaggio had left his original rings in his suite at the Hotel Lexington (back in the 1960s, when DiMag kept a place in New York for business), and someone stole them all, except the ’36 ring, from Joe’s rookie year, which was the only one he ever wore—he wore that ring for sixty-one years straight.

He had the ring on that Sunday as he rode around the warning track in a 1956 Thunderbird convertible. He wore a jacket and tie, of course, and held both hands above his head—half a wave, half a blessing, like the Pope does. He’d part his hands, throw them open toward the crowd, both at once, so his thanks, his acknowledgment—and more, a whiff of his chrism, some glint of his godhood—would fly from him back to the crowd, to all those thousands standing on the steep tiers, in their shorts, with their beer cups, cheering his name in the midday glare. Joe would say he was touched by their welcome. But they were the ones who’d feel touched by the hero.

That was the last distant view he permitted. I didn’t go anywhere near him that day—didn’t try to intrude, try to ask questions. We’d been through all that. Joe didn’t want to help with biography. He didn’t want to help anybody know his life. It was a smart move by a smart man—canny, anyway. In latter years he cultivated the distance that set him apart from every other person of fame. He was revered for his mystery. We cheered him for never giving himself entirely to us.

Still, even in that Sunday’s wash of reverence, DiMaggio seemed a sad figure. It wasn’t just the effects of age—the way he’d shrunk—that bent old man who took his rings behind home plate and tottered off the field. (There was no working microphone. Maybe the hero had nothing more to say.) More to the point, it was his cloak of myth that had shrunk. The lies around him were growing cheap. This tale of the stolen rings, for example. Joe didn’t lose those rings to theft. More likely he traded them for free lodging, food, transportation, services of every kind. That whole Joe DiMaggio Day wasn’t about rings, but about history and Joe’s need to win; about Mickey Mantle and the way Joe resented him; and money, mostly money, as it mostly was with Joe.

The real story went back to 1995 and the day the Yankees dedicated to Mickey Mantle the fourth monument in the history of the Stadium. That was a big day at the ballpark, an emotional day—the Mick had just died—and of course DiMaggio had to show up. Joe resented that. When had Mantle ever showed up for him? . . . But what really griped him wasn’t Mickey’s monument in left center field. He’d been offered a monument, but turned it down. (He complained: Were they trying to bury him already?) No, what set Joe to seething was the special ball they used in that day’s game. It was a regulation Rawlings game-ready Mickey Mantle Commemorative Ball, authorized by Major League Baseball. Right away the collectors and dealers in memorabilia bid those balls up to three hundred per. That was twice as much as Joe was getting for his balls—which were autographed! That burned up the Clipper good. From that day forward, DiMaggio (to be precise, Yankee Clipper Enterprises) had angled for a DiMaggio Day and a special DiMaggio ball—also by Rawlings, also regulation-made, game-ready, American League—except, except . . . these could be signed by the Clipper himself. That would be a four-hundred-dollar ball, at least! And for starters Joe would autograph the fifteen thousand balls that he was demanding, free, from the Rawlings Company (you know, for use of his name). Fifteen thousand free balls, a few months to sign ’em . . . and (even at wholesale) that would be a cool three million, cash (in hundreds, please: Joe’s favorite).

Of course, no one was going to tell that story on Joe DiMaggio Day—or write it in the papers. So they wrote about remembered autumns of glory, about the love affair of the hero and the Yankee fans. For sixty years writers had to make up what Joe cared about. As Joe himself once explained: “They used to write stories about me like they were interviewing me, and never even talked to me.” But now, most of the guys who knew him—who could cobble up a good DiMaggio quote—were gone.

So Mike Lupica, from the Daily News (Joe’s favorite among the new generation), would settle that day for the wistful “So many memories. So many seasons.” . . . And for the New York Times, Dave Anderson (one of the last guys who knew Joe when) would write: “After the ceremony, he returned to that shadowy corridor behind the dugout, sat down, opened the box with the World Series rings and stared at them. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ he said.”

The fact was, DiMaggio was never wistful. (At that moment, he was furious.) And he never spent an instant in his life to marvel at the beauty of anything. Except maybe a broad. Which wasn’t marveling—that was wanting. Wanting he did. That was why he’d hauled himself out of bed at four in the morning, coughing up blood from the cancer he wouldn’t speak about . . . to get to the airport, to fly to New York in time for his day. That was want. That was DiMaggio. If you lost track of that hunger, that toughness, you lost his core.

There wasn’t another eighty-three-year-old in the country who could have held up that day, looking good—not with Joe’s irritated eye (something like chronic conjunctivitis), the old arthritis, the scoliosis that hunched his back into a painful curve, the pacemaker that kept his heart beating, the Lasix (a horse diuretic) that kept the fluid away from the pacemaker (and made Joe pee, seemed like every ten minutes). And now, the cancer that he would only call pneumonia—maybe he had pneumonia, too. That wouldn’t have mattered: Joe was going to make it through. Nobody else had his grit—he always played hurt. Or his focus—Joe would bring those balls home.

Nothing stopped him. Nothing turned his head. You could admire him for that. He was one of a kind. I also remember the day, five years back, when I was starting this book, first asking about DiMaggio. I had a long, rambling interview with an old baseball man named Frank Slocum. He’d spent his whole life in the game. He’d known DiMaggio for sixty years—saw him when he came up, he’d met Joe’s brothers, parents, wives—saw him every which way. We talked for two hours, then three. Finally, I put away my notebook.

“I’ll tell you one more thing,” Slocum offered, after I’d stood up to leave. “You go out there and ask around. If you meet any guy who says, ‘Oh, I know someone just like that DiMaggio,’ I’ll tell you this: That guy’s a liar.”
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JOE DIMAGGIO, 1920, TAYLOR STREET, SAN FRANCISCO.
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THE NORTH BEACH PLAYGROUND, SAN FRANCISCO.
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NORTH BEACH IN THE 1920S.





CHAPTER 1
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JOE DIMAGGIO SAT ON THE TAR OF THE PLAYGROUND, with his back against the wall on the Powell Street side, his legs cocked in front of him like a couple of pickets. At fifteen, Joe was mostly legs—leg-bones, more like it—and a head taller than his friends. It was Niggy Fo who gave him his nickname, Coscilunghi—that meant “Long-legs” in Sicilian.

All the boys on the North Beach playground had names—that meant you were in, you belonged there. There was Shabby Minafo and his brother, Bat (he only wanted to bat), and Hungry Geraldi (he could really eat); Friggles Tomei had those fancy feet at second base; Lodigiani they called Dempsey, because he once decked a guy in a fight; and Niggy, of course, got his name for his dark skin. They were always on the playground or on the street. Who had room at home? On this spring afternoon, in 1930, they were playing Piggy on a Bounce—one guy with a bat, everyone else in the field, and one guy would hit till someone caught the ball, or caught it on one bounce, and then the batter had to take the field.

Joe was at the playground most days, too . . . but like today—not exactly with them. He’d come out of his house, down the hill from Taylor Street—but he’d sit apart, watching in silence, arms draped across his knees in a pose of solitary sufficiency. Or maybe it wasn’t all pose. Joe was different from the other guys. They always wanted to play ball. They were desperate to play ball—even if they could barely play. Joe could play. But you had to get him to play.

Bat Minafo and Frank Venezia always picked the teams. They were little guys, but pretty good players. They’d flip a coin, and whoever won would pick Joe. Guys would actually say, “Oh, you got Joe, you’re gonna win.” It wasn’t just the way Joe could hit. (Even those mushy city-issue softballs, Joe could hammer them the length of the playground, a block and a half, into the swimming pool.) . . . But more than that, it was the way he was in a game. He had to win. That was the reason he’d play—he wanted to win something. Sometimes, Bat and Frank would make everybody throw in a nickel or a dime, and they’d play winner-take-all. Then Joe would play, for sure. But playing just to play . . . well, mostly he’d sit.

In the long fingers of his right hand, he’d dangle a smoke in front of his shins—if no one was looking. There were rules about smoking, but not for Joe. The playground assistant was a guy named Rizzo. He only had one arm, but he played a mean game of tennis. He’d throw that ball up, whip his racket around with the same hand, and bang—the guy could murder the ball. No one but Joe could return his serve. So Rizzo let Joe smoke—sort of a tip of the cap. Still, Joe was furtive, so no one would mooch. If he had a pack, he’d keep it in his sock. If anybody saw it, that pack was a goner. Mostly he’d roll his own. A pouch of Bull Durham cost the same five cents, but he could roll a hundred smokes. A nickel was something to hold on to in Joe’s world.

At that Powell Street playground wall, he was at the center of everything he knew. There, arrayed in front of him, chasing that city softball, laughing at each other, tearing up their shoes on the tar, were the boys who were personages in his life—apart from his family, it was almost everybody who mattered. That day, it was Niggy Fo, Shabby, Bat; there was Nig Marino watching from the side (Niggy was a fighter, not a ballplayer); big George Solari in the outfield; Hungry, Friggles, and Banchero in the infield; Ciccio LaRocca on the mound. And the batter was Frank Venezia, who was slapping line drives all over the lot (and laughing at Ciccio, who usually got him out with five pitches) . . . that was one reason Frank would remember the day—he never thought he was that good with the bat.

They all lived within ten tight blocks. Joe knew their little brothers, who tagged along and tried to play. He knew their sisters, who played rotation basketball at the hoop past left center field. (Well, he knew the sisters by sight: Joe never said five words in a row to anybody’s sister.) He knew all their houses, and who slept where. He knew their mothers, and where they shopped. He knew what their fathers fished.

On the left, past third base, was the boys’ bathroom. Joe spent a lot of time in there, playing cards. Joe was good at cards. But that was like baseball: he wasn’t just playing. Joe and Niggy Marino used to box the cards—fix the deck—or they’d play partners, and kick each other to signal for discards: five kicks meant to throw the five, two for the deuce, etc. By the time they finished, their legs were black-and-blue. But they went home with a few extra nickels—money from the patsies. Poor Frank Venezia! He played all the time and never caught on they were cheating him. But that was Frank. He just thought he was lousy at cards.

Past the outfield, past the basketball and tennis courts and the open swimming pool, Columbus Avenue cut the playground off at an angle. Nothing was exactly square in North Beach—a neighborhood of odd intersections and acute hillside corners—because Columbus sliced through the street grid diagonally, from the office buildings downtown, north and west to Fisherman’s Wharf. Columbus was the hub for Italian San Francisco, and the boys’ window on the ways of the world. On Columbus, at the corner of the playground, they’d catch the F-car downtown—Stockton Street, all the way to Market. After school, kids rode two for a nickel.

A block and a half up Columbus lay the expanse of Washington Square, the gran piazza, like a carpet of green spread in front of the great Sts. Peter and Paul’s Church. The Italian Cathedral of the West was at that time only five years old—Joe had seen the whole thing built. But its massive twin spires, the solemn gleam of the grand marble altar, even the bright modern classrooms for the School of Americanization, were designed to bear witness eternally to proud Italianità and the achievement of his parents’ generation. On the grass in front of the church, the men of the community gathered every afternoon for coffee (maybe a little wine) and argument—though Joe’s dad seldom made an appearance. Giuseppe DiMaggio wasn’t much for talk.

Near the church on Columbus stood the other institutions of the grown-up world: there was the Valente-Marini Funeral Home (you could pass from your christening at Sts. Peter and Paul’s to a coffin—hopefully not too fast, but all within a couple of blocks). Up the street, there was the community hall, Casa Fugazi, named for Commendatóre John F. Fugazi, a banker and one of the early Italian-American prominenti. At Columbus and Stockton stood the Bank of America, whose founder, A. P. Giannini, was most prominent of all prominenti. On Columbus, too, there was the library—but no one Joe knew went to the library. The boys were more interested in other cultural sites on Columbus, like LaRocca’s Corner, where the wiseguys played cards all day over cups of LaRocca’s homemade wine. (Prohibition was an approximate science in North Beach, and Vince LaRocca, Ciccio’s uncle, was “well connected.”) And nearby were the nightclubs, the Lido Cafe and Bimbo’s 365 Club, with their showgirls—tall gorgeous girls, who’d come from all over . . . though not from North Beach. No Italian family had showgirls.

From Columbus came food for the neighborhood tables—from Molinari’s big new deli, and Caligari’s bakery on Green, just off the Avenue. On Columbus at Green was the Buon Gusto Market, and off Columbus, on Powell, there was Celli’s, where they made the best pasta and let you buy on credit. In Joe’s crowd, there were months when everybody ate on credit—say, before crab season began. Clothes, same way: without credit, you’d wear your big brothers’ stuff forever. Every family ran a tab at Tragone’s, on Columbus, for clothes and shoes. You could get the shoes cheaper at Gallenkamp’s, on Kearny Street—but that was all the way downtown. (And it was some kind of Kraut chain, strictly cash-and-carry.)

Three blocks west of the playground was Joe’s first school, Hancock Elementary, just up the alley from his house. The school was built into a downslope, so the recess yard in front of the school was a flat pad of concrete below street level. And a pathway, like a little bridge, led from the street to the school’s main door. In that recess yard, the boys used to play a kind of baseball—but with no bat: you’d just whack the ball with your hand and run like hell to first base, which was a basement doorway. Joe was the only boy who could smack the ball over the bridge. He had long arms and big hands he could swing like a hammer. That was his main distinction at Hancock. That and penmanship. One of the teachers, Mrs. Lieboldt, made her kids do every exercise in the workbook—perfect round O’s, straight lines crossing T’s . . . then she gave out fancy certificates: “For acquired excellence in practical BUSINESS WRITING by study and practice from The Zaner Method of Arm Movement Writing. (The Zaner-Bloser Co., Columbus, Ohio).” It was the only school honor Joe ever won. (But everybody got one, even Niggy Marino—and Niggy got thrown out of all his schools. Even the Ethan Allen School for tough kids, they threw him out.)

