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EDITOR’S NOTE

Being a born-and-bred New Yorker, I know full well the rivalry between the Yankees and Red Sox—and their fans. Thankfully, as a Mets fan, I’ve been able to watch and observe from a distance.

While many rivalries have their ebbs and flows, this one has stayed strong for over a century. Whether we’re talking about the Curse of the Bambino, Bucky *^&%* Dent, Aaron *^&%* Boone, Pedro and Zimmer, or the epic 2004 comeback, the bad blood shows no signs of slowing down.

So when the idea came up of having a book where a Yankee and a Red Sox writer would have to sit down and work together … well, to say I had a bit of trepidation would be an understatement.

Luckily, I had the privilege of previously working with both Bill Nowlin and David Fischer, and knew their love of the sport trumped all else. While they’re both die-hards in their own right, I hoped that they would be able to have fun with this project and see the bigger picture.

The role taken as this book’s editor was not only to handle my standard duties while also keeping an eye on statistical insight and accuracy, but to make sure everything stayed civil. Thankfully I did not have to do much policing, as both Bill and David were on their best behavior (for the most part).

At the end of the day, our love of sports is what brings us together. So whether it’s Red Sox vs. Yankees, Celtics vs. Lakers, Bears vs. Packers, Flyers vs. Penguins, Auburn vs. Alabama, or UNC vs. Duke, being able to have a friendly discussion about our teams (with obviously a bit of chiding here and there) is the reason we love sports so much: they are a part of us.

So whether you support the Bronx Bombers or the BoSox, we hope you can enjoy this book for what it is, and maybe strike up a discussion with friends and family about who you think should win.

—J. K.



INTRODUCTION

The idea for this book came from our editor at Sports Publishing, Jason Katzman. He approached the two of us as authors he knew and felt us out to see what we thought about the idea of a book that would look at what has often been dubbed “Baseball’s Greatest Rivalry”—Red Sox vs. Yankees—by pitting partisans of each team against each other.

It wouldn’t be much of an argument to ask which team won the most world championships. That’s a math question, and the Yankees easily hold a 3–1 edge there, 27 to 9. But pretend you’re two guys who met each other in a bar and started talking about which team had the best player, position by position, and then looking at which actual team was the best for each franchise.

We may each have been a little wary heading into the project. Collaborating with the enemy? Would we ever be able to come to agreement … on anything? Medical teams were standing by in each corner. “I planned to mention frequently names like Babe, Bucky, and Boone,” said Fischer, a Yankees fan, “to dredge up painful memories and assert my team’s dominance.” In response, Red Sox stalwart Nowlin replied, “I see you’re still mostly living in the last century, back when the Yankees dominated. It’s a new day now.” As it happened, our mutual love of baseball carried the day. And mutual respect for each other, and each other’s teams. It turned out to be a very enjoyable experience, with no bruises at all.

We’d never met each other, but early in the 2018 season we met at the Skyhorse offices in Manhattan, and then we dug in, planning to finish the day after the World Series, so the book could be ready by the start of the 2019 season. Naturally, we could have no way of knowing how either team would fare.

We each had our favorite players—Derek Jeter and Ted Williams. But we had to pick one for each position, with the idea of then running simulations for our all-time dream teams against each other. We dug in and did our research. We each found surprising things we hadn’t realized about the players we selected, and came up with a better appreciation of some of the opposition, too.
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The Yankees-Red Sox rivalry is the most storied in all of baseball, and arguably in all of sports. Maybe it began in 1904, when the pennant was decided on the final day of the season. Boston pretty much dominated the first couple of decades of the twentieth century. The rivalry took on an entirely different dimension when Red Sox owner Harry Frazee (a New Yorker at that) sold off baseball’s biggest star, Babe Ruth, to the Yankees. It was only one of many sales that moved good players from Boston to New York, and the Yankees never looked back. They started winning … and kept on winning. And winning.

The Yankees became the most successful franchise in baseball. By the year 2000, they’d won 26 World Series titles and produced countless Hall of Fame players, including legends such as Mickey Mantle and Joe DiMaggio. Playing in the same league, and then the same division, the teams faced each other often. Geographic proximity helped stoke the rivalry. Allegiance to the teams divided neighbors, friends, and families. Red Sox fans blamed the Yankees for all their problems, and Yankees fans gloated in return.

And the Red Sox did have a lot of problems. One could say that the Red Sox became a star-crossed band of lovable losers. They reached the World Series only four more times that century, losing Game Seven each time in dramatic fashion, to the endless frustration of their fans. They also lost two single-game playoffs—in 1948 to the Indians and 1978 to the Yankees. Red Sox fans were bitter, and often surly. But they just expected to lose, one way or another, and this kept on into the early twenty-first century, through 2003—when they lost Game Seven of the American League Championship Series … to the Yankees.

Things have changed dramatically in the past fifteen years. Today, when the two teams face each other, it is no longer a battle between cocky uber-victors and pessimistic perpetual losers. Any demons were exorcised thanks to Boston’s playoff win (over the Yankees, arising from the depths of despair) in 2004 to sweep the final four games of the ALCS and then the World Series. And then win three more World Series in the next fourteen years.

