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    To my wife Barbaralee, who has heard these stories a few hundred times and still smiles when I retell them: Your unconditional love and support allows me to keep the memories alive. I love you.

    To each and every member of the Los Angeles Dodgers “Family”: I am honored to share this championship with you.

    To every parent and coach who has given a youngster a reason to dream, and the courage to chase it.

    To Baseball: may it forever be a game of honor and integrity.

    —RM

  


  
    
FOREWORD


    BY TOMMY LASORDA


    It is only natural that Rick Monday would write a book about the Dodgers’ world championship season of 1981. If not for Rick and his dramatic home run that helped us beat the Montreal Expos in the League Championship Series, we might not have been world champions that year.

    But you can say the same thing for every single player who wore the Dodger uniform that season, which is one of the reasons that the fruits of victory tasted so sweet. The 1981 season—with Fernandomania and the players’ strike and the remarkable three comebacks in the postseason—truly required a team effort.

    Just thinking about that great season reminds me of the feeling of winning that World Series. It was the ultimate in satisfaction. We not only won the World Series, we finally defeated the New York Yankees, who had beaten us in our last two World Series appearances in 1977 and 1978.

    This time, we beat them with a ball club that showed it had as much heart as talent. It was a team that consisted, in large part, of players whom I had managed since their first days as professionals. We had shared many highs and lows over the years, worked endless hours on fields at every level, and now, together, we had reached the pinnacle of our sport with the greatest comeback in baseball history, if you ask me.

    It’s been 25 years since our thrilling achievement, and Rick has marked the anniversary with this behind-the-scenes look back at one of the most remarkable and rewarding seasons in Dodger history.

    A quarter-century later, it’s still an amazing story

  


  
    INTRODUCTION

    BY RICK MONDAY


    There has always been something magical about the Dodgers. From their revered “guts and glory” days in Brooklyn, to the “polished celebrity” of the Los Angeles club, the Dodgers have been a team with heart and soul.

    Ebbets Field fans recant plays of Hall of Fame favorite Duke Snider and his teammates—Ralph Branca, Jackie Robinson, Gil Hodges, Roy Campanella, Pee Wee Reese, Don Newcombe, Carl Erskine, Clem Labine, and Preacher Roe—as though they took the field just yesterday. Los Angeles gave us the awe-inspiring excitement of Hall of Famers Sandy Koufax and Don Drysdale and the determination of Tommy Davis, Maury Wills, Lou Johnson, Willie Davis, Wes Parker, and Jim Gilliam. In the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s, players like Fernando Valenzuela, Orel Hershiser, Hideo Nomo, Don Sutton, Tommy John, Jimmy Wynn, Pedro Guerrero, Mike Piazza, and Steve Garvey added to an already storied past. More recently, Gary Sheffield, Paul Lo Duca, Jeff Kent, and Kevin Brown gave Angelenos a reason to come out to the park, and Eric Gagne brought the “Fever Pitch” to a new level as he welcomed us to the jungle with “GAME OVER.”

    Rich with history, steeped in tradition, and teeming with talent, the Los Angeles Dodgers have earned their place as a jewel in the crown of baseball. Each Dodger team—whether shining brightly, like a ruby in a gorilla’s you know what, or bruised and burnished from “extra-long” seasons—has left its own footprint in the dirt of the infield. Those who came before 1981 instilled in that season’s team a burning desire to “uphold the honor.” I would like to believe that for those who came after us, we did the same.

    It was not an easy road for us to travel in 1981. But the journey is always easier when you travel with people you can trust. In that sense, it was an easy journey. The 1981 season may have ended long ago, but the friendships have not. Each one of the gentlemen mentioned in this book has my utmost respect for what he accomplished on the field and for the professionalism displayed while doing it.

