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      Dom Forker's thirty books on baseball have sold more than two million copies. They include The Men of Autumn and Sweet Seasons, works that cover the Yankee glory years of 1949–64, a period during which they won 14 pennants and 9 World Series in 16 years.


      He interviewed 57 former Yankees, including Joe DiMaggio, for the two books. Mel Allen wrote the introduction for The Men of Autumn.


      Dom switched his focus from sports to spirituality about ten years ago. Our Lady of Emmitsburg, Roses in December, and Voula: The Power of the Cross are his first three books in the spiritual realm. They are dedicated to the Blessed Mother, to whom he has a deep spiritual attachment that blossomed at Mt. St. Mary's University in Emmitsburg, MD.


      When asked why he's switched from sports to spirituality, he likes to quip: "When it gets late in the contest, quite often it's time to change your game plan."


      Before he completely changed his "game plan," however, he decided to write one final book on the National Pastime: Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams: Baseball's Greatest Player and Baseball's Greatest Hitter. They have been the two baseball luminaries during his lifetime who have stood the test of time. In 1969, baseball named Joe Baseball's Greatest Living Player and Ted Baseball's Greatest Living Hitter.


      In one season (1941) alone, they set marks that have not been seriously threatened in more than 70 years: Joe hit safely in a record 56 consecutive games, and Ted batted .406.


      Dom, who lives in Milford, NJ, sensed that we may never see their equal again, and so he decided that he would reconnect baseball fans of his generation with Joe and Ted and connect followers of the present era with the Clipper and the Kid!


      This is his Farewell to Baseball book. It couldn't get any better, he believes, than Joe and Ted.
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      To my three sons, Tim, Geoff, and Ted, my numbers one, two, and three hitters—Met, Phillie, and Yankee fans, by the way—and in memory of Nancy, my clutch clean-up batter; and also to Karly (Mets), Kelsey, and Kaitlyn Forker, my inimitable triplet granddaughters, who have pinch-hit for their Nana. Kaitlyn and Kelsey, Phillie fans, didn't take too kindly to the Yankees' 2009 World Series victory. Neither would have their grandmother, a "Fightin' Phillie," also.


      I am especially indebted to the Elias Sports Bureau for statistical information on Joe and Ted; the Baseball Hall of Fame, for information on Joe and Ted's colossal confrontations with Bob Feller; and Dan Rea, the coordinator of club history and alumni relations for the Boston Red Sox, who arranged the Boo Ferriss interview.
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      Joe and Ted were born and raised in the West, But in the East they became baseball's best. Both of them were tutored by Lefty O'Doul, Who on the Pacific was called "Mr. Cool."


      Joe missed hitting .400 due to his eyes; He narrowly missed winning the coveted prize. But Ted in Forty-one defied all reason: He got six hits on the last day of the season.


      That year they put on the game's greatest show; they boosted morale for a country in woe. Joe hit safely till his streak hit 56; Ted's batting mark soared to four hundred and six.


      Joe was the game's quintessential player; He whiffed just once for each homer he layered. Ted was arguably the game's best hitter, but if Babe beat him out, he wouldn't be bitter.


      They've set records that've lasted for seventy years, and they played in an era without any peers. Both set their marks without substance abuse; their critics cannot rely on that excuse.


      Their shadows extended beyond their careers; they've been called the greatest by writers and seers. Both of them have been extolled in prose and rhyme. The question is: Were they the best of all time?
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      They've Been Linked in Life and Death


      
        
      


      Strictly speaking, Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams: Baseball's Greatest Player and Baseball's Greatest Hitter is not a biography. It's a memory book. I zero in on the highlights of each man's career that have remained with me fifty years later. (of course, all of the facts had to be retraced.) In looking back, it seems as though the events of this book occurred Only Yesterday. The seconds, minutes, and hours of our lives sometimes drag. But the months and years fly.


