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  To Kim,

  my awesome, compassionate wife,

  companion and sports enthusiast.

  And to our little slugger, Cameron,

  already a Hall of Famer in my eyes.
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  FOREWORD

  I wrote a book a few years back called Where is Harry? It turns out that was the No. 1 question I always got from Cubs fans over the many years I worked with broadcast legend Harry Caray in the booth.

  That observation really let me know that Cubs fans are loyal and that they also have an obsession to know where Cubs players of old are. And that is what led sportswriter Fred Mitchell to profile 40 former Cubs in this inspiring compilation of Cubs: Where Have You Gone? This book will satisfy and fascinate every baseball fan.

  Although I enjoyed my greatest success in baseball as a pitcher with the Baltimore Orioles, I truly enjoyed my brief stint with the Cubs. I especially remember 1975. We had a division lead into June and Sports Illustrated did a story on us. It was astonishing to me, looking at the makeup of that team, that we would have the lead. Eventually, the real contenders contended and the pretenders pretended. But what I will remember most about that season was that there was a very small yet extremely loyal Cubs following.

  That loyal following would multiply over the years. I remember that there was always a special feeling about the ballpark. There is something about Wrigley Field. That is the one link that Cubs fans will always have.

  The convergence of the Tribune Company buying the franchise in the early ’80s, WGN television becoming a satellite station and the arrival of legendary broadcaster Harry Caray led to the immense popularity of the Chicago Cubs, who would draw three million fans in 2004.

  Credit should go to Cubs president Andy MacPhail for realizing the overall potential of this franchise.

  So sit back and enjoy Cubs: Where Have You Gone? Savor the memories.

  —STEVE STONE
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  INTRODUCTION

  In a franchise that has celebrated near misses as if they were true championships, the Chicago Cubs’ global family seems to revel in the role of the underdog.

  The late Hall of Fame Chicago sportscaster Jack Brickhouse often said that “any team can have a bad century,” noting that the Cubs had not won a World Series title since 1908. But encouraging developments in recent years suggest the wait may not last much longer.

  In fact, the 2004 Cubs of manager Dusty Baker were installed as preseason favorites to advance to the Fall Classic after last year’s—you got it—near miss.

  That may have been an ambitious prediction, considering the fact the Cubs had not put together back-to-back winning seasons since 1971-72.

  Fittingly, this is the 29th anniversary of the 1984 Cubs’ divisional title. That team came within three innings of dispatching the San Diego Padres in the National League Championship Series at Jack Murphy Stadium and facing the Detroit Tigers in the World Series.

  As the beat writer for the Chicago Tribune covering the Cubs that season, I can remember it as if it were, well, 20 years ago.

  Those 1984 Cubs ended 39 years of frustration by clinching the National League East title in Pittsburgh. A cozy crowd of only 5,472—perhaps half from Chicago—was on hand for that historic event at Three Rivers Stadium.

  With one out to go on that memorable evening, Cubs general manager Dallas Green leaned over and kissed his wife, Sylvia.

  On the field, Leon “Bull’’ Durham held up two fingers and bellowed, “One more out to go.’’

  The laid-back Ryne Sandberg glanced across the infield at Larry Bowa and allowed an ear-to-ear smile.

  “Is this it?’’ Sandberg asked sheepishly.

  “Yeah, Ryno. This is it, brother,’’ Bowa replied.

  A moment later—the magic moment—the Cubs’ magic number wound down to zero. Rick Sutcliffe caught the corner on the Pirates’ Joe Orsulak for a called third strike.

  The Cubs would go on to win division titles in 1989 and 2003 with a wild card spot thrown in in 1998, only to be denied field and clubhouse access to the World Series. The last time the Cubs played in a World Series was 1945, when they lost to the Detroit Tigers. Are you old enough to remember that season?

  But Cubs fans know all of those gory details already. Despite the unfathomable Cubs collapse of 1969, they would rather dwell on the feats of Hall of Fame players Ernie Banks, Billy Williams and Ferguson Jenkins, as well as perennial All-Stars such as Ron Santo, Andre Dawson, Mark Grace and Sandberg.

