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PREFACE

IN 1988, I was a fourteen year old living in Australia. As was the norm, on Sunday afternoons I would watch Sports Sunday. At the start of the program they promised extended highlights of Game One of the World Series between the Los Angeles Dodgers and the Oakland Athletics. While I am almost certain that I had once watched a baseball game, or at the very least viewed highlights of a game previously, almost thirty years later I cannot recall ever seeing one pitch prior to that day. I was a Los Angeles Lakers fan, so, naturally, I began supporting the Dodgers. As was the formula, Sports Sunday would show highlights of different sports throughout the show. One would see ten minutes of one sport before the show switched to another, and then another, before going back to the original sport. On this day I remember feeling impatient; I just wanted to watch highlights from the World Series. What is now folklore, in the bottom of the ninth trailing 4–3 facing the A’s feared closer Dennis Eckersley, an injured Kirk Gibson blasted a two-run home run to win it for the Dodgers. People remember their first kiss, their wedding day, the day their children were born. I remember all of those and, if I close my eyes, can still see the home run and Gibson pumping his arm while circling the bases. I also can hear Vin Scully’s call of the home run: “High fly ball into right field, she is gone! In a year that has been so improbable, the impossible has happened.”

The emotion, the drama, and Scully’s call made me a baseball fan—it made me a Dodgers’ fan. Another television network showed the rest of the series on delay. I begged my dad to record the games. After school I would rush home and watch the World Series. Following the Dodgers’ World Series–clinching victory in Game Five, I jumped up and down with excitement. The Los Angeles Dodgers became, and still are, my favorite sporting team. I am privileged and thankful that almost 30 years later I am able to write the history of the Los Angeles Dodgers to mark the 60th year since the team relocated from Brooklyn.
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THE BROOKLYN DODGERS

THE HISTORY OF the Dodgers can be traced back to the formation of the Brooklyn Grays in 1883. The team originally played in the Inter-State Association of Professional Baseball Clubs before joining the American Association the following year.1 The team (now known as the Bridegrooms) won the American Association championship in 1889 before losing to the New York Giants in an early version of the World Series. The World Series that we know today, a match-up between the National League and American League champions, did not begin until 1903. In 1890, the team left the American Association and joined the National League. Even though they had the less-than-flattering nickname of Bridegrooms, they managed to win the National League pennant, compiling a 86–43 record—well ahead of the Chicago Colts (6½ games) and the Philadelphia Phillies (9 games). Legend has it the team chose the Bridegrooms moniker because seven members of the team got married in 1888. The Bridegrooms went on to tie with the American Association champion Louisville Colonels in the World Series. Both teams won three games, and there was one tie. The weather continually worsened during the Series, which led to the managers deciding that Game Seven would be the last game, which Louisville won to tie the Series. While a deciding game was meant to be played the following year, it never occurred due to the respective leagues being at loggerheads due to the formation of the Players League.

During the 1890s and into the new century, the Brooklyn squad also had other informal monikers such as Ward’s Wonders (based on John Montgomery Ward, who was the skipper from 1891 to 1892), Foutz’s Fillies (based on Dave Foutz, who was the skipper from 1893 to 1896), and Hanlon’s Superbas (based on Ned Hanlon, who was the skipper from 1899 to 1905). Another moniker was attached to the Brooklyn side in the 1890s: the Trolley Dodgers.

The term “Trolley Dodgers” first appeared in print in May 1895 and was picked up by other publications throughout the season. In the 1800s, when the city had a number of trolleys, they were initially pulled by horses. Brooklyn residents did not bother to look when they crossed the street because they “knew” that horses would not run them over. However, when horse trolleys were replaced by electric ones, many Brooklyn residents still did not bother to look when they crossed the street. As a result, they often had to jump out of the way to prevent being hit. Of course, not all Brooklyn residents were lucky; eight people were killed in 1892, fifty-one in 1893, and in thirty-four in 1894. In a wonderful article, “The Grim Reality of the ‘Trolley Dodgers,’” Peter Jensen Brown elaborates:

The name ‘trolley dodgers’ would not and could not have been used to describe the baseball team or anyone else from Brooklyn until 1892. The frequent appearance of the verb ‘to dodge,’ in association with trolleys in Brooklyn between 1892 and 1894, and the lack of evidence of ‘trolley dodger’ during the same period, suggests that the phrase had not achieved a significant level of use, if any, before 1895. The description of ‘trolley dodger’ as the ‘new’ name of the Brooklyn team shortly after opening day in 1895, and the repeated reporting of the name as ‘new’ throughout 1895 and into 1896, suggests that the name was likely first applied to the team in 1895. The name seems to have been extended to people from Brooklyn only later, and then not in a pejorative sense.

The moniker was frequently used by a wide variety of newspapers in 1896. Eventually, “Trolley” was dropped from the name, and the local baseball team simply was known as the Brooklyn Dodgers. However, it was still an informal nickname. From 1899 to 1910, the team was more formally known as the Brooklyn Superbas. In 1911 and 1912, the team was known as the Brooklyn Dodgers, but the following year it was once again known as the Superbas. From 1914 until 1931 it went by the Brooklyn Robins. In 1932, the team was formally known once again as the Brooklyn Dodgers. And it was not until 1933 it the nickname became permanent, with the Dodgers name being put on the team’s jerseys.

There was another informal nickname bestowed upon the Dodgers in the mid-1930s. The Dodgers of this era were more known for their less-than-stellar approach to the game. It would be wrong to claim that the players did not care, but they were seemingly lacking in the basic fundamentals of the game. The Dodgers continually committed basic errors, and defeat was more common than victory.2 Legend has it that sports cartoonist Willard Mullin heard a cab driver ask, “So how did those bums do today?” and drew a cartoon based on circus clown Emmett Kelly with the heading “Dem Bums.” Rather than take offense at the carton, Brooklyn fans loved it, and the Dodgers were dubbed “Dem Bums” by the Brooklyn faithful. No one berated and abused the Dodgers more than the Brooklyn faithful, but at the same time no one loved their baseball team more than they did. The Dodgers were a part of Brooklyn, and the city was a part of them.