      But the totality of the book—chapters, interludes, appendices, comparisons and contrasts, postscripts—fills in so many gaps that it might give the impression that the Yankee Clipper is running down every fly ball to deep right and left center field, and the Kid is finding every hole in the other team's defense. In fact, he once said: "When I look at the other team's defense, all I see are gaps."


      The format of the book runs Joe, Ted, Joe, Ted, etc. The reason is uniformity, not bias. Joe precedes Ted and DiMaggio comes before Williams in the alphabet and the dictionary. The book's climax deals with an interview of Joe that fell into my lap. I never got that lucky with Ted. But I struck gold with Dave "Boo" Ferriss recently. (See Postscript II: "Two Hours with Dave 'Boo' Ferriss—and Ted Williams.") He made the difference.


      You have many options in reading this book. Perhaps you might want to read all of the segments about Joe first. Or perhaps those about Ted. In either case, you'll receive, I believe, two riveting representations of the baseball lives of two titans of the game. Today they reside in the pantheon of Mt. Olympus, otherwise named the Baseball Hall of Fame. Maybe you'll want to read it episodically. It works just about any way you approach it.


      I preferred the following format: chapters on Joe followed by interludes on the Clipper, chapters on Ted succeeded by interludes on the Kid, appendices on Joe trailed by appendices on Ted. The eleventh appendix unifies the section by focusing on each of them. Interestingly, there are seven chapters and interludes on each of them. The number seven symbolizes completeness. Joe was the complete player; Ted, the complete hitter. When we think of Joe and Ted, we concentrate on their differences. But surprisingly they possessed as many similarities as contrasts. The epilogue points this out.


      I chose the book's format because it ties in with their personalities. They were the two most competitive players of their era. They have been linked in life and death. In fact, they were so competitive that Ted knew everything that Joe did before the rest of the country did. The scoreboard operator at Fenway Park would tell him what Joe did. For example, during Joe's 56-game hitting streak in 1941, he would tell Ted: "Joe just got a hit. His streak continues." Ted would then holler to Joe's brother, Dom, in center field: "Joe just got a hit. His streak's still alive."


      In My Turn At Bat: The Story of My Life, written by John Underwood, Ted said somewhat forlornly: "It is probably my misfortune that I have been and will inevitably be compared with Joe DiMaggio. We were of the same era. We were the top two players in our league. In my heart I have always felt I was a better hitter than Joe, which was always my first consideration, but I have to say he was the greatest baseball player of our time. He could do it all.


      "He was a better fielder than I was. A better thrower. Everything he did was stylish. He ran gracefully, he fielded gracefully, he hit with authority and style. I suppose that is what separated him from Willie Mays in my mind's eye—that even when Joe missed he looked good. It is also true, of course, that in his thirteen years with the Yankees they won the pennant ten times. That has to be a factor."


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Introduction


      
        
      


      Baseball's Greatest


      
        
      


      This is not a book about the Men behind the Myth. Other writers have covered that subject well. Neither Joe nor Ted were annual candidates for "Husband of the Year" nor "Father of the Year" nor "Man of the Year" honors. They were perennial candidates for "Player of the Year," though, and that's what this book's all about. The soul is too subjective for me, so I'm going to leave spiritual judgments to God. Baseball is a more objective playing field. That's the path I'm going to pursue.


      This is basically a memory book. It takes me back to Bayonne, NJ, when I was a youth, at the end of the Great Depression, when Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams on a daily basis were mesmerizing baseball fans all over America with their incredible and inspiring feats on the baseball diamonds of the American League.


      It does not harken back to an Age of Innocence. How could it? There was the Great Depression that was followed by the Great War and then the Cold War!


      But the people of that era had a great deal of resilience. While Gabriel Heater droned over the radio to small groups in dark rooms, "There's baddd news tonight!," young boys escaped to porches, stoops, and sidewalks to flip baseball bubble gum cards close to a nearby street light. You could get ten players for a DiMaggio card in the New York area and a similar number for a Williams card in New England. Everything would be all right with the world, they sensed, when DiMaggio and Williams returned from abroad and resolved their personal battles on the playing fields. In the meantime, thoughts of their return boosted the morale of a nation torn and depressed by war.