    I was privileged to be their teammate; I am honored to call them friends.
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    DAMN YANKEES

    Damn. Yankees. I’m not talking about the Ray Walston-Gwen Verdon Broadway production or its Technicolor adaptation. Certainly, there is no “Disney”-like musical accompaniment accentuating the sentiment. To the Dodgers organization, dating back to the Brooklyn days, losing to—and despising—the New York Yankees has been a way of life.

    My dislike of the Yankees began prior to my arrival in Los Angeles in 1977. As best as I can remember, my dislike for the Yankees must have begun at birth. I’m not really sure why—it was just my way of life. Growing up in sunny Santa Monica, California, my life was pretty simple. Some days, my biggest decision was whether I should stop at the A&W for an orange freeze on my way to the beach or wait until I was on my way home. My days revolved around baseball, football, and surfing—in that order. And as far as baseball was concerned, I was no fan of the Yankees.

    I didn’t dislike anything in particular concerning the Yankees. It wasn’t about their high payroll, ownership, or even locale—it was more of a general sense of disgust. The Yankees were everywhere: on TV and radio and in print. The popular consensus was that baseball and the Yankees were synonymous. I didn’t see it that way.

    As a kid mesmerized by baseball, I could appreciate the play of other teams. Rooting for the underdog became my modus operandi, and I was loyal to anyone—but the Yankees. Looking back, I realize my youthful dislike wasn’t limited to just the team, either. I included their players as well. It wasn’t personal; it was the pinstripes.

    But I made one exception to my rule for Mantle. “The Mick.” Mickey Mantle was the man. While the rest of my schoolmates would rant and rave about the Yankees, I’d silently burn until Mantle’s name came up. He could run, he could field, he could hit with power. He could leap tall buildings in a single bound! There was just something “magical” about Mantle. As a player he was larger than life and the one redeeming quality of the Yankees. To me, he was not a Yankee—he was baseball.

    But as for the rest of the Yankees, I could have cared less. Fast forward 20 years and I realized my instincts were right. I hated them for good reason. Only now it wasn’t the pinstripes. Now it was personal.

    GONE HOLLYWOOD

    As a Dodger, I lost to the Yankees in the 1977 World Series, highlighted by Reggie Jackson hitting three home runs in one game. The frustration of losing after coming so far only added to my dislike of that team. After all we had accomplished to get to the World Series and, as usual, what people remember are the Yankees.

    In my opinion, that 1977 Dodgers team was the best one that I ever played for. That was my first year with the Dodgers, after the Chicago Cubs traded me to Los Angeles for Bill Buckner. I found myself in a rather new, unfamiliar, and yet exciting situation. Where the Cubbies were everybody’s “sentimental favorite,” the Dodgers were a part of Hollywood royalty. When celebrities wanted a night off, they would come to the ballpark and watch us; when we wanted a night off, we went to the movie theater to watch them.

    For “Hollywood Stars Night” at the ballpark, one could see the likes of Annette Funicello, Danny Kaye, Dyan Cannon, The Captain and Tennille, Tony Orlando, Jonathan Winters, Don Rickles, and a marquee list of others. Winters would occasionally drop by the clubhouse and do an impromptu stand-up baseball routine. Dodger Stadium was dotted with big-time celebrities like Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Walter Matthau, Jack Lemmon, and other A-list Hollywood heavyweights just about every night. The national anthem was a notable venue of its own, sung by chart-topping musicians. As I recall, early in that season, Sinatra was one such notable performer. I was experiencing a celebrity of sorts myself, having gained some national notoriety after rescuing the American flag from two would-be flag burners at Dodger Stadium the previous season while playing centerfield with the Chicago Cubs.

    What was unique is that 1977 was actually a “new season” for the entire team. Tommy Lasorda took over the helm from eventual Hall of Fame manager Walt Alston, who skippered the team for 23 years. Little did we know at the time, but Tommy was embarking on a Hall of Fame managerial career of his own.