While the “Dem Bums” nickname was somewhat fitting, the team did have some successful seasons. Indeed, the team won the National League pennant in 1890, 1899, 1900, 1916, 1920, 1941, 1947, 1949, 1952, 1953, 1955, and 1956. However, apart from 1955, the Dodgers always came up short in the World Series. In 1916, they lost four games to one to the Boston Red Sox. In 1920, they lost five games to two to the Cleveland Indians. In 1941, they lost four games to one to the New York Yankees. In 1947, they lost four games to three—again to the Yankees. In 1949, it was four games to one in a loss to the Yankees.

In fact, the Yankees beat them again in the 1952, 1953, and 1956 World Series (four games to three, four games to two, and four games to three, respectively). The 1955 season, however, was a different story.

With the World Series tied at three heading into the seventh and deciding game, most people expected the Yankees to once again triumph—especially as the game was being held at Yankee Stadium. If history does indeed repeat itself, with the first time being a tragedy and the second time a farce, the Dodgers were always destined to not be good enough. However, this year the Dodgers were not to be denied. With Gil Hodges driving in two runs and eventual World Series MVP Johnny Podres throwing a complete-game shutout, the Dodgers finally defeated the Yankees to claim their first World Series crown. There was pandemonium on the Brooklyn streets as long-suffering Dodger fans could finally celebrate a World Series triumph. What the fans did not realize at the time is that this would be the last Brooklyn Dodger World Series victory.

WALTER O’MALLEY AND THE DODGERS MOVE TO LA

Walter Francis O’Malley was a New Yorker to his core. He was born in the Bronx on October 9, 1903, and grew up in Queens. After obtaining a Bachelor of Arts degree with a focus on engineering from the University of Pennsylvania, O’Malley attended Columbia Law School. However, following his father losing his job, O’Malley worked during the day (as an engineer, surveyor, as well as business owner) and attended Fordham University at night. After graduating, O’Malley moved away from engineering and concentrated on practicing law. In addition to law, he also became a part-owner of J. O. Duffy Building Materials. In an event that would change Brooklyn and Los Angeles baseball history, Brooklyn Trust Company President George V. McLaughlin asked O’Malley to monitor the Dodgers’ legal and business affairs, as the team was behind in its payments to Brooklyn Trust.

In 1943, O’Malley went to work for the Dodgers full-time as their vice president and general counsel. In 1944, O’Malley, along with Branch Rickey and Andrew Schmitz, purchased 25 percent of the Dodgers. The following year, O’Malley, Rickey, and John L. Smith bought another 50 percent of the Dodgers. In October 1950, Rickey purchased an additional stake in the team. This meant that O’Malley was now the president and majority owner of the Dodgers. One of his stated goals, along with finally brining a World Series triumph to Brooklyn, was building a new stadium.

The Dodgers played their home games at Ebbets Field. It is fair to say that, by the 1950s, the conditions at the stadium were not the best. As Michael D’Antonio outlines in Forever Blue,

Periodically, visits by various city inspectors had required the team to make emergency fixes to avoid losing the occupancy permit for the stadium. The electrical system, taxed by the addition of lights for night games, was especially troublesome. Years later [Dodgers GM] Buzzie Bavasi would admit that he used his influence with a distant relative—his sister’s father-in-law, who ranked high in the fire department—to avoid citations and shutdowns.

Other stadiums around the country also had to deal with similar issues that could potentially be overcome. What could not be overcome for O’Malley was that Ebbets Field could only hold 32,000 spectators, and there was no room to expand. The 1955 world champion Brooklyn Dodgers attracted 1,033,589 fans to their home games, second best in the NL, but O’Malley had grander visions. Even if it was possible to expand the capacity of the stadium there were only, at most, 700 parking spaces close to the stadium. As a result, in 1946, O’Malley raised the possibility of the Dodgers potentially moving to a new stadium and, by 1953, began formally negotiating with the city. Unlike modern owners, O’Malley was not looking for the city to finance or even partly finance the stadium. In a letter to the vice chairman of the Triborough Bridge and Tunnel Authority, O’Malley wrote,

It is my belief that a new ball park should be built, financed and owned by the ball club. It should occupy land on the tax roll. The only assistance I am looking for is in the assembling of a suitable plot and I hope that the mechanics of Title I (of the Housing Act of 1949) could be used if the ball park were also to be used as a parking garage.

Yet even though O’Malley was willing to have the Dodgers finance the stadium themselves, New York City officials were seemingly not interested in accommodating the team. While the New York media vilified O’Malley for moving the Dodgers to Los Angeles, New York City officials had a large role in forcing the owner’s hand.

After negotiations were seemingly going nowhere, O’Malley stated in August 1955 that the Dodgers would not play at Ebbets Field after the 1957 season. They would either play in a new stadium in New York or would not be playing in New York. Despite numerous meetings, pronouncements, and the like, O’Malley and New York City officials could not come to any agreement. Both New York Mayor Robert Wagner and the planning chief Robert Moses were seemingly indifferent to the Dodgers staying in Brooklyn. Writing in the New York Times in 2015, a mere 58 years after the Dodgers left Brooklyn, Michael Beschloss noted that

O’Malley wanted the city to help him clear suitable land for a privately funded new stadium in the borough. When O’Malley focused on one particular site, he found that Moses was already working with the real estate mogul Fred Trump (father of the current US president). During their cat-and-mouse game, which lasted for years, Moses suggested that the Dodgers build a ballpark in Flushing Meadows, Queens (near where Citi Field now stands). At one point, Moses angered O’Malley by counseling him to simply fix up Ebbets Field.