      Despite the division of the times, it was an Age of Grace. Bob Feller and Hal Newhouser pitching to DiMaggio and Williams? Wow! Unbelievable as it sounds, DiMaggio batted .363 lifetime against Rapid Robert and tagged him for 11 home runs. Williams finished one point and one home run behind Joe in their personal match-ups with Feller.


      There were great home run races, too. Jimmie Foxx, Lou Gehrig, Hank Greenberg, and DiMaggio vied for the home run crown on a yearly basis. When Gehrig was felled by amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), Williams took his place in the foursome. It's never gotten any better than that.


      Join me in this Stroll down Memory Lane, devoid of steroids and tainted records, while I recall for those who lived it and others who wish that they had, one of the greatest rivalries in the history of sports, the New York Yankees and the Boston Red Sox, personified by Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams. Let's take a "sneak peak" at just some of the extraordinary things that they accomplished:


      1) Joe should have batted .400 in 1939, but Ted did do it in 1941. Blinded by an eye infection in his lead eye, Joe's average plummeted from .412 to .381 in September because Yankee manager Joe McCarthy refused to let the Clipper rest and recuperate.


      2) Ted could have sat out the final doubleheader of the 1941 season against the Philadelphia Athletics and still hit .400. Going into those last two games of the season, the Kid was batting .3995, which rounded off to .400. Red Sox manager Joe Cronin gave Ted the option of playing or sitting. Williams chose to play and went six-for-eight in the doubleheader to raise his average to .406. Risking .400 in two meaningless games was both a courageous and moral decision on his part.


      3) Ted's game-winning home run in the 1941 All-Star Game and his two home runs in the 1946 All-Star Game raised the Mid–summer Classic to the level of World Series lore. His second home run of 1946, hit off Elmer "Rip" Sewell's celebrated "eephus ball" pitch, captivated the fans who had both anticipated and relished the confrontation. Ted was the first player to hit Sewell's specialty pitch for a home run.


      4) Ted's sensational comeback after World War II stands out in memory, too. He picked up right where he had left off in 1942, when he won the Triple Crown. Between 1946 and 1949, he won two MVP awards and his second Triple Crown. In 1947 he lost the MVP Award to DiMag by one vote in a controversial call.


      5) Ted won back-to-back batting titles in 1957 and 1958 at the ages of 39 and 40, respectively. He was the oldest player to win a batting title, and he did it twice. In 1957 he came five hits shy of hitting .400 for the fourth time. Yes, fourth! (See TW Interlude 1: "The .400 Hitter.")


      6) Ted hit a dramatic home run in his final career game in 1960. With the wind blowing in, he reached the Red Sox bullpen one last time.


      7) Joe made two sensational catches of Hank Leiber's 470foot drive at the Polo Grounds in the 1936 World Series and Hank Greenberg's 460-foot blast at Yankee Stadium in 1938. Those who saw them called them the greatest catches they had ever seen. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in1936 saluted the Yankee Clipper as he exited the grounds in close proximity to Joe.


      8) Joe recorded an incredible 56-game hitting streak in 1941. In more than seven decades no one has come close to his mark. Pete Rose fell 12 games short. Many Hall of Famers have said that mark might be the one record that'll never be broken.


      9) Joe hit 46 home runs and drove home 167 runs in 1937. In another park he might have broken Babe Ruth's then-home run record of 60.


      10) Joe made two of the most dramatic comebacks of all time in 1949 when, after missing the first 65 games because of complications from heel surgery, he returned for a key three-game series in Boston and led the Yankees to a sweep with four home runs and nine RBI. Then in the final two games of the season, again against the Red Sox, who held a one-game lead over New York, he came out of a sick bed, suffering from pneumonia, and lifted the Yankees to two wins and the pennant.