  Wrigley Field was booked solid for a celebration every time the Cubs hosted a game in 2004, establishing an all-time attendance record. Celebrities flock to the Cubs’ shrine as if it were a holy sanctuary. Actors Bill Murray, John Cusack, Nicolas Cage, Gary Sinise, Jeff Garlin and comedian Tom Dressen seem to enjoy spending more time at the ballpark on the corner of Clark and Addison than they do in Hollywood.

  Murray even named one of his sons “Homer Banks Murray” in honor of his childhood idol, “Mr. Cub” Ernie Banks.

  Former Cubs players, entertainers, and politicians reinforce the memory of the legendary broadcaster Harry Caray by singing “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” during the seventh inning of every Cubs home game.

  The atmosphere is much more festive than it must have been in 1908, when the Cubs played their home games at the old West Side Grounds, located at Polk and Lincoln (now Wolcott) streets in Chicago.

  Baseball record books tell us that Mordecai “Three Finger” Brown won 29 games in 1908 for the Cubs. And the double play combination of Joe Tinker, Johnny Evers and Frank Chance was lyrical, if not unbeatable.

  This book helps us catch up with the life and times of 41 former Cubs, spanning seven decades.

  If the Cubs ever do win another World Series, it will be the arduous journey to that nirvana that will be remembered at least as much as actually reaching the elusive goal. No doubt, Cubs fans will be shouting from the Wrigleyville rooftops.

  —FRED MITCHELL

  NOTE TO READERS: Though I have gone through and updated a lot of the information that was outdated from the first publication of Cubs Where Have You Gone? in 2004, much of the existing text and quotes remain.


  Where Have You Gone?

  

  ERNIE BANKS

  He will forever be known as Mr. Cub, a prolific-hitting infielder whose radiant disposition has branded him one of baseball’s finest ambassadors.

  The National League Most Valuable Player in 1958 and 1959 while playing shortstop, Banks was switched to first base in mid-career.

  A first-ballot Hall of Famer, Banks played his entire career with the Cubs (1953-1971). He was a 11-time All-Star and won a Gold Glove at shortstop in 1960.

  His best season was 1959 when he led the National League in RBI with 143 and belted 43 home runs. Defensively, he led all shortstops with a .985 fielding average. Banks batted .304 with a .596 slugging percentage and 97 runs scored. He is considered one of the greatest players in the history of the game never to make it to the postseason.

  Banks played shortstop from 1953-1961. From 1962-1971, he was a first baseman, where he showed excellent range and a strong arm. In fact, Banks played more games at first base (1,259) than shortstop (1,125), but he is remembered more as a shortstop.

  In 1955, Banks hit a record five grand slams, the last one off rookie Lindy McDaniel on September 19. The five grand slams broke the record of four previously shared by Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Ralph Kiner, Frank Schulte, Rudy York, Tommy Henrich, Vince DiMaggio, Sid Gordon, Al Rosen and Ray Boone.
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    Years with the Cubs: 1953-71

  

  
    Two-time NL MVP (1958-59) • 11-time All-Star • 1960 NL Gold Glove Award • Hit 47 HR in 1958 and had 143 RBI in 1959 • Topped 40 HR in five seasons and had 100 RBI in eight seasons • Hit 512 career HR and had 1,636 career RBI • Elected to Baseball Hall of Fame in 1977

  

  Banks also broke Vern Stephens’s record for most home runs by a shortstop in a single season. From 1955 to 1960, Banks’s 248 home runs were more than anyone else in the majors, including Mickey Mantle, Willie Mays, and Henry Aaron.

  Banks, who turned 81 on January 31, 2012, remains vibrant and optimistic about his life and the future of his beloved Cubs.

  “I have a lot of goals. I guess I have always been that way in my life,” said Banks in 2004.

  “First of all I want to achieve my master’s in finance from Northwestern,” he said in 2004. “I want to build an image as a business person. I want to keep sports a part of my life, as always. I want to write two books. One would be called Live Above and Beyond. Because that is what I think of my life. I want to be around people who live above and beyond and write a book about them. It doesn’t have to be something done in sports. It could be a woman who raises five kids by herself.

  “My last, but not least, goal is to become the first former professional athlete to win the Nobel Peace Prize. I used to dream about this 30 years ago. I am not trying to drop names, but I called up a friend of mine—actor Sydney Poitier. I said: ‘Sydney, I want to win the Nobel Peace Prize. How do I get there?’