Likewise, when directly asked about the possibility of the Dodgers leaving Brooklyn, Wagner replied, “I don’t get emotional about it.”

Thus, by the start of Spring Training in 1957, it was becoming all the more likely that the Dodgers would be moving to Los Angeles. Indeed, as Jim Gordon, writing for the Society for American Baseball Research, noted,

On February 21, 1957, the Los Angeles baseball world exploded when the Brooklyn Dodgers announced that they had bought Wrigley Field [not the famed Chicago stadium, but one with the same name that was situated in Los Angeles], the Los Angeles Angels, their territorial rights and Pacific Coast League franchise for $3,000,000, and the Fort Worth franchise of the Texas League. “It is my considered opinion that Los Angeles will have major league baseball by 1960,” said Brooklyn president Walter O’Malley. Only ten days earlier, O’Malley had given New York officials six months to do something on an acceptable new stadium for the Dodgers. The next day, the Dodgers announced that they would schedule some spring training games at Wrigley in 1958. O’Malley had inspected Wrigley Field and other Los Angeles baseball sites in January.

The Dodgers were already halfway to California.

In May of ’58, the National League owners gave formal approval for the Dodgers to move to Los Angeles if O’Malley so desired. The last home game in Brooklyn was scheduled for September 24, 1957. The Dodgers beat the Pittsburgh Pirates, 2–0, on the back of a complete-game shutout by Danny McDevitt. The Dodger faithful were already resigned to the team leaving Brooklyn, as there were only 6,702 fans in attendance. And on September 29, the Philadelphia Phillies beat the Dodgers at home, 2–1. This was the last Brooklyn Dodger game. In a precursor of what was to come, Sandy Koufax pitched a scoreless final inning for the Dodgers. On October 8 at 4 p.m., the Dodgers officially announced that they were moving to Los Angeles. However, it was not O’Malley who alerted the media or even attended the announcement. It was Arthur Patterson, whom the New York Daily News called a “third-string club official,” that read a one-sentence statement:

In view of the action of the Los Angeles City Council yesterday, and in accordance with the resolution of the National League made October 1, the stockholders and directors of the Brooklyn Baseball Club have today met and unanimously agreed that the necessary steps be taken to draft the Los Angeles territory.

The New York media never forgave O’Malley for his perceived treachery. Writing in the Daily News, Dick Young opened his article on the team leaving for Los Angeles by stating that “Walter O’Malley, the most momentous manipulator baseball has ever known, yesterday officially moved the Brooklyn Dodger franchise to Los Angeles.” Despite the hatred and vitriol, the reality was that the Brooklyn Dodgers were no more; indeed, as of 2018, there has not been another Major League Baseball team to call Brooklyn home, and there is exceedingly unlikely to be one in the foreseeable future. In contrast to the hostility of the New York press, the Los Angeles media coverage was one of jubilation. As the Los Angeles Times roared, “At long last, we’ve got the Dodgers!”



1 Upon joining the AA, they would go by the Brooklyn Atlantics but went back to the Grays the following season.

2 From 1933 to 1938, the Dodgers went 404–510–12 (.436 winning percentage) and averaged 85 losses a season.
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1950S: A NEW BEGINNING AND WORLD SERIES TRIUMPH

AMONG THE JUBILATION and despair of the Dodgers moving west, the reality was that the team did not have a home stadium. Before building a new stadium, the team needed a temporary home. The stadiums under consideration were the Rose Bowl, Wrigley Field (the minor-league stadium located in Los Angeles that the Dodgers purchased), and the Los Angeles Coliseum. The Rose Bowl was one of the preferred options due to the stadium seating capacity being more than 100,000. Following a visit to the stadium in late 1957, O’Malley stated that “The people of Pasadena were kind enough to invite us … and I feel very sure we can arrive at an intelligent basis for an agreement to play in the Rose Bowl.” However, that idea soon went nowhere as it was claimed that for-profit groups were forbidden to use the stadium, and the more likely deal breaker was that it was estimated to cost upwards of three-quarters of a million dollars to renovate the stadium to meet Major League requirements. O’Malley certainly wanted the Dodgers to play to as many people as possible, but spending a sizable amount to upgrade the stadium for what was always going to be a temporary home was not in the cards.

Another option for the Dodgers was the then minor-league stadium Wrigley Field, which the team bought in 1957 and moved their offices to. The name came from Chicago Cubs owner William Wrigley Jr., who paid over $1.1 million for the stadium to be built. However, even as a temporary solution, the option was not that palatable. Wrigley Field’s capacity was only 20,500 (with Ebbets’s being 31,902). Moreover, as Brian M. Endsley wrote in Bums No More,

At first glance, the park appeared normal: 340 feet down the foul lines and 412 feet to dead center field. But these measurements were misleading due to the park’s strange angles. The distances from home plate usually increase rapidly idly from the foul lines toward center, thus forming natural “power alleys.” In Wrigley Field, the outfield fences were angled slightly toward the infield instead of away from it. As a result, the power alleys were a cozy 345 feet from home plate, only five feet deeper than down the foul lines, clearly inadequate when compared to the 15 other major league parks.

The power alleys were certainly conducive to home runs. In 1961, the Los Angeles Angels played their home games at Wrigley Field during their inaugural season. There were 248 home runs at Wrigley that year—a major-league record that would last until 1996. The ease in which to hit home runs at Wrigley Field is clear, as the record was only broken by Coors Field in Denver (which is situated 5,200 feet above sea level).

Nevertheless, despite its obvious drawbacks, as Gordon claimed, an option being considered was to play

weekend and holiday games in the [Los Angeles] Coliseum and weekday night games at Wrigley Field. Enlarging Wrigley to [a capacity of] 26,000 to 27,000 was being considered, but only if it cost less than $250,000. In early November [1957], the Coliseum Commission told the Dodgers that they would not modify the stadium for baseball unless the team played at least 35 games there. After a crowd of 102,368 attended the Rams-49ers game on November 10 [1957], and because of the large early ticket requests, the Dodgers next said that their preference was to play all their games in the Coliseum and drop Wrigley Field.