      11) DiMag made a dramatic farewell to baseball in the 1951 World Series. He went hitless in his first 12 at-bats as the Giants jumped out to a two-to-one game lead. But then he broke out of his slump in the final three games, collecting six hits and five RBI, and led the Yankees to their ninth world championship in his 13 years in the Bronx.


      12) For the past half century and more, aficionados of the National Pastime have speculated about how Joe and Ted's home run totals might have been elevated had each of them played in the friendly confines of the other team's park, Joe at Fenway Park and Ted at Yankee Stadium.


      It almost happened. One night shortly before the 1947 season, Yankee co-owner Dan Topping and Red Sox owner Tom Yawkey came to a tentative trade agreement after a long night at Toots Shor's Restaurant in New York City.


      The average baseball fan, I'm sure, would assume that Joe's home run numbers would increase while swinging at Boston's Green Monster while Ted's four-base blasts would also soar at Yankee Stadium while measuring up the Short Porch. In one instance he'd be right and in another he'd be wrong. (Read JD Interlude 5: "Two Mythical Trades.")


      13) The final two games of the 1948 season epitomized the rivalry between the Yankees and the Red Sox, DiMaggio and Williams. On Saturday Boston and Ted defeated New York to knock the Bombers out of the pennant race. But the Red Sox still had to win the next day to force a playoff game with the Indians.


      That night Joe said to his brother Dom: "You knocked us out of the race today, but I'm personally going to knock you out of the race tomorrow."


      He gave it his best shot. With aching shoulders, back, knees, and feet, he hit the wall four times, collecting two doubles and two singles, as Boston rolled to an 8-3 victory. Joe hit those balls so hard that in another park he might have had four home runs. But Fenway's 37-foot wall kept DiMaggio's blows in the park. Yankee manager Bucky Harris sent a pinch-runner in for him in the ninth inning, and as he limped from first base towards the New York dugout, the Red Sox fans rose in unison and gave him perhaps the greatest ovation ever accorded a visiting player at Fenway. They appreciated greatness when they saw it, even though it was accomplished at the expense of their beloved Red Sox.


      Both Joe and Ted were blessed with innate confidence. One day towards the end of May in the late 1930s, Joe was flirting with .500 and said to his roommate Lefty Gomez: "Anybody ever hit .500 in this league?"


      Gomez roared back at him: "Are you crazy?"


      DiMaggio smiled and replied: "Don't be surprised."


      Shortly thereafter Ted told friends: "Some day, when I walk down the street, I want people to say, 'There goes the greatest hitter who ever lived.'"


      Joe aspired to be Baseball's Greatest Player while Ted aspired to be Baseball's Greatest Hitter.


      Did they succeed? Join me in this Stroll down Memory Lane and judge for yourself.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      JD Chapter 1


      
        
      


      Joe's Quest of .400


      
        
      


      Joe DiMaggio, in the second game of a doubleheader against the host Red Sox, on September 4, 1939, got two singles and a home run, his 25th, to raise his season's batting average to .412. Actually he got four hits but his single in the top of the eighth inning was discounted because the game was forfeited to the Yankees.


      (The Yankees, in the second game of a doubleheader at Fenway Park, took a 7-5 lead in the top of the eighth inning, but according to the Sunday curfew rules of the time, there were only 15 minutes left before the 6:30 p.m. halt of play went into effect. Boston manager Joe Cronin ordered his pitcher to intentionally walk Babe Dahlgren to prolong the Yankee at-bats. But Dahlgren, trying to end New York's half of the inning, deliberately swung at and missed wide pitches to him. Home plate umpire Cal Hubbard said that there was no rule that prohibited Babe from doing so.


      The incensed Boston fans rained the field with garbage, making it unplayable. The umpires then forfeited the game to the Yankees. Consequently, the game score reverted to what it had been at the end of the previous inning, and Joe's fourth hit of the game was wiped from the record book.)


      That day represents the highs and lows of DiMaggio's greatest batting season. In Game one he sprained a ligament in his ankle when he was nipped at first base, trying to beat out an infield hit, and his 18-game hitting streak came to an end when he was removed from the contest. But he returned to the line-up in Game Two and got four hits, three of them official.