Joe’s second school, two blocks east, was Francisco Junior High. Nobody made him do anything there. Joe and Frank Venezia used to sit in class like a couple of dummies—they never kept up on the reading. The other kids gave all the answers. They just seemed smarter. Actually, Joe wasn’t stupid. But he never wanted to open his mouth, say something wrong, and look stupid. That came from home. In the flat on Taylor Street, they talked Sicilian. Everybody laughed at Joe’s lousy Sicilian. (Even his little brother, Dommie, made fun of him.) And shame was what Joe couldn’t stand. He was a blusher. (That embarrassed him, too.) So, he just grew silent. His sisters talked about him behind his back: they thought he was “slow.” . . . Anyway, Joe didn’t have to talk at school. None of the teachers made him talk. They just moved him on, year after year. It was like no one even knew he was there.

Joe knew well enough to get along in his world. He knew how to strip the copper wire from dilapidated buildings and the lead from around the pipes. He could sell that stuff for four cents a pound any day. Of course, the way Joe was, he wanted six cents. There was a junk dealer who came up Columbus—used to stop at the corner of the open field where the boys played hardball. They called it the Horses’ Lot because the Golden State Dairy turned its horses loose there, afternoons and weekends, when they weren’t out with the milk wagons. Where Columbus Avenue cut off the Horses’ Lot (in left center field), there was a wall of billboards. That’s where the junk man stopped to rest his horse. They called him Blue Wagon. “Four cent f’coppa . . .” Blue Wagon would say. Joe would mutter to his friends: “C’mon, Jew ’im down.” (Of course, he meant Jew him up—but that didn’t sound right.) Sometimes, they could keep Blue arguing long enough to steal something off the back of his cart. Next day, they’d sell it back to him. Niggy Marino figured out how to wrap all the guys’ wire together around a cobblestone—and sell the whole bundle as copper.

Niggy was a leader. He could fight better than anyone—and did: he had a bout almost every day. He’d take care of all the other guys’ fights, too. Niggy led the raids when the grape trucks would rumble in. All the papas made wine in their basements, and the grapes arrived in big, rattling farm trucks—tons at a time. When the trucks geared down for the hill in North Beach, Niggy would climb on the back, or he’d get Frank Venezia to run the truck down (Frank could run like a deer), and they’d throw grapes off to everybody else. Niggy had another trick when the pie truck showed up at the grocery. The driver knew the Dago kids would try to steal his pies. So he’d park where he could see his truck’s back door while he was in the store. Niggy would saunter over to the truck, pull the back door open, take out a pie, and stand there, cool as an ice chip. Sure enough, here comes the pie man out of the grocery, screamin’ bloody murder, and Niggy would take off. When he got around the corner with the pie man in pursuit, all the rest of the boys would step up to the truck and walk away with fifteen pies. They’d eat till they were sick and sell the rest, twenty-five cents apiece.

That sort of money could take them to the movies. Hell, the way they worked it, a dime took them all to the movies. One guy would buy a ticket at the Acme, or the Peni-a-cade—those were the two cheapest theaters—and then the guy who paid would fling open the back doors and everybody else got in free. (How’s the usher supposed to catch fifteen guys?) It was movies that brought the roar of the Twenties to North Beach. Romance at the captain’s table on some swank ocean liner, champagne socialites dancing in speakeasies—the boys knew all that stuff from picture shows. When pictures started talking, in 1927, even North Beach was abuzz. But when The Jazz Singer finally arrived, they charged a quarter to see it. So Joe didn’t go. Anyway, Joe didn’t favor movies with a lot of guys in tuxedos, singing and dancing. He liked that desperate squadron of airmen in The Dawn Patrol . . . or tommy guns in the streets of Chicago—Edward G. Robinson in Little Caesar  . . . or maybe best of all, Gary Cooper, The Virginian—or Johnny Mack Brown, the Alabama running back (hero of the Rose Bowl in 1926), who now bestrode the screen as Billy the Kid.

Outside the picture shows, it was like the boom of the Twenties never happened—not in North Beach. In Joe’s world, the papas still woke in the middle of the night and walked down the hill to the wharf and their boats. They’d be back in the afternoon, each with a catch to sell, with nets to fold, with maybe a secret paper sack (illegal striped bass, to carry home for supper). In Joe’s world, meat was still for Sundays—and Mondays, when the mamma made the leftover scraps into stew or soup.

Maybe Joe’s house was poorer than most: nine kids, and a dad whose boat wasn’t big enough for crabbing. But everybody had leftovers on Monday—and the same pasta underneath. All the boys on that ballfield could trace their personal histories back to the rocky Sicilian coast—to Sciacca, Porticello, Ísola delle Fémmine—all the parents came from the same poor towns. Even in the present, on this vast new continent, the lives they made (and taught to their sons) had the clammy jumbled intimacy of the village. Take LaRocca’s Corner, up on Columbus: the building was owned by an uncle of the pitcher, Ciccio LaRocca. But the apartment upstairs was the home of the batter, Frank Venezia (Vince LaRocca was his uncle, too). And now that Frank’s dad had died (eating bad clams), Vince LaRocca was trying to marry Frank’s mamma. This was a world folded in on itself.

And the future . . . well, that seemed just as contained—and alarmingly close. With Frank’s dad dead, Frank would have to go to work, for good. Niggy Marino’s dad was sick: Niggy would have to take over the boat. Joe’s older brothers Tom and Mike—they already had to go fishing. No one ever saw them playing ball anymore.

Joe didn’t want any part of a boat. He couldn’t stand the sea, the smell of the fish. But even so, he would have bet five to one his future lay somewhere between that wall on Powell Street and the foot of Columbus—Fisherman’s Wharf. At that point, he couldn’t see how he would ever escape his father’s life, much less the world of North Beach. He barely left the neighborhood now. Why would he? Except when his mamma sent him off to buy meat—that was cheaper over the hill, a half-mile away, in Chinatown. And afternoons he made the trip downtown to sell newspapers. That’s how he brought money home—and escaped having to help his dad unload and fold the nets on Fisherman’s Wharf.

That’s why he was waiting at the playground, that afternoon. He and Frank Venezia would always share a nickel tram fare down to Market Street, to pick up their papers. They should have been on their way already. Joe never liked to wait. And if you showed up late, you could get screwed. They’d give half your papers to some other guy.

“Frank! Come on!” he yelled. “Are you comin’ or not?”

But Frank was still batting—Piggy on a Bounce. And he told Joe to cool his heels. Just a few minutes more . . . he was on a streak!

JOE SOLD The Call at Sutter and Sansome, near the Market Street trolleys. It was three cents for the paper and the kid who sold it got to keep a penny. On a good day, you’d come home with a buck and a half—two bucks or more if the World Series was on or Lindbergh was flying. When Dempsey knocked out Firpo, you could sell ’em for a quarter—people wanted the paper that bad. All the North Beach boys sold papers, if they didn’t have some other job. Tony Santora worked at Hyde and Union, Shabby Minafo had the Standard Oil Building, Dario Lodigiani sold at Montgomery and Sutter, Frank Venezia was three blocks away at Battery and California. Joe had a good corner, banks on both sides and offices stacked on the floors above. By four P.M. there was a steady stream of businessmen heading home. They wanted papers. He didn’t have to say a word. Joe’s little brother, Dom, started hawking papers before he was ten (he took the corner right across from Joe)—and even Dommie brought home more than a dollar a day.

The best spot was the safety zone where the Market Street trolleys stopped. That was Niggy’s. Who was gonna fight him for it? In the safety zone, a guy would flip you a nickel, you’d hand him his paper and then dig around your pockets, like you had to hunt around for two pennies change. Half the time the guy’s streetcar would come, and he’d say, “Forget it,” and jump on his tram. Niggy was in tight with the wholesaler, Howie Holmes. One day, Howie told Niggy that some guy was giving his paperboys a hard time. So Niggy went and punched the guy out. After that, Howie would leave Niggy’s papers in the safety zone. Nig could pick ’em up any time he wanted. Niggy made a lot of friends with his fists.

One afternoon, Niggy’s little brother jumped on a streetcar to sell his last papers, but the conductor smacked him, and shooed him off the car. Joe got the number of the tram and told Niggy. The next time that car came through, Niggy jumped on, walked up to the conductor and hit him in the jaw with a straight right hand. The conductor went down—change was rolling all over the car—and Joe and Niggy took off, laughing. Joe still had papers to sell, but, for once, he didn’t mind. “You hit him a pretty good shot,” he said. Niggy nodded happily: “He won’t hit no little kids anymore.”

If Joe ever got in a beef, Niggy was there to take care of business. Not that it happened much: Joe never courted trouble with his mouth. And he wasn’t the kind to push his way into someone else’s fight. That was one thing the guys liked about Joe: he didn’t try to be like anybody else. He didn’t have to fight. That was fine for Nig. He didn’t have to try to talk to girls. That was Ciccio’s specialty. Joe was sufficient to Joe.

That’s what Frank Venezia admired, why he liked to hang around with Joe. They were both quiet. But Joe was without need to talk. Joe was quiet at the bottom of himself. He had control. That’s the way he was with a bat. Never eager, never jumping at the ball. He’d just stand there, while it came to him. Then he’d hit the tar out of it. That’s the way he was about everything. If they had a good day selling papers—they had enough to give to their mammas, and then some—Frank would stop with the other guys at the U.S. Restaurant, on Columbus: fried ham on French bread, a big sandwich for a dime. But it wasn’t really about the food. They were young, out at night, with money in their pockets—how could they just go home? . . . But Joe would say, “You guys go on.” And he’d be gone, with his dime still in his pocket. Joe always brought his paper money home. His parents were strict about that. But he always had some quarters, if he needed them, for cards. One time, Frank and Joe signed up for the Christmas Club at Bank of America. You’d put in fifty cents a week, and in December, you got a fortune—twenty-five dollars. Frank gave up by summertime, took his money out, blew it that day on a new glove. But Joe kept going and got all the money. And that was his. Frank always figured that Joe’s family didn’t know about that twenty-five. The way Frank saw it, Joe was always a winner. And in his own eyes, Frank was always a loser.

Except today, with that bat in his hands, at Piggy on a Bounce. Frank hit for, musta been, forty-five minutes straight! It was like magic, like he could hit any pitch, any way, anywhere he chose. He could see the ball just sittin’ there for him—then he’d cream it. It was like he imagined Joe always felt . . . . Jesus—Joe!

Frank had forgotten about Joe sitting there. Frank turned around now. But Joe was gone.

THAT WAS THE year they’d gotten so close. Frank and Joe had always been friends, but since that past September, they’d spent just about every day together. What happened was, they got to Galileo High School, and that’s where their string ran out.

They were hopeless from the day they walked in the door. They’d sit in class, and it was like the rest of the kids had grown up in some other country. “Who knows this?” the teacher would say, and everybody else would stand up, waving their hands with the answer. Joe would look at Frank, Frank would look back at Joe: What the hell’s going on here?

They’d never taken a book home. But they’d always got through with passing grades—they made no trouble. The only thing they cared about was sports. But at Galileo, they didn’t even get into gym class: they got put into ROTC, the fuckin’ army class! As if Joe was gonna march around with a stick on his shoulder, like a stronzo. Forget it!

And then, Italian class! The teacher was Mr. Zuberti, a stuck-up Florentine or Genoese—from up North somewhere, where they thought Sicilians were scum. He’d pick ’em out. Conjugate this verb! (What the hell’s a verb?) . . . One morning, Zuberti threw Joe out of class. Joe didn’t say a word. Just stood at his desk and walked out, while everybody stared at him. His face was burning red. Joe heard the giggles behind him, as Zuberti sang a little song, in Italian, to Frank: “Oh, YOU’LL be the next to go . . .”

And that was the end. Later that day, in Mrs. Cullen’s English class, Joe was sitting next to Tony Santora, and he muttered: “I won’t be here this afternoon.”

“Why not, Joe?”

“My father comes in with the boat about one. If I don’t help clean up, I don’t eat tonight.”

Of course, that was bullshit. Joe missed most days at Fisherman’s Wharf. But this much was true: he didn’t come back to school—that day, the next day, or any day thereafter. Frank started playing hooky, too.

They had the same routine. They’d get up in the morning, get ready for school. They’d have some bread, milk with a little coffee, walk out the door and turn down the sidewalk toward Galileo High . . . then they’d wander off to the park.

They’d hang around Marina Park all morning, watching the older guys with their “tops”—a monte game, where the aces and deuces show up, and you bet against the come. The older guys were always trying to take some young sucker for a buck or two. Joe and Frank would take lunch along, or figure out some way to eat. They could never go near the Wharf: someone would see. The playground was out: they’d be spotted for sure. Sometimes, they’d spend a nickel for the ferry and ride all the way across the Bay—mostly in silence. They were just killing time, like a lot of guys. In that winter, the turn of the 1930s, a couple of young men with time on their hands was nothing to draw a stare. One day, outside the Simmons Bedding plant at Bay and Powell, Frank counted fifty men on the corner. Nobody had anywhere to go.

About three o’clock, Joe would have to check in at home. That was the rule in his family, and Joe obeyed rules. He’d bang the door like he was coming home from school, say hello, make sure no one knew anything. Frank had no one to check in with at home. He’d go to the playground, to see if he could get into a game for a while, before they had to go sell papers.