However, to add only an extra 2,500 seats and to make stadium improvements would cost at least $250,000. Due to the limited seating, Wrigley Field was only ever going to be seriously considered if there was no other viable option. Quite simply, O’Malley did not move to Los Angeles to play in a stadium that held less than 30,000 fans. He did not move the team to Los Angeles out of the kindness in his heart; he wanted to make as much money as possible. The stadium that could hold the most fans and was willing to accommodate the Dodgers was the Los Angeles Coliseum.

Construction of the Coliseum cost $900,000, and it opened in 1923. It was modified in 1932 to add more seating and for improvements for the upcoming Olympics. Even though the Coliseum was willing to accommodate the Dodgers, this did not mean they would accept any offer from O’Malley. After several proposals were rejected and it was looking like the Dodgers may indeed have to play games at Wrigley Field, O’Malley offered to rent the Coliseum for two years at a cost of $600,000, but home plate had to be situated at the “west end of the stadium” so outfielders would not be looking into the sun. The situating of home plate bothered the football teams who used the Coliseum, as they believed it “would cause most damage to their field.” Nonetheless, in this case money talked, and the commission did not want to have to deal with the fallout if they rejected the Dodgers. Following the agreement being reached, O’Malley stated, “This ended my longest losing streak.” The Dodgers had found a temporary home, but the commission did ban beer sales at Dodger home games, which, arguably, cost O’Malley a small fortune.

The Coliseum may have been good stadium for football and other athletics, but it left a lot to be desired as a baseball stadium. As Endsley noted, “Essentially a football field gerry-rigged with chain-link fences into a baseball park, it was 301 feet down the right-field line, a fantastic 440 feet to right-center, 425 feet to dead center, but only 250 foot down the left-field line, and 320 feet to left-center.” Considering the incredibly short dimensions in left field, a

42-foot-high screen was attached to the left-field foul pole at the 250-foot sign, and stretched 140 feet across to a support tower in left-center to neutralize the 320-foot “power alley.” Then, for 30 more feet, it was reduced in four “steps” to eight feet. In dead center field, it joined a six-foot chain-link fence that extended across the field to the right-field foul pole.

However, even with the barrier, routine fly outs in every other major-league stadium were home runs at the Coliseum. In contrast, due to a fence at right field being angled toward the vast confines of right-center, it made it incredibly difficult to hit home runs to right. Indeed, only nine home runs were hit to right in 1958 during 77 games at the Coliseum. The dimensions of the Coliseum hurt Dodger great and Hall of Famer Duke Snider. Snider hit forty or more home runs in each of his previous five seasons. However, in 1958, Snider only hit 15 home runs. While a knee injury certainly played a part, Snider was never the same power threat as he was in Ebbets Field. The most home runs he hit as a Los Angeles Dodger was only 23 in 1959. As the legendary Willie Mays said to Snider when they saw each for the first game at the Coliseum, “Duke, they killed you. Man they took the bat right out of your hands.”

Of course it was not just left-handed hitters complaining about the Coliseum. Before the start of the season, opposing pitchers were already upset about the ease in which batters could hit home runs to left. Giants pitcher Johnny Antonelli vented that “It’s the biggest farce I’ve ever heard of.” It was not just opposing pitchers complaining about playing at the Coliseum. Dodgers ace Don Drysdale stated that “It’s nothing but a sideshow. Who feels like playing baseball in this place?” while infielder Randy Jackson years later commented that “It was weird, weird, weird playing in the Coliseum.”

Unfortunately, one Dodger star would never play in the Coliseum or indeed play another baseball game again. On January 28, 1958, eight-time All-Star, three-time National League MVP, future member of the Hall of Fame, and the Dodgers’ starting catcher Roy Campanella closed his liquor store in Harlem for the night. (It would be many more years and industrial disputes before players did not need to work another job(s) to survive.) While driving home, Campanella’s car hit a patch of ice, overturned, and crashed into a telephone pole, breaking his neck and leaving him paralyzed. There was hope Campanella could eventually walk again. However, despite the best efforts of everyone involved, Campanella never regained the use of his legs; he was dependent on a wheelchair for the rest of his life. It was a very sad start to the year for the Dodgers.

The team honored Campanella on May 7, 1959. Roy Campanella Night saw a record crowd of 93,103 fans in attendance to see an exhibition game between the Dodgers and the New York Yankees. As Houston Mitchell recounted in If These Walls Could Talk, former Dodgers’ shortstop and the heart and soul of the ball club Pee Wee Reese wheeled Campanella to home plate. Campanella then spoke to the crowd:

I thank each and every one of you from the bottom of my heart. This is something I’ll never forget as long as I live. I want to thank the Yankees for playing this game, and my old Dodgers team too. It’s a wonderful tribute. I thank God I’m able to be here and see it.

The crowd gave Campanella a standing ovation, and, while it would be wrong to claim that there was not a dry eye in the house, more than a few tears were shed. Rather than forget about the plight of Campanella, O’Malley made sure the former Dodger was taken care of and employed him for a number of years. Speaking to the Los Angeles Times in August 1979 following O’Malley’s death, Campanella stated,

A lot of people didn’t know the man for what he was. He stood by me every minute after my accident, helping me to see my way through. No one knows that after that wonderful night he had for me in the Coliseum when 93,000 showed up, he gave me a check for $50,000. And he continued my salary, which was more than $50,000 a year, for years after that. He was a great pioneer in integrating baseball. He was the attorney and part owner of the Brooklyn Dodgers when Jackie Robinson, Dan Bankhead, Don Newcombe and Roy Campanella were signed. If we had more people like Walter O’Malley, this world would be a much better place.