      With less than four weeks left in the season, he was batting .412 and seemed to be the odds-on favorite to become the first American League player since Harry Heilmann of the 1923 Tigers to bat .400.


      But Lady Fate designed a different scenario to his season. In addition to the sprained ligament in his ankle, he came down with a debilitating eye infection later that day. The infected eye was the lead one, so DiMag had to open his stance very wide in order to see the pitch with his right eye. The situation was extremely serious, but manager McCarthy wouldn't take Joe out of the line-up. The Clipper was his good-luck charm, his go-to guy. The Yankees and McCarthy were bearing down on their fourth consecutive pennant and world title. No team had ever done that before. Joe would remain in the line-up.


      More than fifty years later, Joe complained to Bobby Doerr and Ted Williams of the Red Sox about his skipper's insensitivity. He told them that the Yankees had already clinched the pennant, so there was no necessity for him to play. (Not true.) The Yankees did not clinch the pennant until September 17.


      More and more, according to Richard Ben Cramer, it galled DiMag that the subject of .400 called to mind not his name but that of his fierce rival, Ted Williams. Joe would say to friends, not in print, that he could have hit .400 if McCarthy had let him treat his eye effectively. He would lament: "Why McCarthy insisted on playing me, I'll never know."


      Later, after the season was over, McCarthy told Joe: "People might have said you were a cheese champion."


      DiMag got to spring training early that year. He wanted to have a great season. In 1938, he had contract problems and was booed sporadically by the Yankee fans throughout the season. Nevertheless, he batted .324, hit 32 home runs, and drove home 140 runs. But in 1939 he thought that he could surpass even his 1937 numbers when he hit .346, belted 46 home runs, and collected 167 RBI if he got a solid spring training under his legs.


      But six games into the season, on a vicious slide, he tore his calf muscles away from a bone near his ankle and was laid up for more than a month.


      Consequently, he was not in the line-up when Gehrig voluntarily took himself out of the game on May 2, bringing to an end his then-record of playing in 2,130 consecutive games. There's a good deal of irony surrounding the Yankees. When Ruth played out the string with New York in 1934, Gehrig won the Triple Crown. Later, when Gehrig went down, Joe challenged .400. Still to come, when DiMag was winding down, Mickey Mantle was waiting in the wings, the heir apparent.


      Some baseball historians believe that the 1939 Yankees were the greatest team ever. Joe always said that the 1936 Yankees, who had six Hall of Famers on their roster, was the best team that he had ever played on. Until his dying day, he wore his 1936 World Series ring. The hospital attendants had to force it off his finger after he died.


      As good as the 1939 Yankees were, going into the season, rookie Charlie Keller made them even better. He won the left fielder's job and batted .334. Other regulars in the Yankee line-up included Joe Gordon at second base, Frank Crosetti at short, Red Rolfe at third, Joe in center, both George Selkirk and Tommy Henrich in right, and Bill Dickey behind the plate. On the mound they had the following standout pitchers: Red Ruffing, Lefty Gomez, Spud Chandler, Atley Donald, Monte Pearson, Marius Russo, and relief star Johnny Murphy.


      The Bronx Bombers, in a doubleheader at Philadelphia, hit 13 home runs. They won 106 games and lost 45, finishing with a winning percentage of .706, which at the time was the highest mark since the Murderers' Row .714 of 1927.


      Joe put together multiple consecutive game hitting streaks in 1939. His home run at Yankee Stadium iced the All-Star Game, 3-1.


      In July the Red Sox swept the Yankees in a five-game series. Ted went six-for-sixteen; Joe, ten-for-twenty, with five RBI. In the fourth month of the season, he was batting .435. On a 12-game road trip in August, he hit .509. The San Francisco Examiner ran the following headline:


      
        
      


      They ought to Hire DiMag To End War, Hitting .408


      
        
      


      Pat McDonough of the New York World Telegraph wrote: "He is the greatest player in baseball. Not alone as a hitter, his fielding has been marvelous, his throwing grand."