  “He said: ‘Well, Ernie, you have no chance.’ And we laughed. He said, ‘First, you have to be international. You have to be known in America and some other country for doing something worthwhile. And you haven’t done that yet.’ I said: ‘Well, I still have a little time.’”

  Banks’s all-time Cubs career home run record of 512 was broken by Sammy Sosa in May of 2004.

  “I just knew it was coming,” said Banks. “There is no finer person that I would have liked to have seen break it other than Sammy. He is a tremendous player and a wonderful human being. I could see Sammy’s ability when he first came to the Cubs, and then he hit over 60 home runs three years in a row. His rhythm and timing and attitude are all there.”

  In addition to his Hall of Fame numbers and records on the field, Banks takes tremendous pride in being known as “Mr. Cub.”

  “That’s kind of what my life has always been about. I wanted to finish my career with one team, in one city, one mayor, one park, one owner. I did that. When I first started, Mayor [Richard J.] Daley was the mayor. The Wrigleys owned the team. We played all of our home games at Wrigley Field during the daytime. So my career was very unique and I am proud of it. I have been involved in the city of Chicago and with Little Leagues all around the city and suburbs. It was a fun and enjoyable time both on the field and off the field. Now I meet a lot of people who used to come out to Wrigley Field when they were kids and they are older now. They still remember those days,” he said.

  Banks has even taken the time to talk to Sosa about his responsibilities as a baseball icon.

  “Two years ago Sammy invited me down to his home in the Dominican,” said Banks in 2004. “I played golf with him almost every day there. It was just fun being around him and to talk to him about playing and his ideas and goals. He said, ‘In eight years I am going to be in the Hall of Fame!’ I said: ‘Yeah, yeah, you are.’ He is just a cordial, smart young man. He’s like my son. I wish I had learned Spanish when I was younger so I could communicate with him a little bit more. But he understands English very well. And he has great people skills. I am sure Sammy understands that Wrigley Field is the perfect place to play baseball. He has a lot of flair when he hits a home run and gets all excited when he jumps up. He has a unique style. He is out there to satisfy people.”

  Legendary sportscaster Harry Caray broadcast a baseball game in 1953 for radio station KMOX in St. Louis between the Cardinals and the Cubs, in which Banks, then a Cubs rookie, hit the first of his 512 career home runs.

  And Caray became a hit in Banks’s eyes thereafter.

  “I hit it off of Jerry Staley,’’ Banks recalled. “The next night before the game, Harry came down around the batting cage. He came up to me and introduced himself. I was still just a kid and I was very shy. Harry said with great enthusiasm, ‘Ernie Banks! Boy, you hit a tremendous pitch out of the ballpark last night. You are going to be a great hitter.’

  “I said, ‘Well, thank you you very much.’

  “Harry was very complimentary. He told me I had quick wrists and he wished me well. I thought that was very nice. I didn’t have any idea about broadcasters and announcers then because I had come from the Kansas City Monarchs [of the old Negro League], and we had no announcers or broadcasts then.

  “My old teammate and mentor with the Cubs, second baseman Gene Baker, later told me that Harry Caray was the top broadcaster for the Cardinals. Gene said, ‘Do you know that KMOX has a range of 500 miles as a station?’

  “I said, ‘You mean they can hear it in Dallas [Banks’s hometown], too?’

  “Gene said, ‘I don’t know about Dallas, but a lot of people can hear the games.’

  “I was so naive, but Harry and Gene both kind of settled me down. And I quickly learned about the power Harry had on the air as a broadcaster.’’

  Banks has been credited over the years as a tremendous ambassador for the game of baseball in his own inimitable way; and, of course, Caray was a walking billboard for the game on the airwaves.

  “Harry was even greater,’’ said Banks. “Watching Harry when he came around the batting cage, and the interest all of the players had in him, and the interest the fans had in him showed me he was a very powerful man in baseball. Kids and seniors and men and women...his saying ‘Holy Cow!’ was symbolic in the game of baseball.

  “His technique and style and personality added a unique flavor to the game.’’

  Banks spent his entire major league career with the Cubs. And Caray spent 53 years broadcasting major league baseball.