    In Dodger lore, 1977 should go down as a remarkable season for a talented team. We showed, from the very first day of spring training, that we did not want to lose—not even an exhibition game. As teammates, we made it our business to challenge ourselves to play to our full potential. Among fan favorites at that time were Ron Cey, Bill Russell, Davey Lopes, and Steve Garvey, who began playing as a unit in 1973 and would spend a record eight and a half seasons together. In ’77, the Dodgers made history when four members of the team hit 30 or more home runs: Garvey (33), Reggie Smith (32), Cey (30), and Dusty Baker (30).

    The season itself was also one of the Dodgers’ most notable. Five of our starters—Tommy John, Don Sutton, Doug Rau, Burt Hooton, and Rick Rhoden—won at least 12 games, with John winning 20 and our ace and Opening Day starter, Sutton, being named the All-Star Game MVP. Steve Garvey was the focal point of the offense. The top vote-getter in fan balloting, Garvey homered in the National League’s 7-5 All-Star Game win. We clinched the division title against the archrival San Francisco Giants, and Dusty Baker carried us to victory over the Phillies in the National League Championship Series and into the World Series, where Reggie Jackson put on his show.

    “We thought we should have won in ’77,” says Garvey of the team’s trip to the World Series. “It was the best team I ever played on. And you figure, if you’re lucky as a professional, you get to the World Series once, probably not twice and certainly not three times. So considering what happened in ’81, it makes you wonder if we weren’t destined to win a world championship.”

    A FAMILY BUSINESS

    Ownership was a driving force of that ’77 team. Chemistry was a key ingredient for that team, and ownership set the tone, leading by example. The importance of the Walter O’Malley legacy should not be taken lightly; if you were a player, you wanted to play for O’Malley’s Dodgers.

    From the beginning of time, history repeatedly proves that a strong foundation is the key to longevity, and the O’Malleys were no stranger to this concept. An organization unique for its family values and atmosphere, starting with Walter O’Malley, the Dodgers operation grew to be the envy of baseball. Christmas at Dodgertown, St. Patrick’s Day, Old Timer’s Day, the Dodger Family Game, wives flying any time, anywhere, with their husbands on the team plane. It was not an organization. It truly was a family.

    “The St. Patrick’s Day Party was the first spring training function, even though the players weren’t involved. That started back in the barracks days in the early Fifties,” recalls Peter O’Malley, Walter’s son and the leader of the team ownership group from 1970 through 1998. “The Christmas Party was (former Dodgertown director) Charlie Blaney’s idea. We were never together in December, and with all of the kids around during spring training, he thought it would be a good idea to put it together, and it worked.

    [image: image]

    The O’Malleys—Peter (left) and his father, Walter—at Dodgertown during spring training. Peter kept the Dodgers “in the family” once his father passed away in 1979, while also maintaining the family atmosphere that had become a trademark of the organization.

    “I think our best function was the Easter Egg Hunt. Coy Hunter, the wife of one of our writers, Bob Hunter, was the Easter Bunny. All of these events just brought people together. The staff, the players, even the media. It worked great.”

    Mike Scioscia agrees: “I didn’t realize at the time, but the years have put in perspective what the support from the top down means. At the time, you think every organization is just like yours. Now, 30 years later, you understand what a special dynamic was at work with the Dodger organization then.

    “Starting with Peter O’Malley and his sister, Terry Seidler, down to Al Campanis and Walter Alston and Tommy Lasorda and Fred Claire. With Peter and Terry, it had to be the best ownership in any professional sport. We were very fortunate the way they embraced everyone as family.”

    I was 17 the first time I met Walter O’Malley. Fresh out of Santa Monica High, I had earned a spot on the Dodger-sponsored “Dodger Rookies,” a recruit-rich team of recently graduated seniors and the occasional college freshman, which the Dodgers had interest in signing. Tommy Lasorda, then a Dodger scout, wanted to sign me to a professional contract, so he invited my mother and me to visit Dodger Stadium to watch a game. After touring the facilities, we stopped by the O’Malley family suite for an introduction. Even now, I recall two things about that moment. One, the absolute awe I felt in meeting Walter O’Malley, the “larger-than-life” owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers. And two, the gracious and respectful manner in which he addressed my mom.