While never playing a game in Los Angeles, players like Roy Campanella were what the Dodgers were built upon. In his autobiography, Campanella wrote that Brooklyn was “where I wanted to finish my playing career. I got my wish all right, but in a much different way.” Campanella died on June 26, 1993. He was seventy-two years old.

1958: THE FIRST SEASON IN LA

After all the turmoil and upheaval of leaving Brooklyn, the headache of trying to find a stadium to play in, as well as dealing with the aftermath of Campanella’s paralysis, the team was thankful for the 1958 season to finally begin. After compiling a 15–16 record during Spring Training, expectations were muted about how the Dodgers’ season would unfold.

The team began on the road with a visit to the San Francisco Giants, who also moved from New York in the offseason. Unlike the vitriol thrown at O’Malley for moving the Dodgers to California, the Giants only received a fraction of the hatred from the New York media.

On April 15, 1958, the Dodgers faced the Giants in the first major-league game ever played in California—indeed, the first game ever on the West Coast. A crowd of 23,448 packed into Seals Stadium to witness history being made. Don Drysdale was the opening day starter for the Dodgers, while Ruben Gomez took the mound for the Giants. It was a great day for the Giants and a bad beginning for the Dodgers.

Drysdale could not make it out of the fourth, giving up six runs on five hits. In contrast, Gomez threw a complete-game shutout, as the Giants won, 8–0. The Dodgers, however, did not have to wait long for their first win, as they defeated the Giants the following day, 13–1, with Duke Snider hitting two home runs. The Giants came back and defeated the Dodgers 7–4, taking the opening series, with Dodgers pitching great Don Newcombe suffering the loss and hurting his shoulder in the process.

The Dodgers were now ready for their home opener on April 18. Once again, they would be facing the Giants. A major-league-record crowd of 78,672 witnessed the first Dodger home game and the first major-league game at the Los Angeles Coliseum. Before they could take the field, or even get to the stadium, Dodger players and management had to attend a welcoming parade at City Hall. As Endsley eloquently wrote, “With what must have been a dagger to the hearts of Brooklyn Dodger fans, Walter O’Malley presented Los Angeles Mayor Norris Poulson with the actual home plate ripped from Ebbets Field.” While one would assume that the players could then get ready to play the actual ballgame, they were then driven in a motorcade to the Coliseum in convertibles. The route was packed almost the entire way, not with the usual Los Angeles gridlock, but with people wanting to catch a sight of their hometown team. The players finally arrived at the stadium after 11:30 a.m.; the Dodgers were finally home—well, their home for the next few years.

Even before the game began, eight people were forced to seek medical attention because they “collapsed from excitement.” Of course, “collapsed from excitement” could also be a euphemism for having too much to drink. A highlight, if you can call it that, was when Mayor Poulson pitched to San Francisco Mayor George Christopher. Christopher could not get a hit from the “hard”-throwing Poulson. The true highlight of the pregame ceremony was when the players from the Dodgers and Giants were introduced to the crowd, with a massive cheer when Campanella’s name was called.

After all the hoopla, at long last there was finally a major-league game in Los Angeles. Dodger veteran Carl Erksine took the mound and threw the first pitch at the Coliseum. The first home run at the Coliseum belonged to Giant veteran Hank Sauer, who hit a “mammoth” 275-foot homer in the fourth. What would have been an easy fly out in all other stadiums easily cleared the fence at the Coliseum. The first Dodger home run at the Coliseum belonged to Dick Gray, this being a more legitimate home run, measured at 350 feet. After all was said and done, the Dodgers defeated the Giants, 6–5. The victory was in a large part thanks to Giants rookie third baseman Jim Davenport. Trailing 6–4 in the ninth, Davenport failed to touch third base in the ninth before coming home. He was called out, and even though the great Willie Mays singled home a run later in the inning, Dodger pitcher Clem Labine retired the final two Giants to record the first Dodger victory in Los Angeles. Yet even with the victory and record attendance, Erksine thought the crowd was subdued. D’Antonio noted that Erksine had recalled that the crowd “didn’t make half as much noise as thirty thousand in Ebbets Field.”

Two great personal milestones occurred on April 23. Dodgers great Gil Hodges hit his 300th home run, while on the same day the legendary Pee Wee Reese, who played his first game for the Dodgers back in 1940, played in his 2,000th game. However, the Dodgers lost to the Chicago Cubs, 7–6.

While fans could not get enough of Dodger baseball, as 1,845,556 attended home games (a Dodger record), the team was not that good. The Dodgers finished the 1958 season with a losing record of 71–83, a mere 21 games behind the Milwaukee Braves. The pitching staff that led the league in ERA the previous year was now last. Playing home games in the Coliseum and the cheap home runs it allowed certainly contributed to the pitchers’ less-than-stellar season. While baseball in Los Angeles was a success, it was one of disappointment on the field. Moreover, in addition to the tragic accident of Campanella, another all-time Dodger great was not long for LA.

Don Newcombe pitched for the Brooklyn Dodgers from 1949 until 1951. After two years of military service, he rejoined the Dodgers in 1954. He was a four-time All-Star, Rookie of the Year, and the National League Cy Young winner in 1956, as well as an MVP. With the Dodgers decline in 1957, he was not as formidable as he once was but was still a fearsome pitcher. While finishing the season with a 11–12 record, he threw four complete-game shutouts (one less than 1956), and his ERA was 3.49 (only 0.43 higher than the previous season). Though struggling a bit on the field, he found Los Angeles to his liking. He dated numerous celebrities and was a fixture at the best nightclubs in town. However, what may have been “good” for his personal life was not as good for his baseball career. In 11 games with the Los Angeles Dodgers in ’58, he compiled a 0–6 record and a whopping 7.86 ERA. Nevertheless, considering his previous success, one would have assumed that the team would not cut ties with “Newk,” as he was known. However, baseball is a business above all else, and winning is paramount. While players are expected to be loyal to their team, teams are rarely loyal to their players. Just before the trade deadline of June 15, the Dodgers traded Newcombe, who had no advance notice of his impending trade, to the Cincinnati Reds. Newcombe eventually admitted he was an alcoholic by 1958 and had started drinking heavily due to not only the stress of playing baseball but also having to deal with the pure hatred of many Americans because he was an African American. By 1961, Newcombe was out of the majors, and even though he was the first former major leaguer to play in the Japanese League in 1962, he only lasted a single season. He felt if it was not for his drinking he could have played for another five years. Newcombe managed to turn his life around and, in 1970, rejoined the Dodgers and helped set up and run their Community Relations department, the first in Major League Baseball. And since 2009, Newcombe has been employed by the Dodgers as special adviser to the chairman. In 2017, Newcombe marked 57 years with the Dodgers’ organization.