  “It is remarkable,’’ said Banks. “It shows a lot of love and it shows compassion for people. And it shows his intelligence for the game. Harry went through the Jackie Robinson period. When Jackie came up to the majors in 1947, folks tell me that black people could not sit in the main section of the ballpark grandstand in St. Louis’s old Busch Stadium. When Jackie and the Dodgers came to St. Louis, it was always a sellout and a lot of blacks came to the game. Harry went through that period of change in baseball. To me, that was the biggest change and most powerful change in all of sports.

  “Harry also had a chance to see Larry Doby for a little while when he managed the White Sox. So Harry saw a broad spectrum of social change that most of us never realized. He saw a lot.

  “With all of the changes in the game—from expansion to free agency, to the orange baseball and Charlie Finley, all of the labor strikes, and all of that—Harry went through all of that with a very positive outlook on the game. Harry gave his views, but his views were always very positive. What he said was from the heart.’’

  Banks’s popularity spans many decades.

  In fact, renowned film star and comedian Bill Murray, a Chicago native and lifelong Cubs fan, named his son “Homer Banks Murray” in honor of his idol.

  The Cubs organization paid Banks the ultimate compliment when a statue of his likeness was erected and unveiled just outside Wrigley Field near the corner of Clark and Addison Streets at the start of the 2008 season.

  "When I am not here, this will be here," Banks joked as he pointed to the sculpture.

  On hand for the ceremony were many distinguished civic leaders and politicians, as well as former teammates. Hall of Famer Henry Aaron, a longtime friend of Banks, also was in attendance. Banks appeared moved by the special honor.

  "This should have happened 10 or 15 years ago," said Aaron, who added that Banks was "the greatest ambassador for baseball, and still is a great ambassador for baseball."

  The statue, by suburban Chicago sculptor Lou Cella, depicts "Mr. Cub" at bat with his signature stance.

  Billy Williams offered a tribute to Banks, as did Ron Santo. Ferguson Jenkins also attended the event emceed by Cubs executive Crane Kenney in a drizzle.

  "Is that me?" Banks repeated as he glanced at the statue and addressed various dignitaries.

  Banks later addressed the crowd and talked about his parents, who raised him in Dallas. His father had just a 3rd-grade education and his mother a 6th-grade education.

  "But they were very wise," he said.

  Banks referred to the statue as "a miracle" as dozens of fans who lined the sidewalk began to chant "Er-nie! Er-nie!"


  Where Have You Gone?

  

  ROD BECK

  Rod Beck, who many knew as “Shooter,” recorded 58 saves for the Cubs in their 1998 playoff season. On June 23, 2007, Beck was found dead in Phoenix, Ariz. Cocaine was found in his home and bedroom. He was just 38.

  Throughout his baseball career, Beck was a man of the people, always eager to take time to chat with fans, and for several months in 2003, Beck lived in a van down by the river.

  “It’s really a pretty cool place; I’m not trailer trash,” Beck said with broad a smile before offering a cold brew as he guided a visitor through his state-of-the-art 36-foot Winnebago Journey DL.

  The three-time former All-Star reliever was rehabbing his surgically repaired right arm by pitching for the Triple A Iowa Cubs. He lived in his RV, which was parked just behind the center field scoreboard of Sec Taylor Stadium and about 50 yards from the Des Moines River.

  Following a game against the Omaha Royals, fans Ryan Putnam, Bryan Putnam and Sean Dumm of Kansas City blew off a wedding reception to stop by Beck’s motor home.

  “The reception wasn’t very exciting,” said Dumm. “We heard that ‘The Shooter’ was in town, so we decided to stop by to meet him.”
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    Years with Cubs: 1998-99

  

  
    51 Saves in 1998 (2nd in NL) • Led NL with 81 appearances and 70 games finished in 1998 • Pitched in 1998 NLDS • Totaled 112 appearances and 58 saves with Cubs

  

  Greeting fans inside and outside his van after games became customary for Beck, who considers himself “a blue-collar guy” at heart.

  “Fans say, ‘We’ll meet you out at your motor home after the game.’ I say, ‘Oh, all right, whatever. It actually was fun,” said Beck.