That has helped temper the narrative, and in the twenty-first century the Red Sox are leading in the World Series sweepstakes, four championships to one, and in 2018 there even arose (in part due to multiple Patriots, Bruins, and Celtics championships) the question of “parade fatigue.” Any attempt to label the Red Sox as an “underdog” has become utterly laughable. The Yankees don’t even have the highest payroll in baseball anymore (by 2018). That prize went to the Red Sox.

From a New York state of mind, the Yankees have those 27 titles, so long-term history remains on their side. But curses, the Red Sox have won four World Series in the past fifteen seasons. The modern relationship is getting awfully one-sided. It includes Boston capturing the past three American League East division titles and knocking out the Yankees in the 2018 Division Series (after a 100-win season), en route to a world championship. If there is a “curse” anymore, it is spewing from the mouths of Yankees fans as they witness what their greatest rival has become.

There are two sorts of Red Sox fans in 2018. Younger fans—say those who are under the age of thirty—don’t really remember the years when the Yankees seemed to routinely win, year after year, even though they closed out the twentieth century with three consecutive championships. Older Red Sox fans still find it a little hard to comprehend the new reality. It’s like it’s not real. But either Sox fan might well tweak a Yankees fan by asking, “Oh, the Yankees? Right! They were sure a great team … back in the last century.”

This book offers a unique way of looking at this 100-year-old rivalry—position by position, regardless of the years in which the players played. With certain concessions for balance and flow, we have chosen who, in our judgment, is the most deserving player at each position for their respective team, along with “honorable mentions” of the four or five next most significant players, in ranking order. We then compared the best from each team directly against the other’s best to determine a winner. We repeated this selection process in choosing the best team in the history of each franchise, too.

A word about our procedure. Certain players—Ted Williams, Derek Jeter, Carl Yastrzemski, and Mariano Rivera—played their entire careers with the Red Sox or Yankees, and dominated their respective positions. They are the no-brainers, if you will. Other players—Tris Speaker and Dave Winfield, to name just two—spent part of their Hall of Fame careers playing with other teams in addition to the Red Sox and Yankees. For our purposes here, their seasons spent playing for the Red Sox and Yankees are primary.

Nevertheless, we’ve attempted to be definitive in choosing the greatest single-season teams for each franchise, as well as the top players at the eight positions, plus a designated hitter, a right-handed and left-handed starting pitcher, a reliever, and a closer. We accepted three premises: That some players and teams may become more—or less—compelling when viewed with the hindsight of time. That individual and team statistics cannot be interpreted apart from the era in which they played. And that the stigma of the steroid era could shadow our thought process but should not disqualify accused or admitted players from consideration. Hours of debate went into the broth, and so difficult were some selections that on two occasions we chose a tie between players and teams.

This book isn’t a product of looking at dry statistics. It is a book of informed opinions. Ours, to be sure, but also the informed opinions of dozens of experts who are closely identified with the game, and the superfans we know who sit in the grandstands at Fenway Park and Yankee Stadium on a regular basis. Opinions formed by firsthand eyewitness accounts are certainly important. Yet no special emphasis has been given to players we saw in person or on television to the exclusion of those long retired who we never watched in action on the field.

This book would not have been possible without the creativity, sound judgment, and tireless work of our collaborators, including all those at Sports Publishing, including Kirsten Dalley, as well as the astute eye of our fact checker/proofreader Ken Samelson. The scope and appearance of the book was greatly enhanced by the wise counsel of Jason Katzman. We also appreciate the time of Dave Koch and Action! PC Baseball for handling all the simulations that appear in this book. And the project in a real sense would have been next to impossible to accomplish without the understanding and support of our family, friends, and colleagues for contributing ideas, time, advice, and encouragement. To all of them, and to numerous other friends and associates who shared our vision, our deep and abiding thanks.

DAVID FISCHER

River Vale, New Jersey

Yankees fan since attending my first game at the old Stadium in 1970

BILL NOWLIN

Cambridge, Massachusetts

Sox fan through thick and thin, from Ted Williams to Mookie Betts


[image: image]



CATCHER

RED SOX CATCHER: JASON VARITEK

[image: Image]

Red Sox All-Time Rankings:

Games Played: 1546 (10th All-Time)

Doubles: 306 (10th All-Time)

Extra-Base Hits: 513 (10th All-Time)

Runs Batted In: 757 (10th All-Time)

Reason for Decision

Jason Varitek came to Boston in one of the most lopsided trades in baseball history, arriving with fellow Red Sox Hall of Famer Derek Lowe in a trade with the Seattle Mariners for reliever Heathcliff Slocumb.

Varitek caught almost 500 more games than any other Red Sox catcher. He was never an MVP or a ROY, but was a three-time All-Star, with a Gold Glove and Silver Slugger Award. He also helped lead the team to six postseason appearances and two World Series titles, in 2004 and 2007.

He played his full career with the Red Sox, parts of 15 seasons.