1959: WORLD SERIES CHAMPIONS

Following the disappointing 1957 and 1958 seasons, expectations were not high going into the ’59 season. Indeed, the overwhelming majority of the media thought the team would finish near the middle of the pack again, if not even lower. Before the start of the season, O’Malley wanted to fire Dodgers’ manager Walter Alston. Only the intervention of Dodger great and now coach Pee Wee Reese and Dodgers general manager Emil Joseph “Buzzie” Bavasi, who both threatened to quit if Alston was fired, saved Alston’s job.3 However, following a promising Spring Training, there was optimism in the Dodgers’ camp. Moreover, after a season playing in the Coliseum, Dodger pitchers were more comfortable playing there. In addition, outfielder Wally Moon, who was acquired in the offseason from the St. Louis Cardinals, mastered the art of hitting home runs to left field using a flick-of-the-wrist technique he learned from Cardinal great Stan Musial.

The Dodgers started off well in April, compiling an 11–6 record. They won or split every series and were tied with Milwaukee for the NL lead. In a highlight for the month, Don Demeter hit three home runs (including an inside-the-park home run) on April 21, driving in six runs—with his third home run coming in the bottom of the 11th to help the Dodgers beat the Giants, 9–7, at the Coliseum. However, all the promise in April dissipated in May with a 14–17 record as the team had slipped to fourth place. However, it was still relatively early in the season, and they were only five games behind Milwaukee in the standings. Indeed, May was the only month the Dodgers had a losing record. And heading into August, they were 13 games above .500 and in second place in the standings, tied with Milwaukee, only half a game behind the Giants. Coming into the last day of August, the Dodgers were trailing the Giants by two games—who they were scheduled to play at the Coliseum. Taking the mound for the Dodgers was twenty-three-year-old Sanford Braun Koufax, more commonly known as Sandy Koufax. At this stage of his career, the young pitcher lacked control and still needed time to develop. However, on this day he put it all together. In a precursor for what was to come in the 1960s, before a crowd of 82,794, Koufax struck out 18 Giants (tying the major-league record) as the Dodgers won 5–2, with Moon hitting a three-run home run in the bottom of the ninth, which cut the Giants lead in the standings to a single game.

The Dodgers led the division going into the final week of the season, but Milwaukee was only half a game behind, and the Giants one behind. The final week was not kind to the Giants, who ended the season in third place after losing seven of their last eight games. However, both the Dodgers and Braves had reason to rejoice as they ended the season with similar 86–68 records. Thus, the National League pennant would be decided by a three-game playoff.

On September 28, in the first game of the playoff in Milwaukee, the Dodgers started with Danny McDevitt, who had gone 10–8 on the season. Dodgers manager Walter Alston could have started Koufax, but he did not have faith in the left-hander. Game One was played to a half-empty stadium; Milwaukee fans evidently assumed the Braves would triumph and head to the World Series. It looked promising early on, as McDevitt only lasted 1⅓ innings before the Dodgers brought in rookie Larry Sherry with the score tied 1–1. Following an error and a groundout, the Braves took a 2–1 lead. However, Sherry pitched a great 7⅔ innings, only allowing four hits, and the offense did enough, as the Dodgers triumphed 3–2. Don Drysdale, who had a record of 17–13, started for the Dodgers in Game Two in Los Angeles. Drysdale only fared a little better than McDevitt, giving up four runs (three earned) in 4⅓ innings. Heading into the bottom of the ninth, the Dodgers were trailing 5–2. However, with almost everyone expecting Milwaukee to even the series, the Dodgers scored three runs to send the game into extra innings. And in the bottom of the 12th, the Dodgers started a two-out rally. With men on first and second, Carl Furillo hit the ball to Milwaukee shortstop Felix Mantila, who made a throwing error that allowed the winning run to score, sending the Dodgers to the World Series. It was one of the greatest comebacks in postseason history.

With the Braves out of the way, the Dodgers were set to face the Chicago White Sox, who had won their first American League pennant since the infamous 1919 “Black Sox” team. As Vin Scully proclaimed on the Dodgers’ radio broadcast, “We go to Chicago!”

One Dodger was “disappointed” there would be no third game—namely, starting pitcher Roger Craig. Craig was scheduled to start the deciding game, and, as there was no game, it may well have prevented him from securing the National League ERA title. In Bums No More, Endsley recounted Craig stating,

I had pitched 152⅓ innings and, back then, you had to pitch 154 to qualify for the ERA championship. My ERA was 2.06 and Sam Jones was at 2.89. In 1959, the playoff counted in the regular season statistics. I probably could have given up 13 earned runs and still won the ERA title. But I’d rather win the National League pennant, anyway.

Though disappointed, Craig could take solace in the fact that he was the starting pitcher for Game One of the 1959 World Series.

Game One, however, did not go well for Craig and the Dodgers. Craig gave up five runs in just 2⅓ innings. He was relieved by Chuck Churn, who in turn proceeded to give up six runs in ⅔ of an inning (though only two of those runs were earned). In contrast, American League Cy Young winner Early Wynn did not give up a run over seven innings. The Dodgers ended up losing Game One, 11–0. Craig noted to Endsley that “I was completely out of sync that day. I left too many balls in the middle of the plate. I was a low-ball pitcher, and [Ted] Kluszewski [who drove in five runs] was a good low fastball hitter—not a good matchup from my point of view.”