  “The people in Des Moines are nice people. At first I was thinking: ‘I hope I don’t pitch bad, because then they will put spray paint on it.’ But I am originally from Los Angeles. That’s what happens in L.A. The people out here have been great. A fireman stopped by the other night. A state policeman stopped by. At first I thought I was in trouble. But they would just come by and ask for an autograph and hang out. And I have had some people come by when they were not on duty and have a beer or whatever. It has been quite the adventure.”

  With a shaved head and fu manchu, Beck remained unpretentious.

  “I am just regular people like anyone else. I just happen to be on television,” he said. “If plumbing was a sport and they were on TV, they would be heroes and sign autographs. Ballplayers would be blue-collar. I take the same approach. I am a blue-collar guy and do my job. If people think it’s exciting, I am flattered by it. If they want [an autograph], that’s cool. I don’t know what they are going to do with it.”

  Beck missed the entire 2002 season to have “Tommy John” surgery on his right elbow. After two seasons with the Boston Red Sox, he signed a minor league contract with the Cubs—a team he helped send to the 1998 NL playoffs with 51 saves.

  “The best fun I ever had was with the ’98 Cubs,” said Beck. “That’s because there has been so much futility with the Cubs. To win the wild card and make the playoffs...the way the city treated us was great. It was the first year after [Hall of Fame broadcaster] Harry Caray had passed. Then we had that eerie night of the 163rd game when we had to play the Giants. Then to beat the team that ultimately was still paying me was funny. So they paid me to beat them that night. Dusty [Baker] was in the other dugout and the Harry Caray balloon was floating in the air. It was eerie.”

  With 266 career saves in the majors at the time, Beck was eager to be called up by the big club. He performed well in spring training for the Cubs (2.16 ERA in eight and one-third innings), but his fastball that timed out at 98 miles an hour for the Giants a decade ago had lost about 20 miles of zip following the surgery.

  “I thought I was only going to be down here [in Des Moines] two weeks, or three weeks maybe,” said Beck. “So I figured, rather than coming down here and getting an apartment with some furniture and paying the phone bill, I said I will just take my own stuff. I called the people here and asked them about bringing the RV. They said ‘Sure, we’ll find somewhere for you to put it.’”

  Beck had started driving from his home in Scottsdale, Arizona, earlier last spring and only got as far as Amarillo, Texas, over a period of three days.

  “I dropped a line fishing here and there,” Beck explained. He then summoned his brother to help him drive the rest of the way to Des Moines.

  “My family [wife Stacey and two daughters] came up here for a week and lived in here with me. It’s like going camping and playing baseball at the same time. What’s better than that?”

  Beck was a popular addition to his teammates with the Iowa Cubs.

  “Shooter is as good as they come,” said former Iowa Cubs second baseman Bobby Hill. “The guy is never bitter, always smiling and always laughing. Everyone goes to his place every once in a while. He makes it fun down here. To see a guy with so much time in the big leagues and still have fun is good to see.”

  Former Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher Jerry Reuss was encouraged by Beck’s progress.

  “I think as time goes by, his prospects are better,” said Reuss. “Could he go up there now and do well? Sure he could. But I hedge the bet. The way I see it [the Cubs] are going to give him some time to get as strong as he can. If a need develops up there, I am sure he will be someone who fits in their plans. He has the [guts] of a cat burglar. I give him credit for having all the heart in the world.”

  Beck was not hedging his bets.

  “I’m ready, as far as I am concerned,” said Beck. “While I am here I am probably going to gain more miles per hour on my fastball and have more consistency. Every once in a while I will hit 89 miles an hour, then I might average 84 the next day and 86 the next. So I know the possibility for increasing the speed is still there. But I know that what I have right now is more than good enough. I am confident in my ability.”

  Beck, who struck out five batters in one and one-third innings of work on May 9, 2003, asserted that speed isn’t everything when it comes to getting big-league batters out.

  “It depends on the person,” he said. “Granted, if you throw in the mid-90s, you can get away with more mistakes. If you put the ball where you want to and you know how to pitch and you’ve got [guts], you can get away with less. That’s the category where I come under. I know how to pitch and I can put it where I want to nine times out of 10, and I am going to find a way to get it done. For me, I am ready. Then again, I thought I was ready in the spring. But topping out at 78 [miles an hour] and topping out at 89 are a little bit different. So I understood the reasoning behind sending me down. I also know that now I am ready.”