Rarely did a pitcher shake off Tek’s signs, and it is perhaps no coincidence that he has caught four “official” no-hitters: Hideo Nomo (in 2001), Derek Lowe (2002), Clay Buchholz (2007), and Jon Lester (2008). And he caught Devern Hansack’s no-hitter on October 1, 2006—in the record books as a complete-game shutout and a win, with no hits (but not “official” because an “act of God”—rain—prevented the game from being nine innings long). The only other major-league catcher to catch four official no-hitters is Carlos Ruiz.

In December 2004, Varitek was designated team captain—the first captain the Red Sox had had since Jim Rice in 1990, and he wore a “C” on his jersey to reflect the honor. The switch-hitting Varitek had driven in a career-high 85 runs to take the Sox deep into the postseason in 2003. Just after the All-Star break in 2004, he cemented his image with Sox fans and may have given the team as a whole some extra resolve during the nationally televised game on July 24 when he pushed his glove into the face of the Yankees’ Alex Rodriguez, igniting a bench-clearing brawl and creating a photographic image that embodied the rivalry in the back-to-back years when the Red Sox and Yankees traded Game Seven ALCS wins.

As a bit of a footnote, it’s of interest that Varitek is one of only three players who has played in the Little League World Series, College World Series, and Major League Baseball World Series. He also played for Team USA in the Olympic Games and in the World Baseball Classic. He contnues to work for the Red Sox as a special assistant.

Honorable Mention

Carlton Fisk was an 11-time All-Star and the American League Rookie of the Year in 1972. He hit one of the most iconic home runs in Red Sox—and World Series—history, in Game Six of the 1975 Series. Yes, he went on to play more years for the “other Sox” (the ones in Chicago) and hit more homers and drove in more runs for them than he did for Boston, but he wears a “B” cap in the Hall of Fame.

There are others who could be listed: Bill Carrigan (three world championships to his credit: 1912, 1915, and 1916), Lou Criger (Cy Young’s personal catcher), Rick Ferrell (enshrined in Cooperstown), Rich Gedman, Birdie Tebbetts, and Sammy White among them—but truly it came down to a look at Tek vs. Fisk.

David Fischer’s Response

Upon learning of Bill’s choice of Jason Varitek as the greatest catcher in Red Sox history over Carlton Fisk, my knee-jerk reaction was befuddlement. But please don’t think me a jerk. Anyone who followed baseball in the 1970s knows Fisk and respects his place in the pantheon. He was Rookie of the Year and won a Gold Glove in 1972, and he just kept getting better from there. A New Hampshire product, Pudge kept the Sox’s hopes alive in Game Six of the 1975 World Series with a 12th inning home run that he willed fair—an image that is framed atop many a New Englander’s mantel.

If that iconic moment is not enough to give Fisk the upper hand over Varitek, well, he’s also a Hall of Famer. And before we go on, let’s dispel any ideas you may have as to Varitek’s Hall of Fame worthiness. While Jason Varitek was an All-Star, a two-time World Series champion, a Gold Glover, and a Silver Slugger recipient, he doesn’t sniff the Hall without a ticket. But this debate is not based on career accolades and accomplishments; it’s centered on a player’s performance while playing for the Red Sox.

With Boston, Fisk slashed .284/.356/.481 with 162 home runs and 568 RBIs. Varitek slashed .256/.341/.435 with 193 homers and drove in 757 runs. Varitek also played in Boston much longer than Fisk, appearing in the tenth most games of anyone in Red Sox history, 468 more games than Fisk played for Boston. Varitek hit the 11th most homers, scored the 16th most runs, had the 15th most hits, and has the 12th most total bases of anyone to wear a Red Sox uniform. Fisk does get the nod by a long shot over Varitek in All-Star selections, however, at seven to three. Fisk also finished in the top 10 in MVP balloting three times with the Sox; Varitek never once broke into the top 20.

While Fisk was known as a good-hitting catcher, Varitek was a pitcher’s catcher. He prepared harder for every game than anyone, according to his teammates. He knew what pitch should be thrown and when. (Ask Curt Schilling, who lost a no-hitter with two outs in the ninth inning because he shook off Varitek.)

’Tek was a good defensive catcher, though he was poor at throwing out runners. But his knowledge of opposing batters, the comfort he gave to his pitchers, and his gritty play more than made up for his weak arm.

As for the all-important intangibles, both men were strong clubhouse leaders and rock-steady influences on their respective teams. Both men were tough as nails. Pudge enjoyed brawling with the Yankees, especially Lou Piniella, in seemingly every series. And at Varitek’s retirement press conference, video of ’Tek giving A-Rod a face full of glove played on an endless loop.

The main factor Varitek has over Fisk is durability. Fisk became the starting catcher in 1972 and, over his subsequent nine seasons in Boston, he played in fewer than 100 games three times due to injuries. Varitek, by comparison, played in fewer than 130 games only twice from 1999 through 2008, seasons when he reliably served as Boston’s top backstop.