It went on for months—Joe and Frank hanging out all day—until Joe got caught: the school sent a letter home. Joe got a beating from his older brothers. And he was summoned to see the principal, Major Nourse. (No one knew why he was called Major, but the title fit him: he was discipline, first, last, and always.) Tom, the eldest DiMaggio brother, took Joe back to school. But when they got there, Major Nourse wasn’t in.

They sat on chairs in the hallway. And they sat.

They sat an hour, an hour and a half. The chairs were hard. They sat.

Finally, Joe said, “Tom. They don’t want me.”

“Okay,” Tom said. They got up and walked out. And that was the last day Joe went to high school.

He promised Tom he’d go to “continuation class”—the school for dropouts. But Joe never went there either.

For a while, he hung around with Frank—who was still on the loose—the school never cared if he came back. But soon, Frank had to go to work. He hooked on—as much as he could—at Simmons Bedding, in the steel mill plant. He tied bed rails into bundles and loaded them onto trucks. That was five bucks a day.

Joe tried his hand as a workin’ stiff, too. He worked a week or so for Pacific Box, stacking wooden crates, or bringing slats to the men at the nailing machines. The work was stupid, and the money wasn’t great—ten, twelve bucks a week. Joe moved on to the orange juice plant. But that was worse: up to your ass all day in sticky juice, with acid eating into the cuts on your hands. And for what? He didn’t even make a full week there.

There wasn’t anything that he wanted to do, except to have a few bucks in his pocket—and avoid his father’s boat. He went back to selling papers.

Frank thought maybe Joe could hook on at Simmons Bed. They had jobs there, if you knew someone. And they had a ball team. Maybe they could both play. He would have talked to Joe about it.

But they weren’t talking.

After Frank made Joe wait for Piggy on a Bounce, Joe had to take the streetcar downtown—on his own nickel. After that, Joe wouldn’t talk to Frank for a year.
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ROSALIE AND GIUSEPPE DIMAGGIO.
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FISHERMAN’S WHARF, AT THE FOOT OF COLUMBUS AVENUE.
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JOE WITH HIS MAMMA, SISTERS, NIECE, AND NEPHEW.





CHAPTER 2
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WHEN JOE BOMBED OUT OF SCHOOL, HIS FATHER WAS disgusted and affirmed. What’s the point of being Sicilian if you’re not convinced the world will do you dirt in the end? Giuseppe DiMaggio was a man of the old verities: hard work will maybe earn you a living, if you keep your nose clean and don’t say a word. Without hard work, you’re a bum, magabonu.

He was a small man, but thick through the chest, shoulders, and neck, from hauling up net through the water. He wore a brown fedora, even in shirtsleeves, and, like the other men of the Wharf, a sash to hold his pants up. He had a small, old-country mustache. Sometimes, he clenched in his teeth a short black cigar of the sort the fishermen called Toscani. He fished six days a week, made some wine in the basement, raised nine kids, and kept his troubles to himself.

Giuseppe had come to America in 1898, when his in-laws wrote from Collinsville, California, and told him the fishing was good. A young man who’d work could make enough money to buy a small boat and make a living on his own. That pretty well described the limits of Giuseppe DiMaggio’s ambition. He had just married Rosalie Mercurio, a girl from his village—and their first child was on the way. Giuseppe decided he would go to the New World for a year. In the worst case, he’d come home with some money. As it turned out, he would stay for the rest of his life. He was a Californian for the next fifty years. But an American he never quite became.

Giuseppe was fully formed in the old and wary spirit of his native land. Through Sicily’s long history—centuries of conquest by Greeks, Romans, Arabs, Europeans—authority was always imposed from without. The only institution in which you had a say was your family. And even there, it was better to keep quiet. (The island’s most famous export, la Cosa Nostra, was created to protect the peasants from predatory government, nobles, church—authority of any stripe. Small wonder, la Mafia, too, was organized on family, and silence.) In Sicily, a young man learned early to keep his head down and follow the ways of his father—all the more in Giuseppe’s poor village, where seamanship and netcraft, passed from father to son, spelled the difference between survival and extinction. Ísola delle Femmine (“Island of the Women”) was a tiny outcrop of rock, a mile off the main island coast. The name came from Roman times, when this was the island of exile for wives who could not stay faithful while their soldier-husbands were at war. In Giuseppe’s day, the islet was formally a part of the province of Palermo, but, in fact, was cut off from everything save the Tyrrhenian Sea. Even by the standards of Sicily, it was backward; and its sons—formed, as was their home, by wind, waves, tide, and changeless time—bore its heritage of stillness and isolation.

After four years, when Giuseppe sent for his wife and daughter, and moved them into a house in Martinez, California, they began a life that must have seemed wholly new—not just half a world away from their old village, but centuries distant, too. Martinez was an East Bay hick town to Americans; yet, for the DiMaggios, it was unimaginably modern. There were electric streetlights (eight of them, on Main Street); factories worked day and night; there were great steamboats plying the Carquinez Strait (even some fishing boats had engines!), and just twenty paces from their house, there were the gleaming rails of the Southern Pacific: hundreds of trains rattling through every day.

Still, in most ways, Giuseppe stood apart from all the bustle. He had only a few words of English, and none of the skills of the machine age. He got his little boat (and named it for his bride, the Rosalie D.). In time, he even had a motor in it. But his life still ran to the rhythm of the tides, followed the shad, sturgeon, sardines; still, he rose in the silent darkness, spent his day alone with the weather. Home was a cabin on the dirt road of Grainger’s Wharf, closer to the fish than those newfangled streetlights. This was the wrong side of the tracks in Martinez. The Anglos called this zone the Portuguese Flats (Porta-geeze was the way they said it), which may have meant some Portuguese once had lived there, or may simply have implied that it was filled with greasers. (In those days, such distinctions didn’t have to be nice.) In fact, the Flats were filled with Sicilian fishermen, who’d taken over the wharf in Martinez, and now re-created their old-country villages in the twentieth-century U.S.A.

Every afternoon you’d see them with their wine and food, outside on Marrazani’s porch, or next to the fish shed of the buyer, Pellegrini. Sundays, the street became a bocce court. Saturdays, after the boats came in, a score of kids played in the dirt between the troughs where the nets were tanning in a soup of redwood bark. The mothers were outdoors, too, recrocheting the rips in the nets with new flax and hand-carved wooden needles. Talk was in Sicilian, and about Sicilians—there was so little contact with anyone else. Or they’d talk about the fish: “How’s the run?” . . . “When you think we’ll see salmon?” . . . like farmers talking weather ’n’ wheat in some tiny town in Kansas—everything else was too distant to merit talk.

Giuseppe’s house had a living room and a closet-sized bedroom in front, a kitchen and another bedroom behind. The outhouse in back hung over Alhambra Creek, where Giuseppe also tied up his boat. Next door, in an identical tiny wooden house, lived his brother, Salvatore, also a fisherman, who had also married a Mercurio—Rosalie’s sister, Frances. It seemed like the DiMaggio-Mercurios were making a pretty good village by themselves. Kids kept coming, more or less every two years. Giuseppe’s first child, Nellie, had been born in his absence, in Sicily. In America came Mamie, Tom, Marie, Michael, Frances, Vince, Joe, and finally, Dominic. Papa Giuseppe gave all the boys the middle name Paul—for Paolo, his favorite saint. By the time Joseph Paul was born, in 1914, there wasn’t anyplace in the Martinez cabin where there wasn’t a DiMaggio asleep or at play.

When Joe was still a toddler, his sister Frances was playing on the railroad tracks and got a hot cinder in her eye. In Martinez, the only doctor who served the Sicilians was the man who’d delivered Joe, Dr. Marrefew—the fishermen called him il Dottore del Dichu, the Doctor of the Ditch (the Creek)—and all he could do was bandage the eye. So Rosalie DiMaggio had to take Frances twenty-five miles across the Bay to San Francisco—back and forth, back and forth to the doctors—while Rosalie’s sister and Giuseppe watched over the other kids. That couldn’t go on for long. Within months, Giuseppe moved the whole brood into the city, to a North Beach apartment just up the hill from Fisherman’s Wharf, where he could dock his boat. And there, on Taylor Street, they’d stay for the next twenty years. That’s where all his younger kids would come of age, in the city . . . which, as a true Sicilian, Giuseppe considered “just his bad luck.”

YOU COULD CALL IT a case of too much change or too little. San Francisco was a big town, worldly, even elegant in spots—as distant in tone and tempo from Martinez as that town was from Ísola delle Femmine. But Giuseppe couldn’t change that much, that fast. He still couldn’t speak English, couldn’t read anything, even Italian. For that matter, he couldn’t speak Italian—not the pure Northern language of the Genoese and Florentines who ran North Beach. Giuseppe’s guttural Sicilian patois marked him from the first syllable as low-class, or none.

The Northerners had come to California generations before, from the Gold Rush days of the mid-nineteenth century. They didn’t think of themselves as Italians—Italy wasn’t yet united. They were Genoese (Zinesi), Piedmontese, Ligurians, or Florentines. They came with their educations, some with money, all with precise and unshakable ideas about class. Zinesi wouldn’t talk to Siciliani, even if they could. In San Francisco, the Genoese were merchants, produce purveyors, and scavengers. (In fact, the garbage trade was their monopoly, a license to print money.) They were landlords. They were truckers and teamsters. They ran the wharves and the fish business. When Sicilian fishermen started to arrive, around the turn of the century, they had to fight their way in.

For some families, that struggle was a spur—even a blessing. The crab fisherman Lorenzo Maniscalco had his boat sunk, his family threatened—but Lorenzo was fearless. He bought a new, bigger boat; he fished the rocks, closer than any other man would dare; he put out to sea in weather that no one else would brave. He became the King of the Crab Fishermen, lived in a mansion in the Marina and, Sunday afternoons, drove his wife and twelve children through the old neighborhood in a Buick touring car. Another crabber, Giuseppe Alioto, fought his way into wholesaling—he became the first Sicilian buyer—and then expanded into the restaurant business. He sent his sons to the church school at Sts. Peter and Paul’s, and enrolled them in the ambitious Salesian Boys Club. He encouraged them to study music, poetry, acting, law . . . and his son Joe would become a visionary mayor of San Francisco.

Giuseppe DiMaggio kept his head down and stayed small. He came with his old double-prowed boat: the Monterey hull, sixteen feet long. That was too small for crab or salmon, too small for anything outside the Golden Gate, in the open sea where the rich fishing lay. So Giuseppe stayed inside the Gate, only fished the Bay, where the best he could find was herring, or shad (at three cents a pound—and that, only for females). Most days, he simply hauled up bait fish—nothing worth eating—and sold his catch to more adventurous men. Or he sold to the processors of fish meal and fertilizer, the lowest end of the business. It was the marine equivalent of rag-picking: collecting by weight what others disdained.

No DiMaggio boys were sent to the church school, where Salesian priests groomed the future prominenti. For one thing, there was no money for tuition. But it wasn’t just the cost. In Giuseppe’s view, the Salesians weren’t for “people like us.” Those priests (all from the North) preached aspiration, advancement, Americanization. The Salesian Boys Club was known for its acting troupe, musicianship, debaters—and that new American sport, basketball. The director, a dedicated soul named Angelo Fusco, lavished attention on boys who’d “go far,” like that Zinese boy, John Molinari (who would become a state Supreme Court justice), or that bright Siciliano, Joe Alioto.

Giuseppe DiMaggio never talked about his boys “going far.” He talked about them going onto his boat, to learn their trade, to work hard, so they could sleep in a house with a roof. He talked about them bringing home money, so they could eat. They were not to waste time—for instance, playing that baseball. That was buono per niente—good for nothin’—except wrecking shoes.

And Giuseppe had his way; his lessons took—at least with the first boys, Tom and Mike, who’d mostly grown up in that village on the flats of Martinez. In a good Sicilian home, you didn’t question. You had no right to say your father was wrong. And Giuseppe’s first boys were good Sicilian kids. Tom, the elder, was small like his papa, and just as quiet. But he had a precocious wisdom about him. You could go to Tom with a problem; he’d listen intently, and then, with just a few words, he’d sort it out for you. Mike was a big, husky, rawboned kid. They used to say he could hit a baseball harder than anyone else in the family. And he had a temper. You didn’t want to get on Mike’s wrong side. Both boys learned to fish on their father’s boat, from the time they were nine or ten years old. Sometimes they’d be out all night, napping on the floor planks, while the tide drifted Giuseppe back to his nets . . . whereupon they’d wake to help haul in the catch, and make for the Wharf in time for school. By eighth grade, both boys had left school, and Tom, confirmed in his father’s trade, got his own boat (though he was New Worldly enough to pick one with a big hull for crab and salmon). Mike was supposed to work his father’s boat and train Vince, the next in line. (If Giuseppe had a dream in life, it was to own a big boat, with all five sons aboard.)

But that’s where Giuseppe’s bad luck started, with the third son, Vince: a city kid, a playground kid, a thoroughly American boy. Vince was good-looking—he took after the Mercurio side—and forward. He said what he thought. In fact, he talked all the time—sometimes loudly, sometimes profanely—and when he didn’t talk, he sang. He had a love of music and a beautiful voice. His dream was to be an operatic tenor, or maybe a singer with a big band. And that was the problem: not the music but the dreaming. Vince had the crazy American idea that he could be whatever he wanted to be.

He’d hang around LaRocca’s Corner in the evening, and offer to sing a few songs for the patrons. He thought, if they liked his music, maybe they’d give him a couple of bucks. Or maybe someone would give him a singing job—that could be his big break. Or he’d hang around with his friends, playing baseball (Vince could hit the ball a mile, like Mike), and think, maybe he could be a great ballplayer. That was his second dream: big-time baseball. Where he wouldn’t hang around was Fisherman’s Wharf, waiting for his papa, to help with the nets. And the real problem was, Vince was never penitent: he wouldn’t hang his head and promise to obey. He’d just say: “Papa, I was in a game.” In Giuseppe’s household, that made Vince a rebel.