  Beck was given permission to talk to other major league clubs, although rejoining the Cubs was his first choice.

  “Eight teams called and three teams offered big-league jobs. I have turned them down because I want to play for the Cubs,” he said. “It has kind of been a strange situation. I don’t need the major league time [for his pension] and I don’t need the money. But I am 34 saves shy of 300; I would like to do that. I am 34 years old. What am I going to do? Sit around and go fishing the rest of my life? I have all kind of time to do that. I did all the work during rehab. My daughters had a good time when I was there. They said’ ‘Daddy, we want to see you pitch.’ I have to go pitch. They are at home, so I have to be on TV. We are not on TV down here [in Des Moines]. We have to find somewhere that it is.”

  If the Cubs had called him up, Beck wasn’t planning to bring the van to Chicago.

  “I don’t think there are too many places in Chicago to park that thing,” said Beck. “Going on road trips and leaving that RV in the Wrigley Field parking lot wouldn’t be good.”

  When the Cubs finally decided to take a pass on bringing Beck back to the big club, he signed with the San Diego Padres in the fall of 2003. Beck left the Padres for “personal reasons” during spring training of 2004 and later returned to their ball club. His final major league appearance was August 14, 2004. He finished with 286 career saves in 13 seasons.


  Where Have You Gone?

  

  GLENN BECKERT

  A four-time All-Star second baseman for the Cubs from 1965 to 1973, Glenn Beckert can sympathize with many Cubs fans.

  After watching the 2003 Cubs team come within five outs of advancing to the World Series, most Cubs fans figured their team would win it all in 2004. Beckert recalled similar optimism after the Cubs came so close to making it to the World Series in 1969.

  “It is so much harder being a fan than being a player,” said Beckert, who hit .291 with 22 doubles in 1969. “If you are a player and you have a bad day, you say, ‘OK, we’ll get ’em tomorrow.’ But when you are a fan, all you can do is watch TV and wonder, ‘How did he miss that play?’”

  “I can’t believe that in the city of Chicago we are still remembered, even though we didn’t make the playoffs,” Beckert said. “The ’69 Mets reminded me a lot of the Florida Marlins [in 2003]. People were saying’ ‘Who are these guys?’ They weren’t recognized, there were no big names on their team. It was the same way with the Marlins. Now these kids will become stars.”

  Beckert, who finished his big-league career in San Diego in 1974 and ’75, was a .283 career hitter. But his enduring memories are with his former Cubs teammates.
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    Four-time All-Star • 1968 NL Gold Glove Award • Led NL with 98 runs scored in 1968 • Totaled 672 runs scored and 353 RBI with Cubs

  

  “We were very fortunate that the nucleus of our team was able to play together for nine years. That is not done too much any more,” said Beckert.

  The 1969 season was bittersweet for the Cubs. Or perhaps a better way to put it for Cubs fans is sweet-bitter.

  “Right after the 1969 season, [teammate and friend] Ronnie [Santo] said to me, ‘Let’s get away from baseball. Let’s go to Las Vegas.’ So we go to one of the big casinos there. We started playing blackjack and we said to each other: ‘Isn’t this great? We don’t have to listen to the World Series and all that stuff.’ Then they opened up a 100-foot screen right in front of us showing the Mets and Orioles playing in the World Series. Ronnie said, ‘Let’s get the heck out of here.’”

  Santo, who passed away in 2010, suffered from diabetes but kept his ailment to himself during his playing days.

  “I remember when I was a rookie and I was hitting .205 or something and Ronnie was hitting .335,” said Beckert of his days of traveling with Santo.

  “We were rooming together and I saw him in the bathroom giving himself an injection. I didn’t know what he was doing. I didn’t know anything about insulin injections or diabetes. So I said, ‘No wonder you’re hitting .335. Give me a shot of that stuff.’ Then he explained to me that he was a diabetic and had to take his insulin shot every morning.”