Game Two, however, would go much better for the Dodgers. Trailing 2–1 after six, the Dodgers scored three runs in the top of the seventh with pinch-hitter Chuck Essegian hitting a solo shot to tie the game and Chuck Neal hitting a two-run shot (after a Gilliam walk) to give the Dodgers a 4–2 lead. Essegian would later claim that was the best ball he had ever hit. The Dodgers would end up winning the game, 4–3, with starter Johnny Podres pitching six strong innings and Sherry getting the save with three innings of one-run ball.4

The teams then headed to Los Angeles for Game Three. A crowd of 92,394 saw a scoreless game through six innings. Once again it was a pinch-hitter who had the biggest impact in the game. After two walks and the bases loaded, the Sox brought in pitcher Gerry Staley to face Dodger veteran Carl Furillo, who hit a two-run single to give the Dodgers a 2–0 lead—one they would hold on to for the victory. For the Dodgers, Don Drysdale only gave up a run in seven innings and, once again, Sherry got the save by only giving up one hit in two innings.

Game Four saw 92,650 pack the Coliseum. The Dodgers blew the game open in the bottom of the third by recording five straight hits, scoring four runs. Craig, hoping to redeem himself from his Game One outing, pitched six scoreless innings. Unfortunately, he pitched seven innings. Craig gave up four runs in the seventh, including a three-run shot to White Sox catcher Sherm Lollar, as Chicago tied the game. Gil Hodges, however, settled the outcome in the bottom of the eighth with a home run leading off the inning. Sherry got the win for the Dodgers by pitching two innings of scoreless ball while only giving up one walk.

Hoping to see the Dodgers capture the World Series, 92,706 fans were in attendance for Game Five. In a great pitching duel, Koufax only gave up only one run over seven innings while striking out six, and Stan Williams did not give up a run in two innings of relief. Unfortunately for the home side, White Sox pitcher Bob Shaw did not give up a run over seven, and neither did the White Sox bullpen, as Chicago won, 1–0.

With the series at 3–2, the teams headed back to Chicago. In Game Six, held on October 8, 1959, the Los Angeles Dodgers captured their first World Series crown. The Dodgers broke the game open by with a two-run home run from Duke Snider in the third, and the team scored an additional six runs in the fourth. After Podres gave up three runs in 3⅓ innings, Sherry pitched 5⅔ innings while only giving up four hits and no runs, as the Los Angeles Dodgers defeated the Chicago White Sox, 9–3, to win the World Series four games to two. Not surprisingly, Sherry was named World Series MVP.

The Dodgers were now world champions. And for the players, who almost all had jobs in the offseason to make ends meet, being World Series champions meant more money. Years later, shortstop Maury Wills, as retold by Steve Delsohn in True Blue, proclaimed, “That was my rookie year after eight and half years in the minors. And the winner’s share was $11,000 [actually, a record $11,231]! That was more than twice what I was making. Man, I was going to retire, get that place in the country I always wanted. Wow, an $11,000 check!” Winning, of course, is fundamental, but so is being able to support oneself and family. The extra income was welcomed by all Dodgers.

The ’59 Dodgers were not an all-time great team. Indeed, in 1997 Bill James wrote that the 1959 Dodgers “were, in my opinion, the weakest World Championship team of all time.” Such a sentiment was shared by Dodgers general manager Bavasi. In True Blue, Bavasi claimed that the 1959 Dodgers “was the worst club ever to win a World Series. But it’s also my favorite club. Those kids won on sheer courage and fortitude. That’s really all it was.” Alston proclaimed after the game, “This is the greatest team I ever was connected with, or any manager was ever connected with. This team never quit. It came from behind all the way. It won against big odds.”

Indeed, with the pressure on, the batters delivered. Over the six games the Dodgers scored 21 runs, 19 of them coming with two outs. They came through in the clutch. The 1959 Dodgers may or may not be the worst World Series champion of all time, and, I would argue that there were a number of worse World Series champions. But, in the end, all that matters is the 1959 Los Angeles Dodgers, unlike the White Sox, Giants, Yankees, or the twelve other Major League teams, were World Series champions.

THE FIGHT FOR CHAVEZ RAVINE

In addition to the battle on the baseball field, the Dodgers were facing a battle off it—namely, to build a stadium at Chavez Ravine. In October 1957, the Los Angeles City Council, besotted with the idea of the Dodgers playing in the city, agreed to give O’Malley and the team a 315-acre site to build their ballpark. In addition to giving the Dodgers Chavez Ravine, the city council also offered a $4.7 million package to improve access routes and the like around the area. All the city council wanted in return was Wrigley Field. Even though O’Malley would be using his own funds to build the actual stadium, the city council’s offer was too good to refuse. There was only one problem for the Dodgers: the offer did not sit too well with a large segment of the city’s population. This eventually led to a referendum, known as Proposition B, to determine whether the land-swap deal would go ahead. Before the referendum, the Dodgers bought television time and hosted an almost five-hour “Dodgerthon” that included appearances from players, as well as a number of celebrities. In the end, the Los Angeles voters approved the land-swap deal. As described by D’Antonio, “The voting pattern, which showed that many districts voted against the position held by their city council representatives, suggested a very independent electorate. Most surprising was the huge yes vote in the very district where the ravine was located. Represented by an opponent of the land swap, Edward Roybal, the area was home to a relatively poor and mostly black and Hispanic population. Given the demographics, one might expect them to resent the notion of families being displaced. However, the people of the district knew the ravine and its history better than others, and apparently preferred to have baseball there. The main opposition came from the mainly middle-class and white districts of the San Fernando Valley, but it was not strong enough to overcome overwhelming approval for the proposition in places like South Central and Downtown.” Of course, the Dodgers’ propaganda efforts through the Dodgerthon, and the united support from the media for baseball at Chavez Ravine, undoubtedly had a major effect in swaying voter opinion.