Varitek over Fisk is one of the tougher calls in filling out the all-time Red Sox roster, and I don’t begrudge your decision. But after much thought, I give the nod to Fisk, since it wasn’t his fault that he didn’t spend his entire career in Boston. When his contract expired after the 1980 season, the Red Sox front office mailed him a new contract one day after the deadline and, as a result, Fisk became a free agent. When the Pale Hose made him an offer he couldn’t refuse, he didn’t.

Judging from the remaining six honorable mentions, the catching position has been, well, um, under-represented throughout the franchise’s storied history, though Babe Ruth called Carrigan the best manager he ever played for. The list focuses on defensive catchers, evidenced by Ferrell’s brother, Wes, a pitcher who slugged more career home runs (38) than his catching brother, who hit 28. Speaking of defense, didn’t Gedman fail to handle a pitch thrown by Bob Stanley in Game Six of the 1986 World Series? It was scored as a wild pitch, but many thought Gedman botched it. The tying run came in to score, and then Mookie Wilson hit a ball that went through first baseman Bill Buckner’s legs to win the game for the Mets, forcing a deciding seventh game, also won by the Metropolitans. (Sorry, I couldn’t resist.)



YANKEES CATCHER: YOGI BERRA
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Yankees All-Time Rankings:

Games Played: 2116 (4th All-Time)

Plate Appearances: 8350 (6th All-Time)

Hits: 2148 (8th All-Time)

At-Bats: 7546 (5th All-Time)

Singles: 1420 (6th All-Time)

Home Runs: 358 (5th All-Time)

Extra-Base Hits: 728 (7th All-Time)

Total Bases: 3641 (7th All-Time)

Runs Scored: 1174 (8th All-Time)

Runs Batted In: 1430 (5th All-Time)

Reason for Decision

For pure staying power, no dynasty compares to the New York Yankees’ version from 1949 to 1964. Those Yankees won nine World Series in 14 tries over 16 seasons, including a record five straight from 1949 to 1953. The constant of that era was their catcher, Yogi Berra. So integral was Berra to the Yankees’ fortunes that he was voted the American League’s Most Valuable Player award three times (1951, 1954, and 1955) over a five-year span—in a league that boasted such future Hall of Famers as Mickey Mantle, Ted Williams, and Al Kaline. Even more impressive: from 1950 to 1957, Berra never finished lower than fourth in the MVP voting.

Bridging the team’s transition from Joe DiMaggio to Mantle, Berra played on all 14 pennant winners during that prodigious stretch. In fact, he is the only player in history to play on 10 World Series championship teams. He also holds World Series records for at-bats (259), games (75), hits (71), and doubles (10). He played 19 years in the majors and in 15 straight All-Star Games. Upon retiring, his 313 career home runs as a catcher (358 overall) stood as the record until Johnny Bench, Carlton Fisk, and then Mike Piazza broke it. He was elected to the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 1972, and was chosen to baseball’s All-Century Team.

Berra was squat and clumsy when he joined the Yankees in 1946, but manager Casey Stengel believed in him from the start. Berra knew how to call a game, and Stengel dubbed him “my assistant manager.” Yankees catcher Bill Dickey had just finished his Hall of Fame career, and he took the young Berra on as a student. Dickey was a great teacher, showing Berra the basics of catching, and he proved to be an excellent pupil. “Bill is teaching me all his experience,” said Yogi.

In 1949, Berra became the Yankees’ full-time starting catcher, a job he would hold for a decade. Behind the plate he was one of the top defensive catchers in the game and a great handler of pitchers. The jug-eared catcher, who was built like a fireplug, had cat-like reflexes. “He springs on a bunt like it was another dollar,” said Stengel. Berra led the league in games caught eight times, led in double plays six times, and went the entire 1958 season without an error. He called two no-hitters thrown by Allie Reynolds in 1951 and caught Don Larsen’s perfect game in the 1956 World Series—the only one in Series history. “It never happened before, and it still hasn’t happened since,” said Berra.

He was one of the great clutch hitters of his day, “the toughest man in baseball in the last three innings,” said Paul Richards, who managed the Orioles and White Sox during the 1950s. In addition to his glove, Berra was an amazing bad-ball hitter—skilled at reaching for balls out of the strike zone and hitting them out of the park. Yet for all his aggressiveness at the plate, he rarely struck out—only 414 times in 7,555 at-bats. In 1950, he fanned only 12 times in 597 at-bats. During that 1950 season, though not one in which he won the MVP, he hit a career-best .322 with 28 homers and 124 runs batted in. A dependable run producer, Berra drove in at least 90 runs nine times during his career.

Honorable Mention

The switch-hitting Jorge Posada played on five World Series winners and was also a five-time All-Star and five-time Silver Slugger winner. One of the “Core Four” along with Derek Jeter, Andy Pettitte, and Mariano Rivera, Posada emerged as one of the game’s best-hitting backstops. He finished his career with 275 homers, 1,664 hits, and 936 walks. More than just an exceptional hitter with a keen eye (as well as considerable pop), Posada was a respected handler of pitchers and an emotional leader on a team that made the playoffs in every year of his career (except for 2008, when a right shoulder injury required season-ending surgery). A fan favorite, his at-bats were accompanied by a rousing cheer of “Hip Hip Jorge!”