Today that seems the mildest noncompliance. Vince still sold papers, and brought the money home. There were some days he did go out to fish with Mike, so Giuseppe could stay home. He didn’t hate his dad—or the boat, the sea, the work. But all that was Papa’s life, not his.

Even then, at Fisherman’s Wharf, there were fathers who spoke proudly of their sons who were learning new trades, making their way in this new country. Maniscalco’s boy, Louie, had his own bakery business. And Pat, the firstborn, was enrolled in a college. But not Giuseppe DiMaggio: he never talked much about his sons, and never with pride. His sort of Sicilian feared envy like the evil eye. If you didn’t show yourself, you could never be judged. (And if you talked too much about your business, someone might come and be your partner.)

The sad truth was, Giuseppe had no idea what to do with Vince. They fought bitterly. When Vince got an offer to play ball in the Lumber Leagues of Northern California, Giuseppe told the boy he couldn’t go. Vince was underage, and Giuseppe refused to sign the contract. Vince appealed to his mother, but she wouldn’t make the fight. “I’m going to go,” Vince said. “Do you want me to go with your will, or against it?”

So Vince faked his age, signed for himself, and ran away to play ball. That was bad enough. But when word came back that Vince had met a girl up North—he wanted to marry!—Giuseppe hit the roof. It was the son’s job to work and bring money home, to support the family—not to run off and make his own family, more mouths to feed. And before he’d even made a dime! And refused to do a man’s work—he played with a ball, like a boy on the playground! Magabonu! Of course, Giuseppe forbade the marriage. When Vince refused to break off with the girl, Giuseppe would talk no more. Vince had disobeyed. He was not welcome at home. Giuseppe had lost a son.

And so the father’s wary eye fell upon the fourth son, his namesake, Joe. He was two years younger than Vince and, in his father’s view, had at least one foot on the same slippery road to perdition. True, Joe was quiet, he didn’t openly disobey. And girls—no worry there. Joe was so shy, he’d run out of the house whenever his sisters had their girlfriends over. But he didn’t learn in school. And he couldn’t keep a job. So, okay . . . Joe would fish. Giuseppe would make the boy fish.

And he might have, too, if it hadn’t been for Rosalie, his wife. She’d watched Giuseppe with Vince—and she’d held her tongue. But she wasn’t going to lose another son.

“Il é bonu, Lasce sta’,” she told Giuseppe, in flat and final intercession.

“He’s a good boy. Leave him alone.”

THE OTHER ITALIANS used to say, “I Siciliani—si voi cambiare la mente, bisogna tagliare la testa.” (The Sicilians—if you want to change their minds, you have to cut off their heads.) But they were mostly talking about the men. As every Sicilian boy knew, if you wanted something, or had a problem to talk over, you went to Mamma. And in the DiMaggio household on Taylor Street, Rosalie, the mamma, wasn’t just consigliere, but chief.

She was the everyday discipline in the children’s lives—although the worst thing she could say was, “Wait till your father comes home.” Then you could really be in the soup: you had the wild card to deal with. Mostly, even that was sham. Giuseppe would sit the errant child down in the living room, and he’d order gravely: “Rosalie, you go back to the kitchen.” But of course, she’d already told him what to say.

Rosalie was slightly taller than Giuseppe, quicker in her movements, sweet-faced and modest in deportment. She was always in the Taylor Street flat, either in the kitchen, or on the service porch behind the kitchen. On the porch stood the galvanized tubs for washing, and the ballataro, the washboard. She washed by hand for the family of eleven. She ironed next to the stove, at first because the iron had to heat on the fire, and later because there was a light that hung down there, and she could plug in the heavy electric iron over the bulb. She cooked three hundred and sixty-five days a year, baked the family’s bread, scrubbed the wooden floors on her knees, sewed and darned clothes, and made the down mattresses, which lay everywhere in the four-room flat. Late at night her children would hear her, still in the kitchen, cleaning up. And they’d wake to the scent of chicken-feet singeing on the gas fire in the morning, as Rosalie began the soup for that day’s dinner.

She was source of all tenderness in the household, and faith. She used to tell the little ones stories at night, to soothe them into sleep. They were simple stories, maybe from the Old World, or maybe she made them up herself. They were often about the Madonna, and want. There was one wherein the Madonna visited a family so poor that the children had no clothes. There was not enough fabric to make anything—just a scrap of cloth. But the Madonna began to sew with the scrap, and as she sewed more cloth appeared. As she finished one shirt, there would be just a bit more fabric . . . and she began to sew again—and again—and by miracle, by faith . . . there were clothes for all. There was another tale of a family that had no water to wash, but the Madonna poured the tiny jug of water they had . . . and by miracle, by Her Grace, there was water for all.

The reality of miracles, of intercession, was a given, a concommitant of Rosalie’s faith—like fish on Friday. In cases of special need or trouble, most North Beach women would visit the neighborhood witches, black-garbed crones who’d mix up some oil and water, chant the old words that even Sicilians couldn’t understand, and call down blessings, curses, or prophecies (“Beware of the one next door!”) . . . after which, they’d be paid a couple of bucks, and you could go home with your mind at ease. But as with featherbeds or loaves of fresh bread, Rosalie took care of this herself. If one of her kids had woe or sickness, she’d sit the child on a chair in the living room on Taylor Street (it had to be the front room, for this was a formal matter). She’d put a dish on the sufferer’s head, pour oil and water onto it, and read the skim of the oil on the water. Then she’d chant the ancient words she knew from her girlhood, and lift from her troubled child the evil eye.

Of course, this wasn’t precisely Christian, but it all went together in North Beach. In the grand Church of Sts. Peter and Paul, there were a dozen statues of uncertain provenance that were nevertheless honored by the priests. What happened was, someone would visit the Old Country and come back with a sculptured “saint” (and the seller’s tales of miraculous power). The people of North Beach would begin to pray to this statue in some basement, and word would spread and the crowds would grow thicker . . . until the priests figured it was better to bring them all back to church. So, the statue would get a little chapel on the side; the priests would sprinkle Holy Water on it, and everybody would be back in the fold. For her part, Rosalie was a regular at Sts. Peter and Paul’s—morning Mass, rain or shine. (Giuseppe wouldn’t go, even on Sundays. Confession wasn’t for him. He used to say he wouldn’t tell his sins to any other man.)

The only other time you’d see Rosalie out in the neighborhood was when she went to shop. She used to go with her sister, Maria (Mamie, they called her), who married the fisherman Joe Clima. They looked like twins, le Signore Clima e DiMaggio, even though Mamie was really the elder. If Rosalie went out in the evening (say, on those rare nights when Giuseppe wasn’t home), she’d take a daughter or two, and her basket of mending, and she’d sit with Mamie, talking and sewing. These days, they had a lot to talk about.

For when Joe stopped speaking to Frank Venezia, he drifted away from his old crowd. He didn’t go to the playground, or play ball at the Horses’ Lot. He didn’t do much of anything, except hang out with Mamie’s son, Joe Clima. The cousins had become best friends. And Joe Clima wasn’t doing much either—except running with the fast crowd, scamming here and there for a couple of bucks, and playing cards for money.

What was gonna become of these boys?

You have to understand, in these ladies’ minds, the fate of their Joes was linked from the start—because of the name. The way Sicilians did the names, the first boy was named for the father’s father (so that was Sal for the Climas, and Tom for the DiMaggios). Then the second boy got the name of the mother’s father (so that was Mike for both families). The third son was named for the father’s oldest brother (Frank Clima and Vince DiMaggio). And the fourth was named for the mother’s oldest brother—that was Joe. And so, these drifting boys bore a name beloved to both these mammas—that of their brother Joe.

In the Climas’ flat on Columbus Avenue, Mamie Mercurio Clima voiced the traditional Sicilian view. Rules had to be made. Something had to be done. These boys were going to end up in trouble. It was 1931, jobs were hard to find. How were they ever going to land on their feet?

But Rosalie Mercurio DiMaggio had faith in her Joe. Why? Who could tell? Maybe she’d seen something in the oil and water in a dish on his head. Or maybe she’d beseeched the Madonna, and found answer to her want. But she said—as she spoke in matters of faith—against all comers and, at that moment, all evidence: “Leave him alone,” she said. “Joe’s gonna do fine.”
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PORTRAIT OF A PRO: SAN FRANCISCO, 1932.
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THE BOY WHO LOVED BASEBALL: VINCE DIMAGGIO.
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A CLASSY OUTFIT: THE ROSSI OLIVE OIL SQUAD.





CHAPTER 3
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AS IT HAPPENED, THE TURN IN JOE’S LIFE TOOK about thirty seconds and was accompanied by no claps of thunder—no one saw the Madonna. Frank Venezia and Bat Minafo saw Joe, walking across the street. As Frank remembers, they were just hanging out at that Powell Street playground wall. And Joe was out shopping for his folks, on his way to Chinatown. Bat said, “How ’bout Joe? Go ask him.”

Bat and Frank were choosing up for real, now. The guys had got together in a club—they called it the Jolly Knights. They had a clubhouse over a garage at Columbus and Filbert, where they’d sit around at night, playing cards. Joe came by a couple of times. But he wasn’t a member. He was busy with his pal Joe Clima. Once a month, once every six weeks, they’d hold a dance at the clubhouse, too. But, of course, Joe would never come to those.

But this was the best part. Now they were going to have a ball team, an official team, with uniforms and everything. Bat was always half-mental—hyper, anyway—and now, with this team, he was jabbering. “Go ahead, ask him. G’wan, Frank. Ask him!”

Frank said, “You call him.”

“No, you call him.”

“He ain’t talkin’ to me.”

Bat insisted, “Just ask him. Go on! Ask him anyway.”

So Frank called to Joe and trotted across the street. He tried to make his voice sound like it was special—that’s why he was trying to talk to Joe. “Hey, Joe, we’re gonna make a team. A real team—with uniforms and maybe shoes, and, well . . .

“D’you wanna play?”

Joe didn’t bat an eye, like he and Frank talked every day. Joe said, “Okay.”

THERE’S A GORGEOUS MYTH about Joe DiMaggio—how he got into baseball—a tale so sweet it was in all the books for fifty years. The basis of the story is that Joe was the boy who only loved baseball. That’s why he wouldn’t fish. He’d rather play ball with his friends. He just had to play ball.

And then his brother Vince got a job on the San Francisco Seals, and Joe went to see him at the ballpark. And he was peering through a hole in the fence (there’s always a hole in the fence in these stories . . .) when along came a scout, to ask: “What’re you doin’, boy?”

In the best version of this tale—the one Joe would put into his own book, Lucky to Be a Yankee—the scout, Spike Hennessy, gets off a snappy line: “Never stand on the outside looking in, unless it’s a jail.” . . . Then, Hennessy hauls Joe up to the owner of the Seals, Charley Graham, who not only gives DiMaggio a fistful of passes, but asks him to work out with the team.

And the rest, as they say in these stories, is history: how Vince gets Joe a chance to play, at the end of the ’32 season (when the Seals are looking for a fill-in shortstop); and Joe hooks on with the team for the ’33 season, and he’s a sensation—such a star that the Seals put him in the outfield, and they have to shuck one outfielder, so they get rid of Vince . . . and Joe takes his own brother’s job. (Ain’t that ironic?)

It’s so good, so neat, that it ought to be true—hell, it almost is . . . except for the fundamental basis of the tale: Joe wasn’t the boy who loved baseball. Vince was.

In fact, by 1930, Joe had walked away from baseball. If he played anything, it was tennis. Mostly, he just didn’t play. His attitude on baseball wasn’t too far from his dad’s: there was no money in it—so what was it good for?

But it was true he found the game again, in 1931—when Bat and Frank signed him up to play for the Jolly Knights. That sounded okay to Joe: he signed up for the shoes.

THE TRUE IRONY WAS, Joe didn’t get real spikes, just the regular old clodhoppers from Tragones. They nailed spikes onto the bottom. Still, things were different.

Now, the boys were playing against good teams, men who played a serious game. There were club teams and company teams all over the city, grouped into leagues and scheduled on diamonds—three or four games in a row on every diamond in every park, every Saturday and Sunday, year-round. It was all organized by a human computer named Al Earl—he’d set up all the games—from a sporting goods store on Mission Street. Mondays, in the paper, there’d be a whole page of box scores: results for every team in town. And there was a column chronicling the semipros. That’s where Vince had got his first press notices (while he played for Jack’s Haberdashery). And that’s when the scouts offered Vince a paying contract. Those were stakes Joe understood.

Joe was different, too. While he was away from baseball, he’d filled out. He was just about six feet now, and not so skinny. He’d always been able to hit some balls hard—but now, everything he hit was a shot. And there was something else new: his delight in his power. “Watch me hit this one out,” he’d tell Niggy Marino at the Horses’ Lot. Then he’d smash the next pitch toward those billboards in left center field. Even with a mushy taped ball, and a bat held together with nails and tape, he’d hit ’em over the billboards, onto Columbus Avenue. One time he hit a car, and that was the end of that game. Everybody ran like hell. The driver caught a couple of kids, but they wouldn’t squeal on Joe. He was a leader now: with Joe at third base or shortstop, the Jolly Knights were sweeping their league.