  Born October 12, 1940, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Glenn Alfred Beckert was originally signed by Boston as an amateur free agent in 1962. He made his major league debut on April 12, 1965 with the Cubs, where he hit .239 in his rookie season. Beckert had been selected from the Red Sox in November of 1962 in what was then called the first-year players draft.

  At the end of his Cubs career, he was traded to San Diego along with Bobby Fenwick on November 7, 1973, in exchange for outfielder Jerry Morales.

  The Padres released Beckert April 28, 1975.

  In 1969, 24 years after their previous postseason appearance, the Cubs seemed primed to end their playoff drought. On August 13, 1969, with a little more than a month and a half to go in the regular season, the Cubs enjoyed a nine and a half-game lead over the New York Mets. Just two weeks later, the lead was reduced to two games. The Cubs then lost eight in a row in September while the Mets won 10 in a row. The Cubs finished eight games out of first place, and they missed the postseason again following one of the worst collapses in baseball history.

  Entering the 2004 season, the Cubs hadn’t been to the World Series since 1945. They failed to make the playoffs between 1945 and 1984, a period of 39 years. The Cubs did manage to earn playoff berths in 1984, 1989, and 1998 and 2003, when they won a playoff round (against Atlanta) for the first time in over 50 years.

  But the 1969 season seemed to give birth to the notion that the Cubs were the lovable losers.

  In the opener at Wrigley Field in ’69, the Cubs fell behind the Phillies 6-5 and had one man on base in the 11th inning when Willie Smith stepped to the plate. Smith hit a pinch home run into the right field bleachers to give the Cubs the victory. The Cubs then would not fall out of first place for 155 days.

  On May 13, 1969, Ernie Banks had seven RBI, including his 1,500th on a three-run homer during a 19-0 blowout of San Diego. It matched the biggest shutout margin in major league history. Cubs pitcher Dick Selma took the victory with his three-hit performance. The Cubs had obtained Selma from the Padres earlier in the season. It was the third straight shutout thrown by Cubs pitchers. Ferguson Jenkins and Ken Holtzman preceded Selma’s gem.

  A week later, the Cubs blanked the Dodgers 7-0 in Los Angeles behind Holtzman. It was the 12th loss in a row by the Dodgers’ Don Sutton in contests against the Cubs.

  On June 15, 1969, Beckert’s double-play partner, Don Kessinger, set a National League record with his 54th straight errorless game to start the season. But the Cubs dropped a 7-6 decision in the first game of a doubleheader in Cincinnati.

  On July 14, the Cubs edged the Mets 1-0 behind Bill Hands’s win against Tom Seaver. Billy Williams singled home the game winner to give the Cubs a five and a half-game lead over the Mets. At the end of the game, Santo infuriated the Mets by jumping up and clicking his heels in glee as the Chicago crowd roared its approval.

  On “Billy Williams Day” (June 29) at Wrigley Field, Williams passed Stan Musial’s NL record for consecutive games played (896). The Cubs swept the Cardinals 3-1 and 12-1 in front of 41,060 fans.

  In a memorable 4-3 loss to the Mets on July 8, Santo criticized center fielder Don Young for two misplays in the outfield. Santo apologized the next day for ripping into Young, who had left the park early and did not take the team bus. But Santo was booed by the home crowd in his first game back at Wrigley Field.

  Holtzman pitched the fifth no-hitter in the majors of 1969 on August 19 against the Braves. Holtzman no-hit Atlanta despite failing to strikeout a single batter in the 3-0 victory. Williams hauled in a deep drive hit by Hank Aaron against the left field vines in the seventh inning to help preserve the no-hitter.

  By August 27, the Cubs’ lead over the Mets had slipped to two games. A 6-3 loss to the Reds was the Cubs’ seventh in their last eight games.

  The Cubs dropped to second place on September 10 after losing to the Phillies 6-2. The Cubs were out of first place after spending 155 days atop the National League East. Meanwhile, the Mets swept the Montreal Expos, 3-2 and 7-1, to take a one-game lead in the division.

  The Cubs would continue to swoon and wound up with a 9-17 record in the month of September. Their final season record was 92-70. Jenkins would wind up with a 21-15 record and a 3.41 ERA. Hands was 20-14, 2.29. Holtzman checked in with a 17-13 record and a 3.58 ERA. Reliever Phil Regan had a 12-6 record and 17 saves.