Thurman Munson is still a revered figure in Yankees history. He won both the Rookie of the Year (1970) and Most Valuable Player (1976) awards while leading the team to consecutive World Series titles in 1977 and 1978. A seven-time All-Star and recipient of three Gold Glove awards, Munson hit for a .292 average over 11 seasons and was at his best in the clutch, batting .357 in 30 postseason games between 1976 and 1978. Munson had a tough outer shell, but his teammates knew him as a leader. He was named the first Yankees team captain since Lou Gehrig four decades before. Like Gehrig, Munson is also remembered as a tragic figure. He died in a plane crash on August 2, 1979, at the age of thirty-two.

Hailed as one of the greatest catchers of all time—yet incredibly rates only as an honorable mention—Bill Dickey was an 11-time All-Star and seven-time World Series champion. Dickey reached double digits in home runs nine times, the 100 RBI mark four times, and batted better than .300 11 times during his 17-year career (all with the Yankees).

Bill Nowlin’s Response

How could anyone disagree with the choice of Yogi Berra? As a Red Sox fan, I would rather have Dale Berra behind the plate—particularly since he was an infielder.

Yogi had to be doing something right—playing in 14 World Series (and winning 10 of them—a ring for each finger on both hands, including his thumbs). He hit .274 in World Series competition, close to his regular-season career batting average of .285, as well as 12 home runs and 39 RBIs in World Series play.

And—Yogi-isms aside—he had to have been communicating very effectively with all those Yankees pitchers all those years, 1947 to 1963 in the World Series alone. (He played seven Yankees games in 1964, and in four games with the Mets in 1965, under manager Casey Stengel, but that 1947 through 1963 span pretty much embraced his career.)

The one day I played hooky in junior high school was October 8, 1956. The Dodgers had won the first two games of the World Series, and then the Yankees evened it up with wins in Game Three and Game Four. I was rooting for the Dodgers, but in the seventh inning—for the first time and last time in the twentieth century, I started rooting for the Yankees. Well, not for the Yankees, but for Don Larsen to complete the perfect game he had going.

(There was one other game, in the aftermath of 9/11/2001, when I found myself rooting for the Yankees. I’d been in Yankee Stadium with my friend Jim Prime for the Red Sox games on 9/8 and 9/9, and I was rooting for the Red Sox then, but the first game the Yankees played at the Stadium after 9/11, I found myself pulling for New York to win.)

But I digress. One thing about Yogi that always impressed me was him wearing another uniform, as Seaman Second Class Lawrence P. Berra, assigned to an LCS(S) Rocket Boat aboard the attack transport APA-33 USS Bayfield. It was the flagship command vessel for the Utah Beach landing during D-Day, and shortly afterward headed through the Strait of Gibraltar to take part in the invasion of southern France on August 15. So Yogi Berra truly was involved in the D-Day invasion, with his life at stake.

Anyone has to be impressed with what I noted, following Dave Fischer’s observation—that in the days when All-Star selection was not a popularity contest with the fans but voted on by peers in the league, Berra was named an All-Star every year he played, save a couple of bookend seasons.

Now, as to your honorable mentions, maybe it’s partly because he’s further back in history, but I think I might have rated Bill Dickey higher. I thought he might have been an All-Star in the seasons 1929 through 1932 (before there was an All-Star Game), but then I realized the Tigers’ Mickey Cochrane probably would have locked that down all four years. When it comes to the postseason, though, a catcher’s handling of a pitching staff is an important key to success, and the seven world championships rank higher in my mind than the five under Jorge Posada and the two under Thurman Munson; Dickey’s teams were 7-for-8 in World Series competition, only losing once (to the Cardinals in 1942). A close call. I’ll defer to the Yankees expert in the house.

HEAD-TO-HEAD

Bill Nowlin: Naturally, it would be nice to see a seven-game American League Championship Series in which the two teams faced off—the Red Sox with Varitek catching and the Yankees with Berra catching—and it would be nice (if nerve-wracking) to see it go the full seven games.

David Fischer: The last two ALCS meetings between the teams went seven games, in 2003 the Yankees won, and in 2004 the Red Sox won, so odds are this dream match-up wouldn’t be any different. Varitek was behind the plate for both of those ALCS face-offs. This time, though a fantasy, the difference-maker would be Yogi; he was the ultimate winner.

BN: Having them match up face-to-face is something we can never see, but I’d be glad to take my chances with Jason Varitek. In any given series, one never knows which team might prevail and who would be the standout players on that team.

DF: Yogi was a clutch hitter, and he came through more times than not in big spots. Varitek was a solid backstop and a consummate leader, but Berra is the pick here, if for no other reason than he was hands-down the much better offensive player.

BN: I have to say that on paper, based on their respective histories, Yogi has a sizable edge over Tek. I’ll concede that. But I’ll continue to admire Varitek’s work ethic, his diligence in preparation, and his spirit and determination on the field of play. The Red Sox would have a good fighting chance with him behind the plate.