    Having been left on our own years earlier, my life revolved around my mom. She worked, struggled, and sacrificed so that I could pursue “the dream.” I loved, honored, adored, and respected her—and everyone else had better do the same. Both warm and courteous, O’Malley visited with my mom as though he had known her for years.

    In his presence, you had a sense of the familiar as you do with your family. Warm and reassuring, he told my mom that the Dodgers “would take good care of Rick. We have the best coaches, the best facilities in baseball, and it would be great for him to be able to play right here at home.” And then I heard the words that were music to my ears: “Mrs. Monday, we are really interested in having Rick sign with the Dodgers. With everything Tommy has told us, he really has a chance to play here at Dodger Stadium.” Inside the Stadium, standing there in front of O’Malley, I felt at home.

    At the time, however, a few colleges were also recruiting me. I had spoken with San Fernando Valley State (now California State Northridge) about going there. Their freshman assistant coach was a guy named Dick Enberg, who went into another line of work as a successful sports broadcaster. I spoke with Cal Poly Pomona a few times and Southern California and Rod Dedeaux just about every week for two months.

    Coach Bobby Winkles came over from Arizona State University to watch me play a game for the “Dodger Rookies.” During the game my mom sat with Bobby and he told her about his program. After the game, Winkles offered me a scholarship. Bobby and my mom had obviously hit it off real well. The decision to attend ASU and play for Bobby was one of the greatest decisions I’ve ever made. The respect I have for that man is unwavering.

    My decision to attend ASU in no way discounted Tommy Lasorda’s or the Dodgers’ attempts to sign me. In fact, Tommy took my mother and me out for dinner one night and he presented a contract to my mom for me to sign with the Dodgers. My mother actually had a pen in her hand three different times to sign the contract, only to put the pen down and tell Tommy that she wanted me to go to college first, after which I would sign with the Dodgers.

    Every time she did that, Tommy took back the contract, scribbled out the dollar amount, and increased it substantially, only to have my mom put the pen down again. She wasn’t trying to negotiate. She just felt very strongly that, with me being only 17 years old, I needed to go to college. So I did. None of us knew then that the “free agent draft” was just around the corner. I wound up as the first player taken in baseball’s initial draft in 1965, joining the Kansas City Athletics. But I never stopped wanting to be a Dodger, which is why that visit with Walter O’Malley meant so much to me.

    Wonderfully, once I joined the Dodgers, it was clear they were everything I had envisioned. The O’Malleys worked hard to make the organization a family. One never heard “Dodger organization.” It was “Dodger family.” I think for all of us, this was pivotal to the success of those ball clubs. The old cliché, “There is no ‘I’ in team,” held true for everyone. Ownership, front office, players, and personnel alike—we worked together, lost together, played together, and won together. Truth be known, we laughed together and cried together, too. The O’Malleys looked after us and cared for us all—and together we would eat, sleep, and drink baseball. We didn’t know it then, but those were “the glory days.”

    Years later, you will hear players, from Brooklyn on down, admirably and with great love, speak of the O’Malley family. I think for all of us, the Dodgers were our family, and families are forever.

    HIP CHICK AREN’T JUST FOR HOCKEY

    The 1978 World Series brought yet another loss to the Yankees, and our team’s dislike for the boys from the Bronx grew with fervor. In the sixth inning of a crucial Game 4, with the Dodgers leading 3-0 in the game and 2-1 in the series, Reggie Jackson singled home a run to cut into our lead. Lou Piniella followed Jackson by bouncing a tailor-made double-play ball to shortstop Bill Russell. The inning appeared to be over. Russell stepped on second then flipped toward first. Jackson was midway between first and second—too far from second to disrupt Russell with a slide. So Jackson stopped running, shifted his hip into the path of Russell’s throw, and caused the ball to carom into right field as a run scored. Jackson got away with a flagrant and intentional violation of the rule book, something to which Jackson would admit in the years to follow, thus bringing yet another world championship chance to a bitter end. Jackson’s play ended up a deciding factor in a game we lost—and left us feeling cheated.