  “You have to be very lucky with the health of your team and you have to get hot the last month of the season,” said Beckert. “I don't know what happened to us in ’69, but we just cooled off. The whole team, we went downhill together. I was having trouble fielding. We all were. The hitting and pitching went down. But we did have a good team for more than three quarters of the year.”


  Where Have You Gone?

  

  LARRY BOWA

  He will be identified forever as a key member of the Philadelphia Phillies, but Larry Bowa also carved a brief but significant niche with the Chicago Cubs in the mid-1980s.

  A member of the 1984 Cubs’ division championship team, Bowa was regarded as an excellent-fielding shortstop who worked hard throughout his career to improve his hitting skills.

  “The thing I remember most about that [1984] season is how it brought the city together,’’ said Bowa. “The fans were unbelievable, supportive of the ball club. I think we caught a lot of people off guard, similar to the ’89 [Cubs] team. We both had the long losing streaks in spring training. There are a lot of similarities.’’

  Certain 1984 Cubs memories left indelible marks in Bowa’s mind.

  “I’ll always remember the game against the Cardinals when Ryno hit the two home runs off Bruce Sutter. That stands out real big,’’ said Bowa.

  “I remember going into New York for that big series. And then the big series with the Mets in Chicago when we beat Dwight Gooden. The Mets were basically the team to beat.

  “I’ll never forget when we went back out on the field at Wrigley after the last home game of the season, just like the Cubs did [in ’89]. Another thing I’ll never forget ... the way Sarge [Gary Matthews] had the bleacher fans saluting him. Those things you never forget about.’’

  [image: image]

  
    1 • LARRY BOWA • SS

    Years with Cubs: 1982-85

  

  
    Recorded .984 fielding percentage in 1983 • Played in 1984 NLCS • Totaled 169 runs scored and 102 RBI with Cubs.

  

  The Cubs won the first two games at Wrigley Field of the then best-of-five series. Needing to win just once in San Diego, they dropped all three. They had a 3-0 lead with Rick Sutcliffe on the mound when the Padres rallied to win 6-3 in Game 5.

  “There is no doubt that if we had been able to get back to Chicago [in a seven-game series] we would have won,’’ said Bowa. “The way it happened, it was almost like they were supposed to win. The ball that went past Ryno [for a bad-hop double by Tony Gwynn], on any other day is an out. The ball that went under Leon Durham’s glove after he had had a great year that year...

  “Sutcliffe not being able to hold a lead was a rarity. When you look back on it, you say maybe it wasn’t meant to be.’’

  Bowa had become accustomed to being in the starting lineup throughout most of his career with the Phillies. But the spring training of 1985 under feisty Cubs manager Jim Frey created some fireworks. The Cubs wanted to take a look at their young No. 1 draft pick, 22-year-old Shawon Dunston, and the 39-year-old Bowa began feeling a bit insecure.

  Bowa, who had been anointed team captain by Frey in 1984, was suddenly blasting Frey in the media for his failure to communicate with him about his job status in spring training.

  “I have absolutely no communication with the man [Frey] at all. None,” Bowa fumed in an article in the Chicago Tribune. “I come to the ballpark every day and look for my name on the board to see if I’m playing, just like a rookie. All I want to know is what my role on this team is.”

  Bowa, a .261 lifetime hitter at the time, had a disappointing season offensively for the Cubs in 1984, hitting .223 with only 17 RBIs. Yet Bowa felt the fact that he owned the best fielding percentage of any active shortstop made up for that.

  Don Zimmer, then the Cubs’ third base coach and a high school classmate and friend of Frey’s in Cincinnati, pounced on the opportunity to lambast Bowa.

  During batting practice before a spring training game in Mesa, Arizona, Zimmer read a prepared statement to a Chicago Tribune sports-writer, calling Bowa, “the most selfish ballplayer I have ever met. Did you know that Larry Bowa did not speak to Ryne Sandberg for a week to 10 days last season? Well, I know it. He [Sandberg] must have been going too good. If you can’t get along with Sandberg, you can’t get along with your wife. He [Bowa] claims the manager didn’t show him any respect. Well, Bowa drove in two runs the last three months last season and the manager still played him. No respect? Bull!”
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