DF: Intangibles get you only so far. At some point, you’ve got to swing the bat. You’ve got to produce. You’ve got to drive in runs. Yogi would hold his own against Tek handling the pitching staff. But when it comes to intimidating the opposing pitcher, Tek doesn’t hold a candle to Yogi in the batters’ box, especially with runners in scoring position.

BN: The catcher who scares me most these days is Gary Sanchez, but it’s too early in his career to do more than mention him here.

DF: Sanchez has unlimited upside potential. The Yankees always have an advantage at the catcher position due to his powerful bat. He’ll surely be included in the discussion in a few years when we update this book!

Winner: Yogi Berra



FIRST BASE

RED SOX FIRST BASEMAN: CARL YASTRZEMSKI
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Red Sox All-Time Rankings:

Games Played: 3308 (1st All-Time)

Plate Appearances: 13,992 (1st All-Time)

At-Bats: 11,988 (1st All-Time)

Hits: 3419 (1st All-Time)

Singles: 2262 (1st All-Time)

Doubles: 646 (1st All-Time)

Home Runs: 452 (3rd All-Time)

Extra-Base Hits: 1157 (1st All-Time)

Walks: 1845 (2nd All-Time)

Stolen Bases: 168 (4th All-Time)

Total Bases: 5539 (1st All-Time)

Runs Scored: 1816 (1st All-Time)

Runs Batted In: 1844 (1st All-Time)

Reason for Decision

Why Yaz? I started looking at the universe of Red Sox first basemen and quickly narrowed down the field to five: alphabetically, they were Jimmie Foxx, George Scott, Mo Vaughn, Carl Yastrzemski, and Kevin Youkilis. (Sorry, Phil Todt. You might have made the top six, but I only dug into the top five.) Yaz only played about a quarter of his games as the Sox first baseman and twice as many games in left field than he did at first base. But when you’ve got Ted Williams in left field, well, there wasn’t even a hesitation as to who’d get the left-field assignment.

In the eight years where he played 40 or more games at first base, he was an All-Star each year. His MVP year was 1967, when he played left field and the three batting titles he won were when playing left field. The very fact of his versatility and his ability to excel wherever he was positioned is a reason I’ve chosen him.

Yaz also DH’d in 412 games, but he played 765 games at first base—and was the team’s first baseman during the pennant-winning year of 1975, playing significant time there in both 1972 (42 games) and 1978 (50 games), two years the Sox took the pennant race to the very last game of the season.

Only four first basemen played more games at first base for Boston: Scott, Vaughn, Todt, and Foxx. Only three had a better career fielding percentage: Youk, Stuffy McInnis, and Pete Runnels. Only four recorded more putouts, more assists, took part in more double plays. That might seem to rank Yaz a little further down on defense, but it was on offense (and in the imprecise category of leadership) where Captain Carl stood out.

The first year he played first base was 1970—and he led the league in runs scored, on-base percentage, total bases, and slugging percentage; and was just .0004 from the lead for the batting title.

Studying his splits, he performed marginally better on offense during the years he played left field as opposed to first base. For instance, dividing RBIs into at-bats, he produced an RBI 15 percent of the time (.150) in the games he played first base and was .155 in the games he played left. When he DH’d, the figure was .152.

Yaz was named team captain in 1966—the first one in 20 years—and the moniker “Captain Carl” was his again once manager Dick Williams left town. Years later, in 2009, Jim Rice told John Powers of the Boston Globe, “I don’t know if he was the captain in 1975 or not, but I called him Captain and I call him Captain now.’’

Honorable Mention

If I were told I couldn’t have Yaz as my first baseman, I’d go with Jimmie Foxx. Though many of his better years were with the Philadelphia Athletics (he won the Triple Crown in 1933), Foxx—“The Beast”—played seven seasons for the Red Sox and still holds the team record for RBIs in one season (175 in 1938, leading the league. That was the year he was voted Most Valuable Player for the third time). He hit 50 homers (but came in second to Hank Greenberg’s 58) and hit for a league-leading .349 batting average. His lifetime batting average for Boston was .320, and he homered 222 times while driving in 788 runs. Twice he led all of baseball in OPS: 1938 and 1939. A member of the National Baseball Hall of Fame, he was also an excellent fielder, with a career .992 fielding percentage at first base.

Mo Vaughn, the “Hit Dog,” hit 230 homers in his eight years with the Sox, leading the league with 126 RBIs in 1995. He was the league MVP that same year, and finished in the top five in 1996 and 1998. The three-time All-Star drove in 752 runs over those years, batting .304. Four times, he drove in more than 100 runs; his 143 RBIs in 1996 was his career high. As Dave Fischer helpfully reminded me, he went 4-for-4 with three home runs against the Yankees in Boston’s 10–4 win on May 30, 1997. He was hit by pitches 71 times in those eight seasons with the Sox, perhaps not all by accident. One of Vaughn’s most memorable hits came on Opening Day in 1998 when he hit a walk-off grand slam in the bottom of the ninth inning to beat the Seattle Mariners.