    In retrospect, I grudgingly admit that the Yankees were a team to be reckoned with and respected. As a franchise, they “came to play,” and in turn, made you play as well. Playing against them was, oftentimes, like watching baseball at its best. You didn’t like to play the Yankees because they had so many players who could beat you. Thurman Munson led the team from behind the plate, and Graig Nettles was an octopus at third. As if he wore eight different gloves, he’d scoop everything hit anywhere near him. Piniella’s bat was a force to be reckoned with, and Jackson was just building upon his reputation as “Mr. October.” Offensively and defensively, Mickey Rivers, Chris Chambliss, and Bucky Dent could hurt you in ways you never dreamed of. And then there was the pitching staff: Catfish Hunter, Ron Guidry, Rich Gossage, and Sparky Lyle could light up your night.

    It was obvious to all that the Dodgers were a force on the rise and the Yankees were our Achilles’ heel. We had a team much like the previous year, led by Sutton, who made his seventh Opening Day start, Hooton, who won 19 games, and the awesome hitting of Garvey and Smith. Our fans again showed they were the best in baseball, this time surpassing the three-million mark in attendance at Dodger Stadium, the first time in Major League history such a feat had occurred. We clinched the division during the season’s final weekend, won a thrilling National League Championship Series against the Phillies, only to suffer the letdown of losing to the Yankees again in the World Series.

    We did, however, witness a classic confrontation between pitcher and hitter in that World Series: Bob Welch against Reggie Jackson, power pitcher versus power hitter. The rookie Welch, trying to protect a one-run lead in the ninth inning with two runners on, worked Jackson to a 3-2 count. Welch fired three straight fastballs and Jackson fouled off each one, but took a mighty swing and a miss on the fourth and struck out to end the game. It captured the truest essence and emotion of the World Series.

    As champions in our own right, that ’78 Dodger team was an equal contender. A proud franchise, we had certainly earned bragging rights. But we hadn’t done enough to be true champions, and time was running out.

    WHEN’S OUR TURN?

    By the time the 1981 season rolled around, the nucleus of those Dodger teams had pretty much run its course. The clock was ticking. But there was unfinished business. We desperately wanted another chance to win a world championship. And we especially wanted another chance to beat the Yankees in the World Series.

    When I set out to share the inside story of the 1981 Dodger season, I was curious to know if other former teammates recalled the same images that have been etched in my mind and heart (not to mention my aching bones) for all these years. Did they remember the competitive edge that had burned inside their bellies so many years ago? Was the memory of all that hard work, sacrifice, and togetherness still fresh for them? If I still knew these gentlemen like I did so many years ago, then nothing would have faded from their memories. To a man, each of them embodied a commitment to winning, and a respect for one another and the game of baseball! And they proved it every day on the baseball field. They hated to lose. And even more so, they hated to lose to the Yankees.

    Reflecting on the past brings to mind events of the present. The season itself, fantasy camps, conventions, signings and the like, offer me, and most of my teammates, the opportunity to reconnect and reminisce. We’re now diversified individuals sifting through the memories of a common denominator. One of my teammates, Dusty Baker, has gone on to a managerial career as accomplished as his playing-day career. It was reassuring to hear from Dusty that I wasn’t the only one who still felt that the losses in 1977 and 1978 were an underlying motivator for the unforgettable season we had in 1981.

    “Quite honestly, I was tired of seeing the Yankees,” remembers Baker. “As a kid growing up a Dodgers fan in Southern California, they used to beat the Dodgers all the time. And then, when I got to the big leagues with the Dodgers, they beat us all the time.