That fall, Frank and Bat found a sponsor, a grocer named Rossi who had his own brand of olive oil—and that raised the pride in their club to near swagger. Al Earl put the Rossi Olive Oil team in the B division, but anyone could see they were a classy outfit: brand-new uniforms, twenty-five dollars a month for shiny new balls and bats (they even got Bat a catcher’s mask) . . . and, best of all, they went everywhere in the Rossi Olive Oil truck. They went to San Quentin for a nerve-racking contest with the prisoners. They had guards for umpires, and Rossi played pretty well. But the game was called a tie—four to four—because they almost had a riot. It got to the fourteenth inning, and the cons were throwing anything they could grab out the windows. Everybody had bets on the game. So the warden stopped it: “Okay! Time for dinner!” But the Rossi guys didn’t fight the call. You fought up there, you could get killed. Anyway, dinner was welcome: Hungry Geraldi ate four servings of boiled beef. Another time, Vince DiMaggio called from Northern California, and challenged Rossi Olive Oil to play his club, in Fort Bragg. So the North Beach boys rode up there and beat the hell out of them. Those Rossi Olive Oils were good!

With Joe and Shabby Minafo in the middle of the order, they were always going to score. Sometimes, if he wasn’t fishing, Mike DiMaggio would come in as a ringer, and then it was a murderers row. If Joe played third, they’d have Frank Venezia at second base, Al Tomei at short (and leading off—Friggles was a sprinter for Commerce High School). Banchero could play infield or outfield, Ciccio or Red Albano would pitch. The lineup was set by the manager, Niggy’s brother, Joe. They called him, naturally, Connie Mack Marino. He was the first guy to try Joe D. in the outfield—because the first baseman, Fo Gelardi, used to beef: “Jesus! He’s knockin’ my hand apart. I can’t catch him!” (Joe liked to power his throws, too.)

Joe didn’t care where he played—as long as he could knock in those runs. He’d do whatever it took to win. Once, he was at shortstop against Bayview Park, and a guy hit a pop fly to center. Joe turned around and took off. Everybody started yelling, “Let it alone! Joe’s after it!” . . . He caught that fly ball in dead center field.

He always did something that made people talk. But if you brought it up to him—how well he played, what people were saying—he’d only shrug: “Well, it’s good they think I’m okay.” If Rossi won, Joe was all smiles. If they lost, he went silent and sour. If they lost and he had a bad day, you didn’t want to get near him. Mostly they won. They climbed straight to the top of the B division. The guys were sure they were going to be an A team. And then, who could tell? Maybe the Valley League, where they’d schedule your game at Funston Park, and there’d be five or six hundred people watching, and you’d pass the hat afterward—you could come home with five or ten bucks, just for playing!

But they were still in their first year when they had the game at Jackson Playground, against a team called American Building. Joe hit a huge home run. The clubhouse was way out past left field, and Joe hit it over the clubhouse. There was a guy in the stands watching the game—Bummy Bumgartner: his team was called Sunset Produce, and they had the next game on that diamond. When Joe hit the home run, Frank Venezia got up off the bench, went over toward the baseline to straighten out the bats on the grass. He looked up—he was going to shake Joe’s hand—but Joe was over by the stands. Frank saw Bummy Bumgartner slipping Joe two bucks. The next week, Rossi Olive Oil had to limp along without its cleanup hitter. Joe was playing for Sunset Produce.

IN FACT, he would play for five or six different clubs in that spring and summer of 1932. Joe became a hitter for hire. He was playing weekends, and most weekdays, too, into the long evening light. In his days with the Jolly Knights, even with Rossi, the other boys had to go to Joe’s house, wake him up, make sure he’d show. But now, for a couple of bucks, he’d be there early—any diamond in the city.

For the most part, he was playing shortstop, where he made his share of mistakes—or more. Joe had never had any coaching. He hadn’t even played for Francisco Junior High (the teams were lousy). And with his years away from baseball, he hadn’t even seen as much of the game as the average sandlot kid his age. But now he was learning, so fast you couldn’t even see it happen—like Mozart learned piano: altogether, and instantly. Say, on a Tuesday, Joe saw a guy hook-slide into third base. Well, that Thursday, Joe would hit a gapper through left center, and he’d pound around to third and cap it off with the damnedest hook-slide anybody ever saw—catch the corner of the bag with the toe of his trailing foot—as if Ty Cobb had taught him, and he’d practiced for five years. Or say he saw some flashy shortstop take the throw on a double play while he was crossing second base, and make his own throw to first when momentum had carried him past the bag, past the runner, two steps toward right center field. Well, Joe’d try that, too. Of course, it was anyone’s guess where his throw would end up. But, what the hell. No one paid him for fielding. He was the kind of shortstop who might let in a couple of runs. But he’d knock in six.

In eighteen games with Sunset Produce—that was against A-league pitching—Joe hit for an average of .632. The Sunsets were so delighted, they gave him a prize: real spikes—the featherweights, kangaroo skin—the kind he’d wanted since the start. Looking back, that sounds like a small thing. But Joe would remember those shoes forever. Or maybe what he remembered was the feeling (it hadn’t happened so often in his life) when he set out to get something and, with baseball, he got it.

And the Sunsets weren’t the only ones who took note. The world of baseball in San Francisco was woven together with a million strands of talk. The semipro players knew each other from school teams, boys clubs, playgrounds. They talked their game nonstop. Semipro managers and sponsors vied with one another to recruit the best talent. A kid who got on base two out of three times was never going to stay a secret. “Bird-dogs” and paid scouts reported to the professional teams, the San Francisco Mission Reds and the San Francisco Seals (not to mention the Oakland Oaks, across the Bay). The scouts and the teams made a living by finding local talent to develop and sell.

In Lucky to Be a Yankee, DiMaggio would profess surprise—oh, he was shocked!—when the scout, Spike Hennessy, retailed his career to the owner of the Seals. “I hadn’t realized how closely Hennessy had been watching our sand-lot games until I heard him tell Graham all about me.” But that was just Joe doing his Gary Cooper thing (Aw, shucks). And it satisfied a 1940s American public that didn’t want its heroes to strive too much. (Our icons were good, as were we, and our nation, by grace of God, by the magic of America.)

But the fact was, Joe was the hottest kid on the semipro circuit, and had been for months. One pro team, the Mission Reds, already had invited him for a tryout. Jim Nealon, the Examiner columnist on local baseball, started writing Joe up (“looks like a comer . . .”) when he hit two home runs for Rossi Oil in the B-league playoff.

Nor could Joe’s new career remain any secret at home. But that was all right, now. The reason, once again, was Vince. The Seals had signed Giuseppe’s estranged son, and sent him to their “farm”—the Tucson club, in the Arizona State League. Vince got a little money to sign and even less to play. But after three or four months—who said he never learned from his dad?—he’d spent absolutely nothing. When the Arizona league disbanded in midsummer, the Seals called Vince back to San Francisco. And, unannounced, he walked back into the Taylor Street flat. Decades later, Vince told the story to Professor Jack B. Moore:

“So with all the bonuses and everything that I had coming from the club, when I came home I had $1,500 . . . . So I came home and I walked in. My Dad—he didn’t say much—but I knew he was waiting for an opportunity. My mother, when she saw me, she put her arms around me. Dad was in the kitchen. He was having a little wine, and he had some peaches cut, and he was dipping peaches in the wine. When I went in and greeted him he looked at me and greeted me more or less saying, what are you doing here?

“So I said, ‘Dad, I’ve come home. If it’s all right, I’d like to stay here.’ And I said: ‘This is what I earned, and this is what I’m bringing home.’

“Right away, before he could say anything—I brought it in cash, I didn’t bring no check, I brought it in cash so he could see it was more than a piece of paper: he knows the cash, but he didn’t know anything about a check, so I had it all in cash—and the first thing he says when he saw the money was, ‘Where’d you steal that money?’

“I said, I earned it. I said, you come with me, I’ll introduce you to my boss. So, the next day, sure enough, he went and talked with the owner, Mr. Graham, and they had a little conversation.”

Of course, Mr. Graham talked English, and Signore DiMaggio spoke Sicilian. But the old fisherman got the point. The money was real, legal, and his. So Vince got to live at home for a few months. And Joe, he played baseball, whenever he wanted.

AND THE REST really would be history—with a bit of myth on top. At the end of that ’32 season, the Seals outfielder, Henry (Prince) Oana was working up a barnstorming trip, starting in his native Hawaii. He asked for permission to miss the Seals’ last three games, and take the shortstop, Augie Galan, along with him. “Who’s going to play short?” asked the manager, Ike Caveney. And then, as a matter of historical fact, Vince DiMaggio did pipe up: “I got a brother who’s a shortstop—and a good one!”

So Joe played those last three games with the Seals, got himself a couple of hits, and an invitation to next year’s spring training. And there he would prove that all the talk about him wasn’t fiction. He would make the jump, in less than two years, from playground games to the Pacific Coast League—just a notch below the majors. And that would be, in reality, miraculous.

But it would never be quite miraculous enough for public consumption—not quite neat enough for one column of newsprint. So, that’s where the myth would begin to cover the facts. Because the next year, 1933, Joe wouldn’t just stick with the club. He would become a sensation—a huge story. In fact, he would jump from the sports page to the front page before the newspapers could learn to spell his name. (Mostly, they would go with “DeMaggio.”) . . . But how would they make a big story with this kid—who would never say more than “Pass the salt”? Well, they would do their best:

The poor Italian boy, who learned to hit with a broken oar for a bat . . .

His papa wanted him to fish, but DeMaggio only loved baseball . . .

His brother got him a job—his own . . .

In other words, they would give him a story—or bits and pieces of old, proven stories—from the tasty American melting pot stuff, to Cain and Abel.

Joe would rankle for years under the legend that he’d come up in ’33 to steal his brother’s job. (He would always protest: Vince was injured—he couldn’t throw. He was going to be cut, no matter for whom.)

But for the rest of the myth, Joe would play along nicely. If the writers were gonna try to make him a hero, what’s he supposed to do—stop ’em? If they meant to turn him into the Dago poor boy who loved the Great American Game . . . if they wanted him to face down the old-world papa, and show him, in America, dreams really do come true . . . if they needed Joe to stand for all the miracles that happen with vision, belief, and good ol’ American spunk—well, why not? . . . Joe wouldn’t take Vince’s job—just his story.
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CHARLEY GRAHAM AND HIS SEALS, AND JOE, CENTER, WITH HIS BAT, 1933.
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RUNNING HIS HOME RUN ALL THE WAY BACK TO THE DUGOUT.
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JOE DIMAGGIO AS A ROOKIE WITH THE SEALS, 1933.





CHAPTER 4
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WHEN JOE GOT THE INVITATION TO THE SEALS’ spring training, all the boys in North Beach knew he would stick. Of course, they talked about his chances, but there wasn’t any debate: at least someone from the neighborhood was going to make it. It was strange how the least forthcoming guy in their crowd (Joe was almost invisible!) came to be the one—like money in the bank. But if you knew Joe, it all went together. He had that quiet in the bottom of himself—like an absence more than anything they could name—that made him a zero, and a sure bet. They knew Joe was going to take care of business because that’s all Joe did.

Of course, at that moment, no one could see it whole. But that was when the world leaned in on their lives, a time of choices—no choice was how it felt: ’33 was a tough year to be chasing dreams. Niggy’s glory was boxing; he’d rather fight than eat. He was training at Joe Roche’s gym—got a half a dozen fights and won them all, four by knockout. He was fast on his feet, and strong for a lightweight. If he got you in a clinch, you didn’t move. He was underage, so he used his father’s name: “Joe (Babe) Marino,” read the yellow embroidery on the back of his blue robe. The Oakland Tribune said he had more color than a Fourth of July parade. But he only got twenty-five or thirty-five bucks a bout. So, next day, he’d be fishing again. Niggy’s dad couldn’t earn a penny—arthritis in his legs—he couldn’t even get out of the house. (They didn’t have walkers in those days, so Papa Marino stumped around with a chair for thirty years.) Then, Niggy got a fight on the radio. His brother was listening at home. Niggy’s mom kept asking, “Who’s this Marino?” The brother said, “It’s another guy, different family.” But it got to the fourth round—the announcer’s screaming, “MARINO CUT IN THE EYE! MARINO’S BLEEDIN’ ALL OVER!”—and Niggy’s mamma had a heart attack, right there, next to the radio. After that, she told him, “You want me to live, or what?” And Niggy went to fishing full time.

Shabby Minafo almost went Joe’s route: he jumped ship from the Rossi Olive Oils, and was making ten bucks a game for Horseshoe Tavern. He was a good outfielder, and could hit a ton. He got a minor league offer from the Cincinnati Reds. But they only paid seventy-five dollars a month (and you had to buy your own equipment and food). Shabby was bringing home a hundred a month from Pacific Box. So his oldest brother said, “You ain’t goin’.” And Shab stayed at Pacific Box for ten years, till he went in the service.

The rest of the Rossi team finally made it to the Valley League—as high as they could go—but it didn’t last. Andy Banchero took the test to become a fireman, and after that, he was sitting in the firehouse weekends. Friggles Tomei went to work in an office and gave up on the game. Ciccio was still a hell of a pitcher, and a switch hitter, but his dad got sick with the diabetes so Ciccio had to fish. If he had any spare time, he did his Don Juan thing with the showgirls—“American girls,” as the boys called them. He had one girlfriend, Mickey Nichols, a dancer at the Lido Cafe, who lived out west in the Avenues. Sometimes, he’d hang around with the Powder Puff Twins (nice girls—and they were twins, but they had to stuff their bras with powder puffs to look right on stage). Most of the other guys had North Beach girlfriends—good Italian girls whom you had to take out weekend afternoons, and you couldn’t touch ’em or you’d have their brothers to deal with. If the fellows played any ball now it was with teams where they worked. Frank and Bat were both at Simmons Bed—good ball team there—but after a while they, too, gave up. It wasn’t their team. In the end, that’s what baseball was for them: their team, their friends . . . when that ended, it was over for them.