George “Boomer” Scott played nine years for Boston, with 154 homers and 562 RBIs, and a .257 average. He was an excellent fielder as well, with eight Gold Gloves to his credit (three with the Red Sox). He broke in with the Red Sox in 1966, hitting 27 homers and driving in 90 runs. He was named to the All-Star team and placed third in Rookie of the Year voting. He was traded to Milwaukee after the 1971 season and traded back to Boston five years later. In his second stint for the Red Sox, he was again named an All-Star in 1977.

David Fischer’s Response

Jimmie Foxx was one of the great sluggers of all-time; perhaps the most feared right-handed hitter of the twentieth century. Speaking of Foxx, left-handed Yankees pitcher Lefty Gomez said, “He has muscles in his hair.” Despite Foxx’s prodigious power, I agree with your selection of Carl Yastrzemski. Not only was Yaz a terrific player and a worthy Hall of Famer, he was, and remains, a quintessential Boston legend, on par with Larry Bird, Bobby Orr, and Tom Brady.

It’s ironic that Carl Yastrzemski, born in Southampton, New York, grew up a Yankees fan. Several times each season, he and his father made the 200-mile round trip to the Bronx to watch Joe DiMaggio or Mickey Mantle patrol center field. Yastrzemski’s childhood dream was to play for the Yankees. During his senior year of high school a Yankees scout offered him a $60,000 contract. The young Carl desperately wanted to accept the offer, but his father insisted on holding out for $100,000. When the Yankees refused to increase their offer, Carl decided to attend Notre Dame on a baseball scholarship. After one year the Red Sox signed him for $108,000. That worked out well for Boston and for Yastrzemski.

My first-ever baseball glove was a Carl Yastrzemski model. I cherished that mitt, and it enabled me to impress my friends with the ability to correctly spell his last name at an early age. It also forced me to focus on the player himself. My memories of Yaz against the Yankees include one of the greatest games ever played. The 1978 Yankees-Red Sox playoff to settle the AL East title carries a special place in this rivalry’s lore. New York overcame a 14-game deficit to end the season in a first-place tie with Boston. One game would decide which team made the trip to the AL Championship Series.

The Red Sox struck first, as Yastrzemski, hungry for a World Series triumph, homered off Ron Guidry to lead off the bottom of the second inning. I was not amused. Boston’s 2–0 lead was wiped out in the seventh when light-hitting shortstop Bucky Dent hit a lazy fly ball to left field that Yastrzemski was sure he would catch … but the ball drifted and drifted and landed in the netting of the Green Monster for a home run—and a 3–2 Yankees lead. In my mind’s eye, I can still see Yaz slumping his shoulders in disgust. Another run and a homer by Reggie Jackson gave the Yankees a 5–2 lead, and I was giddy. But the Red Sox mounted a comeback, and another RBI by Yaz helped trim the Yankees lead to 5–4. The old man was still clutch. So I was extremely nervous in the bottom of the ninth, with the tying run on third base, and Yankees reliever Goose Gossage facing Yaz, Boston’s last hope. To my great relief, Gossage got Yaz to pop out to third for the final out of the game, sending the Yankees to the playoffs. New York would go on to defeat the Los Angeles Dodgers in the World Series in six games in a rematch of the 1977 Series for their 22nd championship in franchise history. The curse of the Bambino lived on!

The next year, on September 12, 1979, with both the Yankees and Red Sox having awful seasons, I couldn’t begrudge Captain Carl for achieving a career milestone against the Yanks. Yaz stroked a single off Jim Beattie in the eighth inning to highlight a 9–2 Boston win, becoming the fifteenth player to reach 3,000 hits and the first American Leaguer to reach 3,000 hits and 400 homers. This same game also marked the final appearance at Fenway Park for Hall of Fame pitcher Catfish Hunter, who received a standing ovation from the Fenway faithful after being knocked out in the fifth inning.



YANKEES FIRST BASEMAN: LOU GEHRIG

[image: Image]

Yankees All-Time Rankings:

Games Played: 2164 (3rd All-Time)

Plate Appearances: 9665 (3rd All-Time)

At-Bats: 8001 (3rd All-Time)

Hits: 2721 (2nd All-Time)

Singles: 1531 (3rd All-Time)

Doubles: 534 (2nd All-Time)

Triples: 163 (1st All-Time)

Home Runs: 493 (3rd All-Time)

Extra-Base Hits: 1190 (1st All-Time)

Walks: 1508 (3rd All-Time)

Total Bases: 5060 (2nd All-Time)

Runs Scored: 1888 (3rd All-Time)

Runs Batted In: 1995 (1st All-Time)

Batting Average: .340 (2nd All-Time)

On-Base Percentage: .447 (2nd All-Time)

Slugging Percenage: .632 (2nd All-Time)

On-Base Plus Slugging: 1.080 (2nd All-Time)

Reason for Decision

Baseball history regards Lou Gehrig as the greatest first baseman ever, so an easy choice as the Yankees’ best at the position. In his career, Gehrig hit 493 home runs and had a .340 batting average. He was a member of six World Series–winning teams.