O’Malley’s excitement that the proposition passed did not last long, as a California court ruled that the city council “exceeded its authority and violated rules requiring that development of Chavez property serve a public purpose.” The issue would be decided in the California Supreme Court. The court ruled in favor of the Dodgers, but those opposed to the Chavez Ravine deal appealed the decision. While defeating the White Sox in the 1959 World Series may have been the highlight of the Dodgers year, O’Malley would have been equally pleased on October 18, as the United States Supreme Court threw out all the challenges to the land-swap deal. The Dodgers were at long last able to build a stadium at Chavez Ravine.

In a decade that saw them win the first, and only, World Series in Brooklyn, the upheaval of moving to LA, and the paralysis of Roy Campanella, the 1950s ended on a very positive note. The Dodgers were world champions after only their second season in Los Angeles and were victorious in the courts—finally cleared to build their own stadium. For O’Malley and the Dodgers, they were eagerly awaiting the new decade and hoping and expecting continued success both on and off the field.



3 Alston would go on to coach the Dodgers until 1976, a total of 23 years as the team’s skipper. He would finish was a 2,040–1,613 record (.523) to go along with seven NL pennants and four World Series championships.

4 Saves were not officially recognized until 1969. However, the indispensable Baseball-reference lists saves prior to that date.
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1960S: THE GOLDEN AGE OF LA DODGER BASEBALL AND ITS DECLINE

THE 1960S STARTED with great promise for the Dodgers; they were World Series champions, they were finally able to start construction on their new stadium, and, while they may not have had a star-studded roster, they had high hopes for the upcoming season. Indeed, by mid-April the Dodgers were tied for first in the National League. However, April 21 was the last day the Dodgers would lead the league all season. They posted a lackluster 8–7 record in April, followed by two losing months in May (12–14) and June (13–14). Things picked up again in July, as the Dodgers had a 19–7 record. Once again, optimism filled the hearts of Dodger fans. But for the remainder of the season, they played .500 ball, with a 15–15 record in August, 14–14 in September, and 1–1 in October.

On a positive note, the Dodgers had a winning record for the year, going 82–72. But they finished in fourth, 13 games behind the Pittsburgh Pirates. Individually, first baseman Norm Larker posted a .323 batting average and made the All-Star team. Maury Wills had a breakthrough season, batting .295 while having 50 stolen bases, which led the NL. Another positive was right fielder Frank Howard hitting 23 home runs and winning the NL Rookie of the Year Award.

On the pitching side, Drysdale led the team with 15 wins and an ERA of 2.84, while striking out 246 to lead the league. Nevertheless, the season was one of disappointment for the Dodgers, especially Sandy Koufax.

The 1960 season was Koufax’s sixth season pitching for the Dodgers. However, as in all the other years, he was frustrated. It is fair to say that Koufax should have learned his trade in the minors. However, because he was a “bonus baby” and was required to spend at least two seasons with the major league team, Koufax never pitched in the minors. Thus, for all his promise, Koufax was a wild left-hander and, by the end of the 1960 season, had a record of 36–40, with an ERA of 4.10. For Koufax, he believed Alston was not giving him a fair chance to be the pitcher he could be. In contrast, people close to Alston claim that very few managers would have had the patience for Koufax to put it all together. In an infamous exchange at the Coliseum during the 1960 season, Koufax got into an argument with Bavasi. Delsohn recounted the exchange:

“I want to pitch,” Koufax screamed at Bavasi, “and you guys aren’t giving me a chance!”

“How can you pitch,” Bavasi answered, “when you can’t get the side out?”

“How can I get anyone out sitting in the dugout?” Sandy snapped.

Koufax was so frustrated during the season that he began giving serious consideration to quitting baseball altogether. Bavasi stated that “Koufax came to me during the ’60 season. He said, ‘Alston’s not pitching me. I’m going home.’ I said, ‘When do you want to go?’ Koufax said, ‘Tomorrow.’ I said, ‘Fine, I’ll get you a ticket.’”

While Koufax did not take Bavasi up on his offer, at the end of the season Koufax threw his glove, among other things, in the bin and left the clubhouse. It was a good thing for the Dodgers and for Koufax himself that he stayed with the team, as in the 1961 season he was about to become the pitcher he was destined to be.

* * *

The 1961 season was one of promise for the Dodgers. After having winning months in April, May, June, and July, there was hope that the team might possibly return to the World Series. They battled the Cincinnati Reds for the league lead from late May onward. However, the Dodgers suffered a lackluster August (11–15) and, while they had a winning September, ended up finishing at 89–65, four games behind the first-place Reds. Wally Moon led the team with a .328 batting average, and Wills stole 35 bases, while catcher John Roseboro hit 18 home runs. For the pitching staff, Podres went 18–5 with an ERA of 3.74, Drysdale went 13–10 with an ERA of 3.69, and Koufax went 18–13 with a team-leading ERA of 3.52 and made his first All-Star team.

What led to Koufax starting to put it all together? Apart from Koufax figuring things out, most of the credit has to go to his roommate and back-up Dodger catcher Norm Sherry. During a flight to a Spring Training game, Koufax told Sherry that he wanted to work on his change-up and curve ball. Koufax was meant to only pitch five innings, but as another pitcher missed the flight to the game Koufax would likely have to go about seven. After a less-than-promising start and unable to throw strikes, Koufax walked the bases loaded. Sherry then visited the mound. He told Delsohn about his conversation with Koufax: “Sandy, we only got one other pitcher here. And at this rate, you’re gonna be out here all day. Why don’t you take something off the ball? Don’t even try and strike these next guys out. Just throw it over the plate and let them hit it.”
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