But not for Joe. Joe was going to take care of business because he could treat the game as business. It wasn’t all tied up in his head with friends and the neighborhood, playground days and glorious dreams at night. Joe was living home, on Taylor Street, but no one from the neighborhood saw him. First, there was the Seals’ winter league squad, and then spring training. He’d come home, eat, sleep, and go train again. When his name was in the paper, someone at the playground would bring that up. “D’you see Joe got a write-up?” (Someone else would say, “Yeah. Joe’s doin’ good.”) The papers called him “the shortstop from North Beach.” But everything that used to be North Beach for him was left behind.

One time that winter, Frank Venezia was selling papers at his corner, and saw Joe coming back from the big sporting goods store, Hirsch & Price. Joe was getting ready for the winter league, and he had his new spikes—showed ’em to Frank.

“God, Joe, wouldn’t it be something if you went all the way?” Frank knew the Seals sold players to the big leagues; and he had pictures in his head from his own night-dreams. “What if you go up to the majors? What if it’s the Yankees!”

Joe didn’t say anything, or even smile. It wasn’t any dreamy gee-whiz to him. It was something harder, more real, from the first day. But that was nothing he would say.

Frank didn’t understand that silence. He thought about that for years . . . till he gave up thinking that Joe was like him. Sometimes, people still tell Frank: If you hadn’t signed Joe up, he could’ve drifted out of baseball for good. But Frank doesn’t buy it anymore.

“Nah,” he says. “It’s like one of them oyster pearls. Somebody woulda found him.”

OF COURSE, IN hard times, people just think life is harder. It wouldn’t come clear till after the fact that the Great Depression was working for Joe. Two years after the stock market crashed, Charley Graham, the Seals’ boss, had decided that the slump would soon be over. So he built a million-dollar ballpark. By 1933, the new Seals Stadium was still heavily mortgaged, the team still owed rent on the old ballpark, and attendance was down—who had a quarter for a ticket? The Seals had to shuck their best-paid veterans and fill the roster with kids.

A local Italian boy who could hit was a good bet. Graham had done well with “his Latins.” A Castilian left-hander with the unlikely name of Vernon Gomez was the Seals’ star pitcher till ’29, and then fetched a pretty $35,000 from the New York Yankees. The local shortstop, Frankie Crosetti, helped the Seals win a pennant in ’31, and then was sold for a fortune—$72,000!—also to the Yanks. And in San Francisco, Italians were no longer at the bottom of the lineup. When the city fathers vowed to fight hard times with a grand new public work—the Golden Gate Bridge—they turned to the banker A. P. Giannini to make the dream real. (“We need that bridge,” he said. “We’ll take the bonds.”) And when the great bridge broke ground (just as Joe was trying out for the Seals), the mayor with the silver shovel was the Honorable Paesano, Angelo Rossi.

Joe knew nothing of the city’s demographics or the club’s economics. He only knew he didn’t have much time—a few games in the winter league and one month of spring training—to show he belonged with the Seals. He knew the shortstop job was held by a rising young pro named Augie Galan (who would later become an All-Star with the Cubs). And Joe had to know, in addition, that he wasn’t the best rookie shortstop in camp. The best was another local kid, Tony Gomez.

Gomez had all the moves around the middle infield. He and Eddie Joost (another future big-leaguer) had formed the best double play combination in the city for their championship American Legion club. Gomez had range, quick hands, a sure throw; he could hit, he could run, he was seventeen years old, and he’d work cheap. He was perfect . . . except for one thing. Gomez came from Latin stock—he had handsome high cheekbones, black curly hair, and skin the color of coffee with a little cream. When he got to camp, started taking grounders, the first thing he heard was someone in the stands, asking, “Who’s that black bastard?” Later, one of the coaches cleared everyone else off the infield, and started smashing ground balls at Gomez—trying to knock him over. Tony kept picking up everything hit at him (and making throws to Joe DiMaggio at first base) . . . until one of his legs cramped. You brought your own equipment in those days, and Gomez was wearing strips of rubber tire to hold up his stirrup socks. Gomez hobbled off and sat down. DiMaggio sidled into foul ground and muttered to him: “You better get up. Don’cha see who’s up in the stands?” Charley Graham was watching from a grandstand seat—along with his pal, the all-time great (and California retiree), Ty Cobb. But Gomez couldn’t get back on the field that day, and didn’t get much chance after that. Ten days later, the manager, Jimmy Caveney, took Tony aside. “Gomez,” he said, “you better quit playin’ ball. You’re too black.” Tony Gomez was finished with the Seals.

Any misstep, any problem, was grounds for a cut at the Seals’ camp. There were a hundred and fifty kids on the winter league teams, sixty by the start of spring training. The impoverished Seals only meant to pay eighteen or nineteen players for the season, and there were twenty trying to come back from the ’32 team. In DiMaggio: An Illustrated Life, Dick Johnson and Glenn Stout note the sad case of catcher Charley Wallgren, who was cut from the ’33 Seals for a bad case of jock itch.

But the grim rules didn’t apply to Joe. On the first day of spring training, Abe Kemp, the Examiner’s veteran baseball writer, was sitting in the grandstand next to Charley Graham, watching the kids at infield practice. Joe DiMaggio picked up a ball at shortstop and heaved it right past Graham’s head. “I’ll say one thing about that kid,” Graham remarked mildly. “He’s got a hell of an arm.” In the Seals’ last exhibition games, against the local rival Missions, Galan was benched with an injury: Joe got a start at shortstop and committed four errors. Even Abe Kemp, who called himself a Pollyanna (“If you can’t write something nice about a ballplayer, don’t mention his name”) wrote in the Examiner that young DeMaggio was “doing the best he can, but appears bewildered.”

Still, Joe was bound to make it—for two simple reasons: he was hitting; and no pitcher could stop him from hitting. Anyone who saw him at bat knew instantly, this was a special case. It wasn’t one or two shots into the blue beyond—this wasn’t a sporadic prowess: it was every time he stood at the plate, cocked his bat once at the pitcher (whatever pitcher), and then stood still and easy, feet spread about a foot apart, bat up behind his right ear, the weight of his body held effortlessly back, until he saw the pitch (whatever pitch)—whereupon he would slash it on a hard line, somewhere. Even Tony Gomez, who was contesting (he thought) for the same job, used to stop whatever he was doing and stand behind the cage to watch Joe hit. “Just a little resin bag in his back pocket . . .” Gomez recalled, more than sixty years later. “One squaring of his bat . . .” And then Gomez searched for that word—the word many people used to describe Young Joe, because it evoked not just stillness, but beauty. “Then, the guy was a statue.”

NO SCOUTING REPORT ever listed “beauty” amid the stats on speed, arm strength, or homers. It’s not a word that baseball men use. They’re more given to mechanical metaphor (“Has all the tools”), or if they’re really at a loss, they’ll compare a kid to a known major-leaguer (“Has Colavito’s arm”).

But it was beauty (or something akin—classicism, grace . . .) that made the baseball men talk about Joe. Jack Kofoed, columnist for the New York Post, wrote up a conversation between Charley Graham and his manager, Jimmy Caveney, just after Joe DiMaggio had left the room.

“Graham looked after the loosely built six-footer, who packs 190 pounds on his athletic frame, and said:

“ ‘Give him a couple of years Jim, and Di Maggio is going to be one of the greatest ball players in the country.’

“ ‘I’m sure of it,’ said Caveney.

“ ‘Did you ever see a better natural stance at the plate or a guy who took a freer cut at the ball?’ . . .

“ ‘Yes, sir, he’s as loose a swinger as Joe Jackson was, and that’s saying something.’ ”

Caveney was a good baseball man. In other words, he could barely form a sentence—and seldom tried. But he’d watch the diamond for hours, mute, his eyes in a squint between his graying brows and a steaming teacup. Within the lines of that diamond he knew what to do. So that spring, he made Joe DiMaggio his project.

Caveney had been a shortstop in the early 1920s for the Cincinnati Reds, and he tried to teach Joe how to set his feet, how to snap a throw sidearm. Joe’s sidearm throws would break seats behind first base. Caveney thought the kid must be pressing, thinking too much: he tried to talk with Joe, to relax him. But between those two, conversation didn’t last a minute. (Joe said two words: “Yes” and “sir.”) On a hunch, Caveney tried the kid at first base. But the footwork at first has to be quick, light, precise, like a dance . . . and the hunch proved wrong: Joe couldn’t dance.

Or maybe, to be fair, Caveney was half-right: Joe couldn’t dance and think. At the plate, his footwork was flawless. (There wasn’t much—one quick stride from his stance and his whole body was into the swing.) But it was clear Joe didn’t have to think at the plate—or worry. As a hitter, he had total and marvelous confidence. It was the one thing in his life where he’d always been better than anybody else. He didn’t have to figure it out, or explain it. He couldn’t explain it. Unlike the other phenom from the Coast League, Ted Williams (who would sign with San Diego in 1936), DiMaggio never tried to turn hitting into science. “It has always been a theory of mine,” he said in Lucky to Be a Yankee, “that hitting is a God-given gift, like being able to run fast, or throw hard.” Even near the end of his career, after he’d studied the game for twenty years, Joe’s theory remained the same. When the young catcher Larry Berra made bold one day to ask the eminence, Joe, how to approach a certain pitcher, DiMaggio snapped: “Just walk up to the plate and hit the ball. There’s no talent involved.”

That no-talent was Joe’s ticket. “Caveney,” Abe Kemp reported in the Examiner, “has a problem on his hands finding a spot for Joe DeMaggio. As a shortstop this lad has little to commend him, but as a hitter he attracts attention.” That was a cautious Kempian understatement: Joe was something more than interesting. But the assessment of Caveney’s problem was correct: it wasn’t whether to keep Joe, but where.

By the time spring training began, Charley Graham was already negotiating Joe’s contract with his oldest brother, Tom. (Unlike brother Vince, Joe was going to be a family business.) In Lucky to Be a Yankee, Gary-Cooper DiMaggio said that first contract took him by surprise. They just called him to the office one day, and there it was—two hundred twenty-five dollars a month. (How nice!) “ . . . and I put my John Hancock on the dotted line without any hesitation or conversation whatsoever. I don’t think I ever since signed a contract in baseball, even my first one with the Yankees, which gave me as big a kick as that original contract with San Francisco.” . . . But in the real world, the bargaining went on for more than a month: offer and counteroffer, back and forth, Tom and Mr. Graham, until the DiMaggios pushed the Seals to double what most rookies made. Then it was Giuseppe, not (the underaged) Joe, who was summoned to the office and that dotted line . . . upon which the old man painstakingly—but happily—signed. That two twenty-five was also twice what Giuseppe had made in the best month of his whole laboring life.

WHEN THE SEALS broke camp, at the end of March, Joe’s position was listed as “utility”—which was to say, in the field, he was of no utility. But Caveney was still trying. In the third game of the season, eighth inning, Seals behind, the manager sent Joe in to pinch-hit for the right fielder. Joe quietly flied out. But for the ninth, Caveney told him to go play right field. Joe thought he must be joking—unlikely in Caveney’s case—or he must have meant Vince, who was still with the club, but riding the bench with his sore arm. Or what about “Prince” Henry Oana, the veteran Hawaiian? He could play. Joe said to Vince: “I never played right field in my life.” Vince said: “I know . . . but you’re going to start now.” So Joe stood in right field for the last inning, luckily untroubled by any fly balls. And after that game, both Vince and Oana were cut from the club.

That spring was wet and cold; the fans were staying away in droves. And the Seals were cutting everyone with serious experience and salary. There were rumors that Seattle was going to fold, and that would have made the Pacific Coast League crumble. In fact, all the PCL owners were talking about shutting down for the year—they’d try to start up again in 1934. (They might have done it, but the baseball commissioner, Kenesaw Mountain Landis, threatened to make all their players free agents.)

So, whether he knew it or not, Joe was going to play, and perform—or he’d be fired, too. What he did know was he was suddenly alone. He’d come into that clubhouse as “Vince’s kid brother,” but now Vince was gone. Joe had made the club (he thought) as the fill-in shortstop. But now he would find himself bouncing between right field and center—great expanses in the new Seals Stadium—both equally mysterious to him. He was eighteen years old, he’d never been away from home. He didn’t know anybody—or how to get to know them. He didn’t have the gift of the glad hand or ready smile, and had not a word for the writers in the clubhouse. He was startled when he read an early description of himself in the paper: “a gawky, awkward kid, all arms and legs like a colt, and inclined to be surly.” But that was how he seemed. The other Seals saw him in the corner—silent, smoking, making (as they saw it) no effort to be friendly—so they left him alone. And he floundered.

He went at his outfield job like a Sicilian fisherman—alone out there in the weather, talking to no one, vaguely suspicious, treating anything that came his way as a threat. The outfield played to two of his strengths: he could run—even if he was fooled on a ball, he might make up the ground with pure speed—and he could throw as hard as he wanted. In fact, in his first start in right, two Portland baserunners tried to filch extra bases, and he gunned them both down. That convinced Caveney he could get along with Joe in the field. But through most of April, Joe was stumbling along with a .250 average—anemic by PCL standards—and the Seals were awful. They had marched (largely unwitnessed from the grandstand) straight to the Coast League cellar, with nine wins and eighteen losses.