Lou Gehrig was born in New York City in 1903, and never strayed too far from his roots. He attended Columbia University and signed with the Yankees in 1923. Gehrig became the Yankees’ starting first baseman in 1925, and from then until 1932 he and Babe Ruth were the two greatest hitters ever to play together. Ruth and Gehrig finished first and second, respectively, in the home-run race each season from 1927 to 1931. They scared opposing pitchers in a way two batters had never done before.

Gehrig had good seasons in 1925 and 1926, but it was in 1927 as part of the famous “Murderers’ Row” lineup that he exploded as a superstar, batting .373 with 47 homers and 175 runs batted in. In spite of the Babe’s record 60 home runs in 1927, Gehrig was picked as the American League’s Most Valuable Player. The 1927 Yankees—considered by many to be the greatest offensive team of all time—swept the Pittsburgh Pirates in the World Series. In 1928, Gehrig blasted four home runs in the Yankees’ World Series sweep over the St. Louis Cardinals.

For the entirety of his career, Gehrig was the picture of consistency and offensive production. He drove in at least 100 runs for 13 consecutive seasons, topping 150 RBIs seven times and setting the American League record with 184 RBIs in 1931. He had at least 100 RBIs and 100 runs scored in every full season of his career. On June 3, 1932, Gehrig became the first AL player to hit four home runs in a game. In 1934, he achieved the batting Triple Crown by leading the league in home runs (49), RBIs (165), and batting average (.363).

Gehrig was known as “The Iron Horse” for playing in 2,130 consecutive games from 1925 to 1939, a remarkable record surpassed by Cal Ripken Jr. in 1995. Feeling fatigued, Gehrig removed himself from the lineup on May 2, 1939. He was soon diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, forever after known as Lou Gehrig’s disease. It was incurable and fatal. To express their admiration, the Yankees held “Lou Gehrig Appreciation Day” on July 4, 1939, to honor the man they called “the Pride of the Yankees.” That day, Gehrig referred to himself as the “luckiest man on the face of the earth,” a scene forever immortalized by screen actor Gary Cooper’s stoic portrayal in the 1942 film, The Pride of the Yankees.

At season’s end the club retired Gehrig’s No. 4, making his the first retired number in sports. Then the Hall of Fame waived its five-year eligibility requirement and voted Gehrig into the Hall of Fame immediately. He died two years later at the age of thirty-seven.

Honorable Mention

During his 14 seasons in the Bronx, Don Mattingly grew to be one of the most popular and well-respected Yankees in team history. He showed promise from the start, winning the batting title with a .343 average in his first full season of 1984. He was the American League MVP in 1985 when he hit .324 with 35 home runs and 145 runs batted in. The Indiana native with the flowing long hair and rock-star mustache kept getting better. In 1986, he set team records for doubles (53) and hits (238), becoming the first Yankee since Lou Gehrig to collect at least 200 hits for three seasons in a row. In 1987, Mattingly put his name in the record books by belting a home run in eight consecutive games. That season he also hit six grand slams to set a new single-season mark. The record-setting sixth grand slam was hit off Boston’s Bruce Hurst on September 29, 1987.

Mattingly matched his hitting with outstanding defense, and won seven Gold Gloves for his fielding excellence at first base. “Donnie Baseball” put up Hall of Fame–caliber numbers at the plate when healthy. He had a lifetime batting average of .307 with 222 home runs and 1,099 RBIs in a career hampered by a painful back. In 1991, the Yankees appointed Mattingly as the tenth captain in team history. When the aching back was more than he could bear, Mattingly retired after the 1995 playoff series loss to Seattle, a rare Yankees legend to have never reached the World Series. In 1997, his uniform No. 23 was retired and a bronze plaque unveiled, the last line reading: “A Yankee forever.”

Here’s where the choices gets a little murky. Tino Martinez, Mark Teixeira, Jason Giambi, and Chris Chambliss each played the position in the Bronx for seven years, and Moose Skowron played it for nine. Skowron has the most All-Star selections for the Yankees (five), Giambi the most homers (209), Teixeira the most Gold Gloves (three), and Chambliss hit the walk-off homer that made the Yanks AL champs in 1976 after a 12-year postseason absence. But I select Martinez, who led the group with 739 Yankee RBIs and stacks up well with the rest in most other hitting numbers. Only Teixeira, with league-leading totals of 39 homers and 122 RBIs in 2009, almost matched Martinez’s best season of 44 homers and 141 RBIs in 1997—seasons in which both finished second in MVP voting. While only Skowron could match Tino’s four world championships with the club, there’s a reason Martinez got his very own plaque in Monument Park back in 2014: he had his share of dramatic moments in pinstripes. October highlights include the go-ahead grand slam in Game One of the 1998 World Series against Padres lefty Mark Langston, and the dramatic game-tying two-run homer against D-backs closer Byung-Hyun Kim in the ninth inning of Game Four of the 2001 World Series.
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