      Gayle Talbot of the Associated Press went even further in his praise: "Every time you see DiMaggio take that effortless swing of his or race back against the boards to rob some luckless batter of a triple, you can't help getting a sneaking feeling that here perhaps, is the greatest all-around player there has ever been."


      The day that Joe raised his average to .412, he hit his 25th home run. In the same game Ted smacked his 23rd and 24th homers of the year.


      Then the sprained ligament and the eye infection took its toll on DiMag. The following day, he went one-for-eight in a doubleheader against Philadelphia, and his free fall began. However, two days later, he hit a game-winning home run against the Red Sox, as Lefty Gomez of the Yankees edged Lefty Grove, 2-1. Joe's average stood at .408 on September 8.


      But Joe was having trouble seeing the ball. He went oh-for-eight in a doubleheader win over the Senators on September 11, and his average fell to .401. The Clipper hit two balls hard that day. One hit the third base umpire in the arm—but foul. The other chased rookie center fielder Johnny Welaj back to the 457-foot sign in left center.


      What caught my attention about Arthur Daley's coverage in the New York Times the next day was the casualness of the reporting. It was as though it were an everyday occurrence.


      Maybe it was!


      Another thing about the Times' coverage of DiMaggio's run for .400 was the paper's apparent lack of interest in it. John Kieran ran a column titled Sports of the Times. Later, Daley and Dave Anderson had by-lines under that title. But during the month of September, when Joe was in the running, Kieran never wrote a column on DiMag's quest of .400.


      Through September 17, Joe went three-for-thirty, and his average dropped to .389. On that date, as the Yankees clinched their fourth straight pennant, in an 8-5 victory over Detroit, Joe was booed early in the game when he flew out to the right field wall and cheered later when he hit his 28th home run of the season.


      After the Clipper went two-for-six on September 20, Daley reported in the next day's edition of the Times: "DiMaggio might have had three hits instead of two had umpire Quinn seen one close play differently. The Great Man rolled to McNair and thought he had beaten the throw, but he was called out. Usually imperturbable, DiMag stumbled angrily out to his position, muttering about man's inhumanity to man."


      The key words in that article were "might have had." Joe's quest of .400 was over. In 13 days he had dropped 25 points, which is pretty difficult to do in mid-September, by which time he had well over 400 at-bats. He ended the season with 462. Still, he finished the season with an average of .381, which was 21 points higher than runner-up Jimmie Foxx of the Red Sox, who ended up the year at .360.


      The time was a very special one in baseball history. Consider the MVP voting: 1) Joe DiMaggio, 2) Bob Feller, 3) Jimmie Foxx, and 4) Ted Williams.


      Then digest the slugging percentage leaders: 1) Foxx, .694; 2) DiMag, .671; 3) Greenberg, 622; and 4) Williams, .609. Lifetime, Foxx finished fourth in that category; DiMag, sixth; Greenberg, fifth; and Williams, second.


      That year the Yankee Clipper had a great World Series against the Reds: .313 batting average, 1 home run, and 3 RBI. In JD Chapter 6: "The World Series," I'm going to go into greater depth, but here I'm going to focus on the ninth and tenth innings of the last contest of the four-game sweep of the Reds. DiMaggio usually made the difference between winning and losing. This is a primary example.


      In the ninth inning he made a slide that Red catcher Ernie Lombardi had never seen before to tie the score and send the game to extra innings, and in the tenth inning he made a slide that no one had ever seen before to turn the tide in the Yankees' favor.


      Joe in 1939 became the first and only player in World Series history to break into the majors by playing on four consecutive world title teams (1936–39). Later (1949–51) he retired from the game after performing on three consecutive world championship clubs.


      And as manager McCarthy often said: "He did it in the eighth and ninth innings."


      Joe made a statement in the Yankees' four-game sweep of the Reds: No one would ever call him a "cheese champion."
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