With any other hitter, it would have been safe to assume that the pitchers had caught on: someone had found a way to get Joe out, and after that, well, word travels fast. But Joe wasn’t any other hitter: he could hit any pitch, any pitcher alive, when he was right. Of course, at that point, no one could be sure—least of all Joe. But there were indications that his problems were mostly from the neck up. Near the end of April, the desperate Seals re-signed Vince DiMaggio for two weeks—and for those two weeks, Joe hit over .300.

But then, May 8, Vince was cut from the team again, and Joe sank like a scuttled boat. He wasn’t hitting for average (he was under .250); he wasn’t hitting for power (one extra-base hit in fifty at bats). If the Seals hadn’t been in such desperate shape (they even tried a pitcher, Jimmy Zinn, in the outfield), Joe’s chance might have been over.

On May 28, last day of a home stand, the Seals played a doubleheader and won both. The first was a laugher, 10–2—though not for Joe: he went oh-for-four. The second game, the Seals won 3–1, Joe hit a double. And suddenly (was Mamma Rosalie at work at home?) the evil eye was gone. The Seals went north for a doubleheader at Seattle: Joe went six-for-ten, his best day yet in professional ball. Five more games against Seattle: Joe hit in all of them—two hits in four of the games, two home runs in the series. Back home for a full week of games against Oakland: Joe got a hit in every game—.400 for the series.

And just as suddenly, the Seals were winning. At least they won as often as they lost. (They still didn’t have any pitching, but if they gave up fewer than ten runs, they had a chance.) Seattle came in for the next week: the scores show what kind of games they were (7–5, 8–5, 12–5, 9–6). But the Seals won half of them, and Joe hit in all of them—for an average of .520 in that series.

No San Francisco writer would call this a streak, yet—not a mere twenty-three straight games. The PCL was a batter’s league, and a lot of guys kept hitting for two or three weeks before they cooled off. (When Joe got his first hit in that May 28 doubleheader, the opposition Portland outfielder, George Blackerby, was at the close of a thirty-six-game spree—still well short of the league-record forty-nine.) If any writer did think of DiMaggio-and-streak, they’d have reckoned, surely someone would stop him soon. In fact, the next day, at the start of a series with the local rival Missions, Johnny Babich almost did.

Babich was only one year older than Joe, and at the start of a career that would carry him to the Dodgers and Braves, and on to a reputation as a “Yankee Killer” with the Philadelphia A’s. He’d come from the lumber country up North, and signed with the Seals, but when they wouldn’t give him the contract he wanted, he jumped crosstown to the Missions. He was a big right-hander, a power pitcher, and a tough competitor. That year, he would win twenty games with the last-place Missions; and that day, in Seals Stadium, no one could touch him. Babich was out to show the Seals that he’d been worth every dime he asked for.

But for once, the Seals also got good pitching—from the sometimes-outfielder Jimmy Zinn. (That’s another reason Babich wanted that game—Zinn was his old Seals roommate.) In the bottom of the eighth, it was still 0–0, and DiMaggio was hitless. But then the Seals’ new center fielder, Elias Funk, got on with a double. And Babich tried to throw a fastball past Joe . . . who hit a line drive to left—a white blur through the late, slanting light. By the time the left fielder turned and took two steps, the ball was over his head, and it crashed into the left field wall and rolled away while DiMaggio rolled around to third. That triple knocked in the only run—a run neither Joe nor Babich would forget. Zinn and the Seals won 1–0. And Joe was their new game-breaker.

The next day Joe went two-for-three, and once again, his hit in the ninth knocked home the run that made the difference. The Seals won 6–5, and in the clubhouse they all came to shake his hand. No one could stop him when he was right, and now everything was right in Joe’s world. When Vince got a job with the Hollywood team, the Stars, that monkey was off Joe’s back: the DiMaggio boys were both playing, at last. It was three DiMaggio boys, in fact: little Dommie got his name in the paper as the infield star for his Boys Club and Legion teams. (Dommie didn’t have Joe’s God-given power, but he was smart and he worked hard on his game. And when he got his glasses, and could finally see the ball at the plate . . . well, all of Giuseppe’s sons could swing the bat.) Now the flat on Taylor Street was a baseball industry, with Giuseppe as the proud proprietor.

The old man no longer went out to fish, but he still woke by habit in the dark before dawn. Now, he didn’t go for his boat, but for the Chronicle, the morning paper. Giuseppe still couldn’t read a lick, but he knew the Sporting Section was the one on green paper. And he knew the Seals’ box score would be on that green front page. His thick index finger would count down the Seals’ order—one, two, three—till he got to the only name he could recognize: “J. DeMaggio.” He knew the first number after the name was how many times Joe came to bat, the second was how many hits. If Joe got a hit, Giuseppe would put down the paper, satisfied, maybe have a cup of coffee. If it was more than one hit, the coffee could wait: he had to wake Rosalie to tell her.

In those days, there was often more than one. Through the series with the Missions, Joe hit in every game, at a .440 clip. Now, there were plenty of people who’d talk about Young Joe’s “streak.” Abe Kemp noted in the Examiner that “De Maggio” had hit safely in thirty straight games, though the kid (“greatly improved,” Kemp conceded) still had a long climb before he’d threaten the mark of old Jack Ness, first-sacker for the Oakland Oaks, who had hit for forty-nine straight in the summer after Joe was born.

The Seals were on their way to L.A., where the Angels’ ace, tough Bobo Newsom, almost justified Kemp’s caution. Newsom was a bear: six foot three, more than two hundred pounds; he was twenty-six, had appeared three years in the majors already, and still had another twenty years in his arm. He would win thirty games for the Angels that year, and in L.A.’s Wrigley Field, he had DiMaggio handcuffed all day . . . until the ninth, when Joe got his last chance. The kid cocked his dark hickory bat once, then took his statue’s stance. Whack! A bullet, line drive, base hit. And then, a strange thing happened: though Newsom was their hero and the Angels their team, the Wrigley fans gave an audible cheer.

Wherever the Seals played, the crowds were growing: people wanted to see this kid hit. When the Seals came home, and Joe’s streak stood at thirty-seven games, the word was out in San Francisco. More than five thousand fans came to 16th and Bryant, Seals Stadium, for the start of the series with the Hollywood Stars. Of course, it was a big day, the July Fourth doubleheader. But when Joe hit in each of those games, the lead on the sports page wasn’t “Seals, Stars Split a Pair.” The Seals were nowhere in the pennant race—the only story in San Francisco baseball was “Young Joe.” Even the most conservative writer on the beat, the Chronicle’s statesman in residence, Ed. R. Hughes, had trouble getting the result of the game into his first paragraph, when the kid’s streak turned forty and the record was in sight: “Young Joe De Maggio of the Seals, who is on his way to tie the record for batting in consecutive games set in 1915, had to wait until the eighth inning yesterday to get his hit, but when he got it, [it was] a good one, a line drive to left field good for two bases. He has now hit safely in 40 consecutive games. But that hit did not save the Seals, for Hollywood won the game 4 to 3.”

Some of the writers dropped the news of the games completely: their stories were just about Joe. Some took the family angle, asking Vince DiMaggio, “fly-chaser for the Hollywood club,” what he would do if his kid brother needed a bingle to keep the streak going, and hit the ball toward him. (“I would stand on my ear to try to get the ball,” said the soldierly Vincent.) There were discussions of the rival pitchers’ sportsmanship. (In nine games with the Stars in that series—two doubleheaders in a week-long visit—no one would walk Young Joe to keep him from hitting.) There were comments from the avuncular manager, Caveney, and the scout who got credit for finding the kid, Spike Hennessy, about Joe’s surprising talent. (“The best natural hitter since Paul Waner . . .”) The writers mined comment from the injured third baseman, Leo Ostenberg, who revealed that he gave the kid a “pep talk” before each at bat, and had counseled him (Ostenberg was a dapper professional) that it wasn’t good form to wear a bright yellow shirt around a hotel lobby. But “Young Joe De Maggio” still had nothing to say for himself. Abe Kemp ran an interview with Joe in which the whole column was Kemp’s questions: Joe’s responses were grunts or shrugs. By the close of the series with the Stars, the Chronicle’s Hughes started covering gestures—noting, with a touch of asperity, the North Beach boy’s lack of drama: “Young Joe is probably scared half to death as he nears the hitting record of Ness, but he does not show it in his actions. [His] face is so expressionless that some one has called him ‘Dead Pan Joe.’ Even Buster Keaton himself could not show less emotion. The customers are all pulling for Joe, but until last Saturday he showed no sign that he knew it. But that day, after he had walloped two hits in the first game, and got one his first time up in the second game, he touched the rim of his cap in acknowledgement of the applause.”

Up in the press box, they all called him Dead Pan, and complained to one another. But what could they do? The Seals needed a hero. San Francisco needed a story. And here was a local kid who’d come from baseball-nowhere to flirt with history—on their beat! So they wrote up his silence as humility, courage, mute concentration in pursuit of his American dream. Uncle Charley Graham was raking in the money at the turnstiles; attendance had doubled, and was climbing still. People would come to the game (it seemed like half the crowd was talking Italian) and after Joe got his hit, they’d leave. What the hell, they still paid their quarters. From the headlines, you couldn’t even tell there’d been a game—just Joe. Here’s the eight-column screamer from the Sporting Green, after the first game of a series with the L.A. Angels:

DE MAGGIO HITS IN 47TH STRAIGHT

Local Youth

Near Record

Of Jack Ness

Line Drive in Third Follows

Intentional

Walk in First

Inning

The papers, the Seals, and the city were (literally) banking on Joe. Charley Graham started planning and publicizing a celebration for the next night game, which would be the fiftieth of Young Joe’s Streak, when he would set the new record. Graham ordered a fancy watch, engraved to mark the occasion. And that was when he finally asked Joe how to spell his name. Graham told the writers Joe’s response: “Aw, spell it any way you want to.” (But Graham persisted and learned it was “DiMaggio.”) . . . It would have been an awful letdown if he’d fallen short at that point—(perhaps) for Joe, (and surely) for the team, the fans, the town. In our age, it would be the kind of thing for which they’d call in therapists—to counsel the grieving victims in the aftermath. But it wasn’t just a simpler age back then. It was Joe. What made everyone so cocksure was that quiet his North Beach pals knew—the same thing the writers all complained about—that was his armor. Dead Pan Joe was not going to fall victim to the pressure (what pressure?), the hoopla, or anything else. In the forty-eighth game he hit a double to drive in a run. In the forty-ninth game, to tie the record, he hit a single on the first pitch he saw in the first inning, a home run on the first pitch he saw in the fourth, and a line drive single, for good measure, in the eighth.

The Seals were so certain that Joe would take care of business the next night, they held the ceremony for his new record before the fiftieth game even started. The Honorable Paesano, Mayor Angelo Rossi, presented the gold watch from Charley Graham. The Jolly Knights were in attendance, to present Joe with a fine leather traveling bag. The Seals gave him a check. (And why not: the crowd of ten thousand in the Stadium that night would pay Joe’s salary for the year.) Then Giuseppe and Rosalie DiMaggio were invited onto the field—the old man in his fedora—and introduced like ambassadors to the home plate umpire, shaken by the hand by Charley Graham, and kissed (to great huzzahs from the crowd) by Mayor Rossi. Then Joe, with his arms full of flowers, walked Rosalie to the Seals bench, while their fellow San Franciscans rained cheers upon mother and son . . . . Reaction from Joe? There was none. That was for the writers to make up. (Said the Chronicle, next morning: “No doubt the youngster was pleased, as who wouldn’t be?”)

Well, here was his reaction:

In the top of the first, the Angels looked like they would bat forever—five hits, three runs . . . until DiMaggio captured a drive to right field and threw a BB to the plate to double up the L.A. runner trying to score. Side retired, the Seals came in to hit. There was a base hit by the leadoff man, Sever, a walk to Galan, and both men moved up on an infield ground ball: runners on second and third, one out—and Young Joe at bat for the first time. Photographers edged closer and closer to the plate, pans of flashpowder held toward the kid’s face. On the mound, big, glowering Bobo Newsom humped up and threw the ball as hard as he could . . . the powder flared in a shock of lurid white . . . the kid swung and missed. The crowd was standing, screaming for Joe, booing the photographers. The Seals were bellowing at Newsom and the ump. (“Get those bastards outa his face!”) Charley Graham jumped over the box seat railing, onto the field, and ordered the photographers away from the plate. With a rolled-up program, Graham beat the cameramen back from the foul line. Newsom threw again. Joe swung—crack!—and the ball took off on a line, past Newsom’s ear, and safely into center field for two Seals runs . . . for history and the record . . . for the triumph of truth, justice, the American Game, and its thousands of new San Francisco fans.

“Joe De Maggio,” wrote Ed. R. Hughes (who, in the excitement, hadn’t quite caught up with the spelling), “18-year-old batting sensation of the Coast League, either has nerves of steel, or he has no nerves at all.”

Reaction from Joe? He just kept going. He hit in every game with the Angels, and then it was off to Sacramento—and the biggest crowds ever seen there—half of ’em screaming for the San Francisco rookie, half for the hometown Senators to stop him. After one game in which Joe’s only hit was a ground ball that the shortstop couldn’t field cleanly, irate fans stormed the press box. The official scorer, Steve George, sports editor of the Sacramento Bee, had to be escorted from the ballpark by police.

Truth be told, a bit of help from the scorer (or the shortstop) wasn’t out of the question. They were all, one way or another, in the baseball business. And this mute boy with nerves of steel had saved the season—put the fans back in the seats. But now, it was clear, the kid was tired (though of course he wouldn’t say so). In the last week, his hits were bleeders and bloopers—too many balls never got past the infield . . . until at last, against Oakland, in his sixty-second game, Young Joe was stopped. The writers said he must be relieved. DiMaggio didn’t say that—or anything else.