    “In ’78, that was probably the worst one, because we had gone up two games to nothing. I remember, we were playing for Jim Gilliam [the Dodger coach who died two days before the series opened], we had “Devils” No. 19 on our sleeve, and man, we were up 2-0 and they beat us three in a row at Yankee Stadium—we just couldn’t believe it. Then we went back home, for one game, and they beat us again.”

    You could pretty much go up and down the list of Dodgers who had lost to the Yankees in 1977 and 1978 and were still on the club in 1981, and they would have told you the same thing: there was a score to settle.

    “I just had this great big payback for ’77 and ’78 that I wanted to take care of,” recalls Ron Cey “Not just ’77, but ’78 in particular, because that’s my most disappointing moment in all of baseball, to lose that World Series under those circumstances and have the Reggie Jackson incident, when the entire series might have come to a different point if [umpire] Frank Pulii would’ve just said: ‘You know what, I think I better huddle with these other guys [like they do today] and make sure we get this thing right.’ We’d have been walking off the field into the seventh inning with a 3-1 lead.”

    Pulii rejected manager Tommy Lasorda’s protests of interference, and the Yankees came back to win the game in 10 innings, 4-3, shifting momentum in the series. Just makes you sick, doesn’t it? It still does to me, too.

    But before we get too far into what happened in 1981, let’s run down the list of players who made it happen. Every player on the 1981 team understood he had a role to play and knew what it took to prepare for each game. No one player or group of players was more important than the other, whether you were a starting position player, pitcher, or backup player. We were a team, a complete package, with an inner toughness I don’t believe I ever experienced on any other team. We knew how to play the game. Four of us—Russell, Lopes, Baker, and Scioscia—went on to manage in the Major Leagues. We loved challenges, and if you were going to beat us, then you had to beat all of us. Besides sharing World Series championship rings, I believe each and every one of us will always share a great respect for one another.
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    THE NAMES AND THE FACES

    As I’ve said on numerous occasions already, the Dodgers were like a big family. So this chapter is dedicated to introducing the cast of characters in my family in 1981, in alphabetical order.

    DR. SCALD

    Dusty Baker wasn’t selected until the 25th round of the 1967 amateur draft, but don’t let that fool you: he was a natural talent. He batted .342 at Greenwood to earn a call-up to the Braves in September 1968 at age 19. By age 26, he had four productive Major League seasons under his belt. The Dodgers paid a steep price to get Baker from the Braves after the 1975 season, acquiring him and infielder Ed Goodson for Jimmy Wynn, Tom Paciorek, Jerry Royster, and Lee Lacy.

    [image: image]

    While he was with the Braves, Dusty Baker learned lessons from Hank Aaron that helped him emerge as a feared offensive force in 1981.

    From the beginning, though, it was a perfect fit. Baker, a Riverside, California, native grew up a Dodger fan idolizing Tommy Davis, and so he wore Davis’s No. 12 while with the Dodgers. He predominantly played left field and was a consistent contributor during his eight years in Los Angeles. He played 149 or more games in six of those seasons, often with a flair for the dramatic. On September 5, 1981, Baker was sidelined with a heavy cold, but entered a game against the Cardinals in the 11th inning and clubbed a pinch-hit, walk-off homer off Jim Kaat.

    Baker had one of his best power seasons in 1980, batting .294 with 29 homers and 97 RBI en route to winning a Silver Slugger Award. But his 1981 season was arguably his finest all-around effort, as Baker hit a career-high .320, made his first All-Star team, won his only Gold Glove, and again took home the Silver Slugger. Only Bill Madlock and Pete Rose finished with a better average at the plate.

    Baker was also a major contributor in the National League Championship Series that season, batting .316 against the Expos. But Baker broke his hand in a parking lot fight with a pair of Expos fans and spent the World Series playing through pain, serving as a decoy in the lineup against the Yankees, who were unaware of Baker’s injury. He batted .167 while playing in all six games.
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