He finished the year at .340, with his name misspelled nationwide by the Associated Press, with his picture in The Sporting News, with rumors flying that some major league club was offering $40,000 for him (or was it $60,000?) . . . and with the certainty that he’d done what he came to do: he’d made himself a big-time pro player, a kid with a future, a success in his father’s house—and in North Beach, where his name would be honored, and where he could spend all the winter months. And he wouldn’t have to lift a finger.

OF COURSE, THE old North Beach crowd was excited when Joe came back. He’d been living home (at least half the nights) during the whole season, but somehow they hadn’t seen him.

Niggy Marino saw him first. Nig was on his way to the whorehouse, Peggy’s, at Columbus and Taylor—Peggy was Niggy’s pal. She’d gone to all his fights, bought him his fightin’ togs, shoes and everything—and that beautiful blue robe. Even after he quit boxing, Niggy was a good customer.

All of a sudden, Niggy heard Joe’s deep voice: “Where you goin’?”

“Hey! I’m goin’ to get a piece o’ keister. You wanna come?”

“Aw, Nig, I don’t have any money.” (That much hadn’t changed.)

“Awright, you sonofabitch, come on. I’ll pay for ya.” Niggy knew Joe had more money than all of ’em put together. But, hell—what’s a buck and a half? Nig was proud to buy Joe his first girl.

All the rest of the guys would have done anything—everything—for Joe, too. He’d made them proud. He’d mastered the world that they’d only dreamed about. But they couldn’t think of a thing they could do for him. They thought, maybe, he’d want a job. Most ballplayers had jobs in the winter. But Joe said, no, he just wanted to rest. They would have bought him food—they were always offering. But Joe said he didn’t want to eat extra and put on weight—that could be a problem.

What they wanted was just to spend time with him, to hang around, like before . . . to hear all about his new world, about the Seals, and the pitchers from the other clubs, and Caveney and Charley Graham, and Portland—and Hollywood! But Joe didn’t say much.

Tell the truth, he wasn’t around much. And when he did come around, he wasn’t alone. There was a guy with him, a new guy. They knew who he was: he was older, Tom’s age—one of Tom’s friends—Shirts DeMarco. (Everybody called him Shirts; no one knew why. His real name was Tony.) And now he went everywhere with Joe, like a shadow.

Joe would come out, and the guys would say hello, and they’d be starting to talk—nothing special, just hanging out—but the minute they got talking, Shirts would break in.

“Joe. You want anything?”

“Joe—you want a sandwich?”

“Joe. You want I bring you a Coke? . . .”
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JOE AND LEFTY O’DOUL, 1935.
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BASEBALL, AS GIUSEPPE DIMAGGIO LEARNED, WAS THE MOST EXCELLENT GAME.
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AND JOE GOT STIFFED—HE’S PEELIN’ POTATOES.





CHAPTER 5
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IT WAS AN ODD WAY TO BECOME A MAN—INSTANTLY and in the public view—but by the time Joe DiMaggio turned nineteen and signed for a second year with the Seals, he was the man on that club, a big man for the league. The Coast League of the 1930s wasn’t like the minors we think of today—a bunch of kids packing dreams and acne cream on the bus for a summer or two. (And, hey, if it doesn’t work out, there’s always college.) The National and American Leagues had not yet pushed west of St. Louis: in the other half of the nation, the PCL was the big league. There were men on every club who’d done their years in Chicago, New York, Pittsburgh . . . and then went west to play out the string—in better weather, often at the same salary. For that matter, there were men who wouldn’t go to the majors: they wouldn’t take a pay cut for Boston, or Philadelphia. There were players who did ten or fifteen seasons, all in the PCL—some always waiting for that big year that would send them back east, but most just working men who made their living from baseball.

And a serious sort of living it was. The guaranteed contract was fifty years away—if you got hurt, you lost your job, simple as that. (And oftentimes, the doctor bills were yours, too.) You took what you could get from your club, your owner—and earned it. If you lost your spot in the lineup, your pink slip was probably on its way. (A hundred boys were hungering to take your place.) And while you played, you played to win: postseason money was, for most men, the difference between a good year and just another year older. So, Joe had to make the move, in one year, from a boy among boys to a man among men . . . which he did, on the field; what he didn’t know, he covered with his silence.

For nine innings, every afternoon (or in the evenings, Tuesdays and Fridays), he was the best player on the Seals—smarter every day in right field, fast and clever on the basepaths, and the best hitter his teammates had ever seen. But it wasn’t just the skills: on the field, he did everything right—seriously, like a veteran. Before the game, he shagged his flies, took ground balls, and loosened his arm properly. He took his turn in the cage and worked on his stroke, with purpose. He learned the pitchers (not just the opposition, but his own pitchers—where to play behind them). He ran out his ground balls and pop-ups. He backed up his center fielder, hit his cutoff men. When the Seals needed runs, and he had a chance to drive them in, he wouldn’t pass the buck and work a base on balls. He wanted to win, and he had a winner’s instinct. And even more: he was correct in those matters that went beyond that day’s game. He didn’t beef, and make enemies of umpires. He never riled the other team, and made them play harder. If he hit a home run, he ran it out, all the way to the bench, and didn’t make a show that some pitcher would remember.

One time (once in his life) he got in a fight on the field: that was his first year, after his batting streak had made him persona non grata with a lot of pitchers in that league. The game was at Oakland, and the Seals were hammering the Oaks’ southpaw, Roy Joiner, early and often that day. In the first inning, on a play at the plate, Joiner had to cover; DiMaggio came streaking down from third, and slid in hard. Joe was out, but Joiner said something (it was about Joe’s mamma, or pretty near). So Joe squared off and tried to hit him. But Joe couldn’t fight, and Joiner could. He floored the kid with a left, the benches emptied, everybody stormed the plate, pushing and shoving . . . until Joe stood up, and Joiner hit him again. Joe went down with Joiner on top of him; the other players finally pulled Joiner off, and the game resumed. Joiner pitched six scoreless innings after that. But DiMaggio still went two-for-four.

And that was his only problem on the diamond. Apart from his poor fisticuffs, he just got better. For the first two months of his second season, he was hitting .370, knocking in an average of a run every game. But baseball wasn’t just a job, it was a life. And off the field, Joe couldn’t quite catch up. He’d left most of his old friends behind. New friends—he didn’t seem to want to make any . . . or he just didn’t know how.

OTHER THAN JOE, the star of the club was Sam Gibson, a big right-hander who’d win twenty-one games with the Seals that year. But Gibson was fifteen years older than Joe—he’d already spent five years with the Tigers, Yankees, and Giants back east—a fussy old Southerner who never talked much to the kids he now played with . . . save to pace the dugout, clucking: “Gimme some runs, now. Git some runs, y’all. Ah need ’em.”

The other famous Seal, in ’34, was Noble Winfield “Old Pard” Ballou, one of the first relief-pitching specialists in organized ball. He had a big overhand curveball—he called it his drop-pitch, or downer—that was murder on anxious late-inning hitters: they’d just beat it into the ground. Pard had also done four years in the majors, with the Senators, Browns, and Dodgers (and with indifferent success). He was thirty-seven, even older than Gibson—who used to reward him, when he saved a win, with a bottle of Old Grand-Dad, the whiskey from Pard’s home state of Kentucky. Alas, by the time Joe came along, Grand-Dad was Pard’s best friend. You’d see him in the early innings, asleep in the bullpen from last night’s exertions; and then around the middle of the game, Pard would disappear. In the late innings, if a pitcher got in trouble, the batboy, little Artie Dikas, would have to jump in a car and race around the left field fence to the Double Play Tavern, where he’d find Ballou, with his head on the bar. “Pard! Come on! You’re goin’ in!” So Pard would get back to Seals Stadium, take ten or fifteen warm-up throws . . . they’d bring him in—bases loaded, no one out—and after nine or ten of his famous downers, Pard would have them out of the inning.

(The other guy who drank was Frankie Hawkins, third baseman for Oakland, and then for the Seals. If he didn’t drink, he would have been great—but he drank ugly. Jigger Statz, the L.A. Angels center fielder, robbed him of hits three times in one day, and after the game, when Frankie’s wife came to get him at the locker room, he punched her in the mouth. She left him.)

Most of the younger guys stuck to beer after games, except for special occasions. A lot of them were family men who’d disappear after home games, and you wouldn’t see them till BP the next day. On the road, they went to a ton of movies. Guys who’d been around the league a few times would have friends, people to see, dinners to go to in this town or that. Even rookies would get dined around—ballplayers were royalty everywhere they went—by friends, friends of friends, or some ethnic or fraternal group. Steve Barath, a young third baseman who was Joe’s roommate on the road for a while, used to get invitations from Hungarians in every city. The Italian groups wanted to feed and fete the second baseman, Art Garibaldi—and, of course, most of all, they wanted Young Joe. But only Garibaldi would attend. Joe turned down all invitations. There’d be strangers. He wouldn’t know what to say.

The veterans (married or not-anymore) would have “special friends” around the circuit—ladies whom they’d visited over the years. But that was strictly a winking matter, seldom talked about and never flaunted. That delicacy wasn’t about their wives back home, or morality of any sort—except the baseball sort: with curfew at midnight (or two hours after a night game), you weren’t supposed to be partying too hard, or too long. (When Rabbit Maranville, the old Boston shortstop, made manager, he used to tell his players: “If you can’t get in her pants in two hours, you call me.”) But, tell the truth, women just came—or came and went—with the life.

Most night games at Seals Stadium were Ladies’ Nights. Any female got in for fifteen cents (just the price of the tax). In fact, that was one big reason there was a new Seals Stadium. Up until 1931, the Seals had played at Recreation Field, the aptly named “Old Rec.” One feature of that park was the betting section in the upper stands. (It wasn’t exactly legal, but no one bothered the bookies up there; they took wagers on the game, the inning, or the batter.) And then, too, down the first base line, there was the “Booze Cage,” a section of seats separated from the field by only ten or twelve feet and a chain link fence, where the price of a ticket also bought a shot or a beer. (In Prohibition, that turned illegal, too, but they’d serve mixers, and you could bring your own bathtub hooch.) Old Rec was a great place to watch a game, but it was a stag affair. With Mr. Graham’s new million-dollar “palace,” baseball bid to become—had to become—a respectable entertainment for “mixed company.”

Since the Great War, and through the 1920s, more and more girls had gone to work outside their homes—at least, until they married. They had money, independence, and free time. Why shouldn’t they be fans? It wasn’t a feminist matter: there was no parallel interest in a women’s league, or girls teams at school. In fact, the ballpark was alluring, especially, as a male place—as smart and stylish for a girl-about-town as smoking (over highballs!) at a table near the dance floor, or showing up in furs at a heavyweight fight. In fact, for most working girls, the ballpark was even better—cheaper, for one thing (and you could tell your parents you’d been there)—the kind of place you could go with your girlfriends, all dressed up in heels and gloves, or a sundress with a picture hat on weekend afternoons. So there they’d be, laughing together, pointing, or waving at the boys in those caps and flannels—especially at that shy, slender hero, Joe DiMaggio. “Joe! Joe! Hit a home run!” . . . “Yoo hoo! Joe! Hit one for me?”

Mostly, Joe wouldn’t even look up. (What if she talked to him, and he had to talk back?) . . . On the road, his roomie, Steve Barath, used to go to the dime-a-dance joints. But Joe didn’t know how to dance, and he wasn’t going to pay a dime to learn. “He was just backward,” Barath recalled. “He’d just sit in the hotel with The Sporting News from St. Louis, checking a lot of guys’ averages. I lived with him for weeks and we never even had a conversation.”

Still, there was one girl at Seals Stadium, a local girl—and not just local San Francisco, but North Beach. That’s how he found out her name: Lucille. He knew the people she was with. And she was gorgeous. And then she started coming to all the games—he knew she was watching him. So for a few weeks, he was on alert about that. He looked up Ciccio LaRocca (Ciccio knew all the girls, Joe figured) and asked about her, actually talked about her! But then it got to talking with her, and that was harder. And she was Italian, so that meant parents—you had to meet the family. And she was North Beach, so the parents knew parents who knew parents . . . and it got to the point, someone asked Joe: How was Lucille? And that was the end. Joe shied like a startled horse. He liked girls fine, as far as that went. But he liked it better when no one knew his business.

See, Joe had to have a private life, almost before he had a life. He was, after all, Giuseppe’s son; and if the old man wouldn’t reveal his sins, even to a priest, well, neither would the son—though in Joe’s case, his sins were hardly mortal. Joe had a funny attitude about people watching him. He was sure they always did. That was fine on the ballfield, where he could be perfect, or pretty near. But any other time, anywhere he might show at a disadvantage—well, it made him edgy. From the start, he had to have it both ways: he wanted to be well known at what he was known for—and for the rest, he wouldn’t be known at all.

Joe used to let Ciccio see him with girls, because Ciccio knew girls—and he’d known Joe forever. They’d gone to school together, they’d played for Rossi Oil. They used to fight all the time—wouldn’t talk for weeks—but they’d still play together. The fact was, Joe now had use for Ciccio’s style, the way he talked to girls, the way he’d drive them around. (Ciccio was just a fisherman—thirty-five dollars was a good week for him—but he always could get a car. And he knew how to drive. Joe couldn’t drive worth a damn; it made him nervous.) Ciccio used to needle him about being tongue-tied. “You don’t know what to say? How ’bout, ‘Hello’?” Joe would just smile, shrug, and take it. That’s why Ciccio was the only one who knew about Vi Koski. She was the first girl who stuck.
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